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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.

I argue that we are justified in prima facie disbelieving theories that posit undetectable entities, with
important implications for epistemology more broadly. 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 prob]ems for concessive responses to skepticism, such as entitlement-based and pragmatic
strategies.

The anti—undetectabi]ity principle can be brought to bear on the epistemo]ogy of conspiracy theories.
Because conspiracy theories posit secret activities, they necessarily postulate hidden evidence. While not
entire]y undetectable, hidden evidence is highly so. If theories positing perfectly undetectable entities are to
be prima facie disbelieved, presumably positing highly undetectable entities should likewise incur some lesser
epistemic penaltyA This allows us to cxplain what makes conspiracy theories intrinsically cpistemically
suspicious without unduly implying that belief in a conspiracy theory could never be justified.

The dissertation then turns to more general questions ofparsimony, beyond undetectability. I argue that
parsimony’s use in philosophy cannot be defended based on an analogy to science, because science invokes
parsimony under conditions of noisy evidence that are not present in philosophy Next, I argue that
ontological parsimony, in the first instance, ranges over fundamental ontology. The key observation:
ontological and idcologica] commitments can be traded without loss of Cxplanatory power. It follows that
with respect to parsimony, they must be treated analogously. Finally, I reduce both forms of parsimony to a
sing]c, more foundational virtue: brute fact parsimony.



