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The article explicates psychological and ontological aspects of Inference to the Best Explanation (IBE). 
IBE is a psychological theory, because cognitive science studies support IBE as descriptively true and psy-
chologically adequate theory, i.e., people perceive best explanations as true and follow the rule of IBE 
in their reasoning. Moreover, different features of IBE imply that conclusions of IBE can be true only in a 
world with a very particular ontological constitution. Realism about the external world, the uniformity 
of nature, the truth of background knowledge and the truth-conduciveness of explanatory virtues are 
necessary and sufficient for IBE to be truth-conducive. Therefore, IBE is an epistemic theory only because 
at the same time it is committed to a particular ontology. 
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 The Psychological Hypothesis

Inference to the best explanation (IBe) is 
an epistemic theory about the power of ex-
planatory considerations. according to the 
theory of IBe, if one wants to know what is 
the cause of some surprising fact one should 
infer the best explanation for it and this ex-
planation will be true. the explanation will 
depict the actual state of affairs that caused 
the surprising fact. these claims are not 
uncontroversial and are widely discussed in 
the analytical epistemology and philosophy 
of science literature. Sometimes studies in 
epistemology and philosophy of science 

that discuss IBe are concerned with IBe 
as a descriptive theory. When this happens 
these studies analyze whether scientists ac-
tually rely on IBe when choosing between 
theories. However, these studies in episte-
mology and philosophy of science never ask 
whether IBe is typical to humans as such or 
sometimes even explicitly doubt that people 
in fact invoke this form of reasoning in their 
ordinary way of thinking. For example, van 
Fraassen claims:

[...] we can have no good evidence for the 
psychological hypothesis that people do in 
fact follow the rule of inference to the best ex-
planation. (van Fraassen 1985: 295 fn. 19)
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Similarly, Gabbay and Woods state 
about abduction, which is very often as-
sociated with IBE:

[...] for any abduction problem, even if it is 
justified to postulate the existence of a filtra-
tion structure in which abductive solutions 
are cutdowns of up to very large possibility 
spaces, there is no empirical evidence that 
real-life abducers achieve their abductive tar-
gets by constructing such structures. (Gabbay 
& Woods 2005: 155)

On the other hand, there are philosophers 
that declare the psychological adequacy of 
IBe (following van Fraassen we will call 
this claim the psychological hypothesis). 
For example, there are philosophers of 
mind who explicitly endorse that reasoning 
by IBe is a psychological fact. according 
to Fodor:

It appears that much of what the mind does 
best is ‘abduction’ or ‘inference to the best 
explanation.’ (Fodor 2000: 97)

Carruthers (1992; 2006) also judges IBE 
to be a distinctively human cognitive capac-
ity. these philosophers do not argue for the 
psychological adequacy of IBe, but accept 
it as a self-evident fact. IBe is interesting for 
them as an object of study only to the extent 
that it needs an explanation how it originated 
or how exactly it is implemented in the mind. 
More particularly, Carruthers (1992: ch. 7) 
claims that IBe is an innate capacity, because 
people possess it even though they are not 
explicitly taught to it and because it does not 
seem to be learned from experience. Fodor 
(2000), on the other hand, tends to argue that 
abduction (Fodor, as can be seen in the quote 
above, means by this term the same thing 
as IBe) is not likely to be explained by any 
current theory of mind.

the idea that IBe is a human cognitive 
capacity is not recent. theory of IBe merely 
develops Peirce’s claims about abduction 
or, if the distinction between early and late 
Peirce (Gabbay & Woods 2005: 40; Psillos 
2009: 131) is tenable, the claims of late 
Peirce. On the one hand, abduction for Peirce 
is a logical inference and the only way to 
introduce new ideas (Peirce 1932: 2.96). On 
the other hand, abduction for Peirce is also an 
instinct to guess the right kind of hypotheses, 
and the postulation of this instinct is the only 
way to explain the high rate of successful sci-
entific hypotheses. Even though the instinct 
is not infallible, it is much more successful 
than the pure chance would let it (Peirce 
1934: 5.172–5.173, 5.591; 1958: 7.220). 
abduction for Peirce is a form of inference 
and a cognitive capacity at the same time. 
Identification of abduction with an instinct 
makes abduction not just a subject matter of 
logic, but rather a subject matter of psychol-
ogy (Paavola 2005: 143).

