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According to Ockham’s razor, assumptions must not be unnecessarily
multiplied. While this principle is widely accepted, its justification is
controversial. More precisely, we don’t know whether Ockham’s razor is
truth-conducive. The present paper aims to address this problem within
Betz’s theory of dialectical structures (2012). First of all, I give a brief
explanation of this theory. Here, the essential elements of Betz’s theory,
which pertains to my discussion, are highlighted. Secondly, I explain why
Betz’s theory is favored over the Bayesian framework. In the next step, it will
be argued that, at least in the minimal complex positions, potential rivals for
Ockham’s razor don’t discharge their functions unless Ockham’s razor is
considered as a criterion. The fourth step amounts to the evaluation of
Ockham’s razor and its rivals in the minimal complex positions. It is shown
that each rival only represents an increase in the degree of justification of the
likelihood of evidence given the hypothesis whereas Ockham’s razor
increases the degree of justification of the likelihood of evidence given the
hypothesis as well as the posterior degree of justification of the respective
hypothesis. This justifies to some extent Ockham’s. Moreover, while the ratio
between prima facie plausibility of two competitive hypotheses in the case of
Ockham’s razor is greater than those of the potential rivals, the hypothesis
with lower prima facie plausibility receives higher posterior degree of
justification.
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Extended Abstract

Although the slogan “Don’t multiply entities beyond necessity” is nowhere to be found in
Ockham’s texts (Spade, 2019), most philosophers, notably Ockham, would accept it. Perhaps
Kant’s maxim that “rudiments or principles must not be unnecessarily multiplied (entia praeter
necessitatem non essemultiplicanda)” (Kant in: Baker, 2022) is the closest formulation to that of
the slogan attributed to Ockham. No matter how this principle is formulated and what ambiguities
are about the term’s ‘necessity’, ‘entity’, ‘rudiments’ and ‘principles’, it suggests a widely accepted
content: we must prefer, other thigs being equal, simpler theories to their rivals. This content is one
that lies at the heart of inference to the best explanation. Inference to the best explanation is a kind
of non-deductive reasoning according to which the hypothesis that provides the best explanation
for certain explanadum is favored over its competitive explanatory hypotheses. On the one hand,
Ockham’s razor, as a criterion for selecting the best explanation, plays central role in the procedure
of inference to the best explanation. On the other hand, it is hard to see how Ockham’s razor fulfils
its function out of the procedure of inference to the best explanation. This may illuminate why
philosophical discussion about Ockham’s razor and inference to the best explanation are
inextricably bound up to each other. Although the following study concerns with the justification
of Ockham’s razor, the point just mentioned sheds some light on how this issue will be addressed.

While our intuitions support the principle that entity, assumptions, principles or rudiments must
not be unnecessarily multiplied, its justification is controversial. By justification of Ockham’s razor
and simplicity (I use the two words interchangeably) | mean the reason for their being truth-
conducive. If we do not have justification for Ockham’s razor, we don’t know whether it is truth-
conducive. The present paper aims to address this problem within Betz’s theory of dialectical
structures (2012; 2013). First of all, | give a brief explanation of this theory. Here, the essential
elements of Betz’s theory which are pertinent to my discussion are highlighted. Secondly, I explain
why Betz’s theory is favored over the Bayesian framework. To this end, I attempt to clarify the
role given Bayesian framework by its defenders and the arguments of critics who deny it. To the
former, I claim that two defense of the justification of explanatory virtues, including simplicity,
presented by Lipton (2001; 2004) and Sober (1990; 2001) in the Bayesian framework are
problematic. This is because they did not clarify, firstly, how explanatory virtues bear on the
components of Bayesian conditionalization, and secondly, how competitive explanatory virtues
must be weighed against each other. By contrast Betz’s theory satisfies both desiderata. To the
latter, I focus on Psillos’ argument against the Bayesian approach to justifying explanatory virtues
(2007). His argument assumes subjective Bayesianism according to which we are permitted to
assign every numerical value to prior probabilities unless it violates axioms of probability. This
assumption, however, does not hold true for Betz’s theory. In this theory, while axioms of
probability are satisfied, there is a clear method for calculating numerical value of prior degrees of
justification. Furthermore, taking account of inference to the best explanation, the ‘coherence
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enhancing role’ of which lies at the core of Betz’s theory, it seems that Psillos’ desideratum is in
this framework.

In the next step, | deal with the essential determining role of simplicity in the procedure of
selecting the best explanatory hypothesis. | discuss this role in comparison with the role of other
explanatory virtues within Betz’s theory. Considering difficulties related to the complexity of
positions, my discussion is limited to the positions which | call minimal complex positions.
Minimal complex positions are those which the minimum number of explanatory hypotheses along
with the minimum number of controversial auxiliary assumptions, with the minimum difference
between the number of auxiliary assumptions of competitive explanatory hypotheses, explains the
minimum number of explanandum. Following Betz (2013), | consider simplicity, scope, precision,
unificatory strength and prima facie plausibility as the prominent explanatory virtues. The list, far
from being complete, includes main potential rivals of simplicity. It will be argued that, at least in
the minimal complex positions, potential rivals for Ockham’s razor don’t discharge their functions
unless Ockham’s razor is considered as a criterion.

The fourth step amounts to the evaluation of Ockham’s razor and its rivals in the minimal
complex positions. It is shown that scope, precision, unificatory strength only represents an
increase in the degree of justification of the likelihood of evidence given the hypothesis whereas
Ockham’s razor increases the degree of justification of the likelihood of evidence given the
hypothesis as well as the posterior degree of justification of the respective hypothesis. This justifies
to some extent Ockham’s razor. Moreover, while the ratio between prima facie plausibility of two
competitive hypotheses in the case of Ockham’s razor is greater than those of the potential rivals,
the hypothesis with lower prima facie plausibility receives higher posterior degree of justification.
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