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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

Empirical evidence underdetermines theory—doubly so in philosophy, where such evidence is marginal.
To adjudicate between empirically adequate theories, we must turn to the non-empirical virtues, with
parsimony chief among them. Yet parsimony’s epistemic credentials are precarious: why think that simpler
theories are more likely to be true? My dissertation aims to answer this question and clarify parsimony’s role
in epistemology more generally. Its first part concerns the epistemology of undetectable phenomena; its second
part concerns parsimony more broadly.

[ argue that we are justified in prima facie disbelieving theories that posit undetectable entities, with
important implications for epistemology. Because the skeptic denies that our faculties can support justified
beliefs about the external world, they deny the possibility of acquiring undefeated evidence that it exists. In
other words, by their lights, the external world is undetectable. Thus, appropriately supplemented with an
anti-undetectability principle, the skeptical challenge intensifies into something far more radical: outright
denial that the external world or its constituents, as we commonly conceive of them, exist. This poses
problems for concessive responses to skepticism, such as entitlement-based and pragmatic stracegies.

The anti-undetectability principle can also be brought to bear on conspiracy theories. Because conspiracy
theories posit secret activities, they necessarily postulate hidden, highly undetectable phenomena. If theories
positing perfectly undetectable entities are to be prima facie disbelieved, then positing highly undetectable
entities should likewise incur some lesser epistemic penalty. This allows us to explain what makes conspiracy
theories intrinsically epistemically suspicious without unduly implying that belief in a conspiracy theory
could never be justified.

The dissertation then turns to more general questions of parsimony, beyond undetectability. Many
philosophers have attempted to defend parsimony’s use in philosophy by analogy to science. Against this, 1
argue that whereas science invokes parsimony under conditions of noisy evidence, philosophers require a
notion of parsimony that applies in the absence of significant noise. When the evidence is noisy, parsimony
safeguards against overficting. But because the philosophical data (e.g., intuitions about thought experiments)
are characterized by predictable bias rather than noise, the overfitting-based justification cannot vindicate
parsimony’s use in philosophy.

To defend ontological parsimony’s use in philosophy, I argue that it ranges over only our metaphysically
fundamental commitments. While this position has become influential in recent years, the arguments for it
have been largely suggestive. By contrast, I offer an entailment. The key observation: ontological and
ideological commitments can be traded without loss of explanatory power. It follows that with respect to
parsimony, they must be treated analogously. Since we already have reason to believe that ideological
parsimony ranges over only primitive ideology, we must accept that ontological parsimony ranges over only
fundamental ontology.

The possibility of exchanging ontological and ideological commitments also suggests that both forms of
parsimony reduce to a single, more foundational virtue: brute fact parsimony. I conclude the dissertation by
developing this reduction, with implications for the metaphysics of Taws.