a critical reader can notice the features 
of IBe in the argumentation for the psy-
chological hypothesis. the psychological 
hypothesis is coherent with experimental 
findings and its truth would explain why 
invalid and underdetermined form of in-
ference appears for some philosophers a 
justified and reliable one. This is circular, 
i.e., IBe is used to establish the psycho-
logical adequacy of IBe. However, if the 
psychological hypothesis is true, people, 
including the author of this article, simply 
cannot escape the use of IBe. IBe might be 
the only ampliative form of inference that 
people accept or perceive as reliable.

IBe is a strengthened form of abduc-
tion. IBe adds one premise to the abductive 
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form of inference, addition of which, sup-
posedly, permits to infer not merely a pos-
sible, but true conclusion. Peirce presented 
a canonical example of the abductive form 
of inference:

the surprising fact, C, is observed; 
But if a were true, C would be a matter of 
course, 
Hence, there is reason to suspect that a is 
true. (Peirce 1934: 5.189)

IBe adds to this form of inference an 
additional premise that there is no better 
explanation for the surprising fact than the 
hypothesis analyzed (Harman 1965: 89; 
Psillos 2002: 614). The addition of this 
premise strengthens the conclusion. If the 
conclusion of abduction “merely suggests 
that something may be” (Peirce 1934: 
5.171) or is “worthy of conjecture” (Gab-
bay & Woods 2005: 69), the conclusion of 
IBE is “true” (Harman 1965: 89), “true, 
or at least approximately true” (Lipton 
2004: 3) or “probably true” (Josephson 
& Josephson 2003: 5; Psillos 2002: 614). 
The word “probably” in the last quote is 
used without any specific interpretation of 
probability theory, it merely acknowledges 
that the conclusion is not a deductive one. 
Thus the form of IBE is this:

the surprising fact, C, is observed; 
But if a were true, C would be a matter of 
course; 
No other hypothesis can explain C as well 
as a does, 
Hence, a is true.

the logical form of IBe is abductive. 
every instance of IBe is an instance of ab-
duction, but not every instance of abduction 
is an instance of IBe. Both abduction and 

IBe are non-deductive forms of arguments, 
because the logical form of abduction and, 
consequently, of IBe is deductively invalid. 
It is very easy to imagine a state of affairs 
that would make the premises of abduction 
true, but where the conclusion would be 
false. For example, suppose the light bulb in 
a room unexpectedly goes out. One knows 
that this can happen due to the fuse, i.e. the 
blown safety fuse would explain the failure 
of the light bulb in the room. However, it is 
also completely compatible with an accident 
in the power plant or even an airplane crash 
that tore off the power line that supplied 
electricity to the house. IBe chooses the 
best explanation in the set of the abduc-
tive, i.e. deductively invalid, conclusions. 
Whichever abductive conclusion is chosen 
as the best explanation, it remains deduc-
tively invalid, because it remains abductive. 
Hence, IBe inherits deductive invalidity of 
abduction. One might argue that an addition 
of an catch-all hypothesis – a complement 
that would make the relevant set exhaus-
tive – to the set of abductive conclusions 
would make IBE an instance of disjunctive 
syllogism and, consequently, would make 
IBe deductively valid. However, in order 
to be accepted as an abductive conclusion, 
the catch-all hypothesis has to be a genuine 
explanation and catch-all hypotheses are 
not genuine explanations, not to say good 
enough explanations. For example, a blown 
fuse is an explanation for the failure of the 
light bulb, but a catch-all for it “The fuse did 
not blow” will not explain the failure of the 
light bulb, because, according to this fact, 
the light bulb should remain lit.

If someone reasons abductively and ac-
cepts the abductive conclusion as true, she 
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makes a logical fallacy known as Affirming 
the Consequent (aC). Due to its abductive 
mechanism IBe is deductively invalid and 
should be considered as an instance of 
aC as well. However, experiments show 
that people, nevertheless, maintain aC 
as a valid form of inference rather often. 
Knauff (2007) summarized the findings 
from a number of classical studies that 
explored whether people do perceive vari-
ous deductively valid and invalid forms of 
inference involving a conditional premise 
as valid or as invalid. the summary of 
five studies shows that around half of the 
participants (from 27% to 75%) treated aC 
as valid (Knauff 2007: 21). This suggests 
that abduction as the logical form of IBe is 
often perceived as valid even though it is 
not actually valid. Some people would ac-
cept the conclusions of IBe as true although 
logic does not permit that.

IBe is often characterized as an infer-
ence to the hypothesis, which, if true, would 
be the best explanation or would provide 
the most understanding (e.g., lipton 2004). 
Studies show that an explanation why a 
hypothesis can be true raises the perceived 
probability of that hypothesis. Koehler 
(1991) in the section of his article “Explain-
ing is Believing” enumerates experiments 
whose results indicate that an explanation 
why a possibility might turn out true raises 
the confidence in the truth of that possibility. 
First of all, a generation of an explanation 
why some future events might occur raises 
the perceived likelihood of the actual occur-
rence of these events. For example, subjects 
predicted a victory of that college football 
team whose hypothetical victory they were 
assigned to explain prior to the prediction. 

Secondly, creation of an explicit explana-
tion enhances belief perseverance. that is, 
beliefs, for which subjects were asked to 
provide explanations, are persevered and 
continued to be held true even after the 
evidential basis for the explanations has 
been removed or refuted.

two further studies reveal how an ability 
to explain is sometimes used as an evidence 
for belief. a study by Koslowski et al. 
(2008) shows that people more often accept 
some information as evidentially relevant 
in order to explain some event when there 
is a broader causal explanation that can ac-
commodate this information than when such 
explanation is absent. Brem & rips (2000) 
show that people tend to use explanations as 
a substitute for evidence when evidence is 
missing, insufficient or is difficult to come 
by. evidence is required to test hypotheses. 
relevant evidence either raises or lowers the 
probability of a particular hypothesis. these 
two studies indicate that people sometimes 
treat an ability to explain in a similar way 
as evidence when they want to support a 
claim. Hence, in these experiments people 
used explanations to raise the probability of 
particular hypotheses.

Koehler’s words nicely summarize all 
those experiments:

the theme that emerges through the exami-
nation of this empirical work is that any task 
that requires a person to treat a hypothesis as 
if it were true can strengthen the confidence 
with which that hypothesis is held. (Koehler 
1991: 499)

People believe in those hypotheses that, 
if true, would explain some event. Propo-
nents of IBe claim, that actual explanations 
are those that, if true, would provide the 
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best explanation for some event. On the 
one hand, these results seem to support 
the psychological adequacy of abduction 
rather than that of IBe. People accept as 
true hypotheses that would explain, but 
not necessarily hypotheses that are the 
best explanations. However, people take 
explanations to be true (the feature of IBe) 
and not merely possibly true (the feature 
of abductive inference). People seem to be 
satisfied with even less demanding require-
ments than IBe asks for. Hence, the results 
of these experiments tend to support the 
psychological hypothesis.

explanatory virtues explicate what it is 
for a hypothesis to be a better explanation. 
the most commonly mentioned explanatory 
virtues are the virtues of coherence, unifica-
tion and simplicity. their role is twofold. 
Firstly, explanatory virtues are claimed to 
evaluate and rank the explanatory power 
of competing explanations (Josephson & 
Josephson 2003: 15; Lipton 2004: 139–140; 
Psillos 2002: 615). Secondly, explanatory 
virtues are claimed to evaluate prior prob-
abilities and likelihoods (Lipton 2004: ch. 
7; McGrew 2003; Okasha 2000; Weisberg 
2009). experiments show that people em-
ploy explanatory virtues in both of these 
ways.

thagard’s (1989) theory of explanatory 
coherence states that people accept broader, 
simpler and deeper explanations as better. 
read & Marcus-Newhall (1993) conducted 
experiments to test different aspects of 
this theory. They found that subjects value 
narrow explanations as better than broad 
explanations when explaining singular 
facts, although broad explanations are 
judged to be better than narrow explana-

tions when explaining the multiplicity of 
facts. Breadth in this study is defined as 
an ability to explain more facts, hence, it 
is used as a synonym for unification. Next, 
read & Marcus-Newhall found that in or-
der to explain a multiplicity of facts broad 
explanations are evaluated as much better 
than conjunctions of narrow explanations. 
the authors claim that this result shows 
that people prefer simpler explanations. 
Finally, read & Marcus-Newhall found 
that explanations are perceived to be better 
when they are explained by a further expla-
nation than when they are not. this feature 
of explanatory power is sometimes called 
a deepening of explanation (thagard 2007) 
or an explication of underlying mechanism 
and is also considered to be an explanatory 
virtue operative in determining the best 
explanation (e.g., Psillos 2002: 615).

lombrozo (2007) examined only a sole 
explanatory virtue of simplicity, but her 
results are very comprehensive and strongly 
support both claims, distinguished above, 
that proponents of IBe associate with 
explanatory virtues. lombrozo conducted 
several experiments that tested the relation-
ship between simplicity and probability of 
explanatory hypotheses. One experiment 
showed that people preferred simpler ex-
planations when information about their 
probability was absent and preferred more 
probable explanations when information 
about their simplicity was absent. Other ex-
periments showed that people assign higher 
prior probability to simpler explanations 
and that complex explanations are valued 
better than simple explanations only after 
disproportionate evidence for the complex 
ones is given. Finally, one more experiment 
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showed that only when information about 
probabilities of explanations is unambigu-
ous people prefer more complex hypoth-
eses to simpler ones. lombrozo’s main 
conclusion is that simpler explanations are 
assigned a higher prior probability when 
there is no clear information about their 
probabilities and preference of simpler 
hypotheses ceases when that information 
is revealed. these results are in line with 
claims associated with IBe, especially the 
claim that considerations about simplicity 
as an explanatory virtue contribute to the 
assignments of prior probability and the 
claim that simplicity as an explanatory vir-
tue can trump probability when evaluating 
hypotheses.

Information about the underlying mech-
anism is claimed to be one of the explana-
tory virtues associated with IBe. ahn et 
al. (1995) examined whether people seek 
for information about covariance or about 
causal mechanism when asked to provide 
an explanation for some event. experiments 
showed that people prefer information about 
underlying causal mechanism rather than 
covariance both when asking for further 
information about the events to be explained 
and when providing their explanations for 
these events.

a neuroimaging study by Harris et al. 
(2008) can also be interpreted as in line with 
the psychological hypothesis. It revealed 
that the acceptance of a statement as true is 
associated with a particular part of the brain 
(the ventromedial prefrontal cortex) and the 
rejection of a statement as false associated 
with the activation of a particular other part 
of the brain (the anterior insula). the former 
association means a link between belief and 

emotion and the latter association means 
a link between disbelief and sensation of 
taste, pain perception and disgust. Harris 
et al. concluded that the final acceptance 
or rejection of a statement appear to rely on 
hedonic processing because it is partially 
governed by the same regions of the brain 
that govern hedonic judgments. This result 
that links belief in a statement with the feel-
ing of pleasure and disbelief with the avoid-
ance of disgust vindicates lipton’s (2004) 
choice of a term “loveliness” to stand for 
the explanatory goodness of a hypothesis 
or understanding that the best explanation 
can provide. even though the denotation of 
this word in the context of IBe is strictly 
epistemic (Barnes 1995: 273 fn. 4), the word 
as such has rather emotional, aesthetic and 
hedonistic connotations.

Background knowledge is claimed to be 
one of the most important things in discern-
ing the best explanation. For Psillos (2002: 
615) coherence with background knowl-
edge is the ultimate explanatory virtue and 
other explanatory virtues operate only when 
relevant background knowledge cannot dis-
criminate between competing explanations. 
For Lipton (2004: 139–140) what counts as 
an explanatory virtue is partially determined 
by background knowledge. experiments 
show that background knowledge contrib-
utes to credibility of explanations and that 
coherence with background knowledge is 
a condition for a piece of information to be 
accepted as true

as mentioned earlier, Koslowski et 
al. (2008) showed that people grasp some 
evidence as more relevant when it can be 
incorporated into an explanation. What this 
study also indicated is that explanations be-
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come more credible when they can accom-
modate relevant background information. 
In other words, the perceived probability of 
explanations is a function of their coherence 
with the background knowledge:

explanations become increasingly convincing 
as evidence mounts up that connects the ex-
planation in a causal way to what else there is 
in the world that we have fairly good reason 
to believe. (Koslowski et al. 2008: 483)

the role of background knowledge is 
further scrutinized by richter et al. (2009) 
whose experiment show that background 
knowledge conducts validation of incom-
ing information. they claim that their 
results indicate the existence of quick and 
efficient cognitive mechanisms. If back-
ground knowledge is accessible, integrated, 
relevant and held with a high subjective 
certainty these mechanisms accept beliefs 
that are coherent with background knowl-
edge and reject those beliefs that are not. 
a neuroimaging study by Marques et al. 
(2009) supports the findings of Richter et 
al. Marques et al. found that verifying true 
statements activates the left inferior parietal 
cortex and the caudate nucleus and conclude 
that this is a neural correlate compatible 
with an extended search and matching 
process for particular stored information. 
accordingly, they found that verifying false 
statements activates the fronto-polar cortex 
and conclude that this is consistent with the 
claim that the processing of false statements 
involve a search for contradiction between 
information in statements and information 
stored in memory. even though these two 
studies do not deal directly with explana-
tions, they do it indirectly, because every 
explanation is a statement or a set of state-

ments. these studies support the claim that 
coherence with the background knowledge 
plays a decisive role when evaluating the 
truth of incoming information.

the often mentioned and often repli-
cated study by tversky & Kahneman (1982) 
also shows that background knowledge 
is relevant for perceived probability. In 
the tversky & Kahneman’s experiment 
subjects were given a piece of particular 
background knowledge and had to evalu-
ate the probability of a set of statements. 
according to the probability theory, a con-
junction cannot be more probable than any 
of its constituents. However, contrary to 
the requirements of the probability theory, 
more than 80% of participants evaluated a 
conjunction as more probable than one of its 
conjuncts and committed the so-called con-
junction fallacy. In other words, given the 
particular background information (linda 
is 31 years old, single, outspoken and very 
bright. She majored in philosophy. As a 
student, she was deeply concerned with 
issues of discrimination and social jus-
tice, and also participated in anti-nuclear 
demonstrations.), most people think that 
the statement “Linda is a bank teller and is 
active in the feminist movement” is more 
probable than the statement “Linda is a bank 
teller”, which is impossible, according to 
the probability theory. this result, however, 
should be expected if coherence with the 
background knowledge really influences the 
perceived probability. Moreover, this result 
also gives some more credence to the claim 
that explanatory considerations (coherence 
in this particular case) contribute to the 
determination of prior probabilities (Meijs 
& Douven 2007: 356 fn. 12).
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IBe is a form of inference based on com-
parative evaluation. It allows one to infer 
the truth of some hypothesis only if there is 
no better explanation for the phenomena at 
hand. experiments show that availability of 
competing hypotheses influences perceived 
probabilities.

Koehler (1991) not only summarizes 
studies which show that people believe in 
hypotheses that, if true, would explain some 
event, but also refers to studies which show 
that this effect can be undone if a person is 
presented with a competing hypothesis. It 
was discovered that availability of an al-
ternative explanation often reduces or even 
eliminates the perceived truthlikeness of the 
initial explanation. this result is compatible 
with the psychological hypothesis. First, it 
shows that a comparison among explanations 
plays a role in determining the perceived 
probability of these explanations. Secondly, 
in the absence of alternative explanations a 
mere ability to explain is sufficient for ac-
cepting of the hypothesis. Proponents of IBe 
only require that this mere ability to explain 
should be good enough.

One more experiment by read & Mar-
cus-Newhall (1993) showed that perceived 
probability of an explanation depends not 
only on the availability of alternative expla-
nations, but also on their perceived explana-
tory goodness. read & Marcus-Newhall 
found that that the perceived goodness of a 
set of narrow explanations was lower when 
a broad explanation was present than when 
it was absent. Hence, a presence of a better 
explanation lowered the perceived prob-
ability of other explanations.

the truth of the psychological hypothesis 
is taken for granted by some philosophers, 
e.g., Carruthers and Fodor. the truth of the 

psychological hypothesis is also assumed 
in the pragmatic and evolutionary justifi-
cations of IBe. However, the truth of the 
psychological hypothesis is often assumed 
without any justification of it. Therefore, 
the present analysis enumerated empirical 
evidence that fills this void.

Ontology in IBE

IBe is not deductively valid and, therefore, 
best explanations cannot be true in any pos-
sible world. According to Lipton:

unlike the principles of deductive inference, 
reliable principles of induction are contin-
gent. [...] A pattern of non-demonstrative 
inference that generally takes us from truth 
to truth in this world would not do so in some 
other possible worlds. (Lipton 1993: 101)

Nevertheless, IBe is argued to be truth-
conducive – reliable and providing true 
conclusions. the ostensible validity of IBe 
is material, not formal. there are substan-
tive assumptions that have to hold for IBe 
to be truth-conducive and that have to hold 
if IBe is truth-conducive. these assump-
tions have to do with the way our tangible 
world is. Some of them are characteristic of 
induction in general and some are charac-
teristic solely of IBe, but all of them are the 
claims about the ontological structure of the 
world. even if it were possible to establish 
the truth-conduciveness of IBe formally it 
would still have ontological consequences. 
a formal proof of the truth-conduciveness 
of IBe would mean that IBe guarantees 
truth in all possible worlds and, obviously, 
in one among them, i.e. our actual world. 

the biconditional explicates the con-
nection between IBe and the ontology of 
the world:
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IBe is truth-conducive if and only if the world 
has a particular (coherent, unified and simple) 
ontological structure.

this biconditional means that the theory 
of IBe cannot be true and at the same time 
be independent of any ontological com-
mitments. the if direction clearly holds. 
It states a sufficient condition that would 
make IBe truth-conducive. It could be false, 
for example, only if the world would be as 
coherent, unified and simple as possible, but 
all explanations that are the most coherent, 
unified and simple would not be true in that 
world. this seems hardly possible. the only 
if direction states the necessary condition for 
IBe to be truth-conducive. after contraposi-
tion it states that “If IBE is truth-conducive 
then the world has a particular ontological 
structure”. For example, it can be false only 
if all the most coherent, unified and simple 
explanations were actually true, but the world 
would not be coherent, unified and simple. 
this also seems hardly possible. Moreover, 
the latter direction seems to be considered to 
be more characteristic of IBe than the former. 
For Psillos, a defeasible and ampliative type 
of inference, of which IBe is an instance,

works (it produces truths or likely truths), 
only if the external circumstances are right 
(if the world co-operates). (2007: 442)

or

what matters for the correctness of the con-
clusion is whether or not the rule is reliable 
that is, whether or not the contingent as-
sumptions which are required to be in place 
in order for the rule to be reliable are in fact 
in place. (1999: 83)

Day & Kincaid also refer to substan-
tive assumptions as necessary for IBe to 
succeed:

Without substantive assumptions both about 
explanation in general and about specific em-
pirical details, IBe is empty. In short, appeals 
to the best explanation are really implicit 
appeals to substantive empirical assumptions, 
not to some privileged form of inference. It is 
the substantive assumptions that do the real 
work. (1994: 282)

thus, substantive assumptions as de-
scribed in these quotes are seen as neces-
sary, without which IBe form would not 
work. these assumptions, on the one hand, 
are prerequisites for IBe to work and, on 
the other hand, are consequences that have 
to follow if IBe is truth-conducive. as it is 
seen from the quote, Day & Kincaid even 
describe IBe as nothing more than the total-
ity of these assumptions taken together.

Thagard (2007: 29–32) gives an argu-
ment against the coherence theory of truth 
that is applicable here to argue for the con-
nection between IBe and the structure of 
the world. thagard claims that historical 
evidence suggests the world is independent 
of the representation of it, and because of 
that the aim of representations should be the 
correct description of the world, not just a 
coherent relation to other representations. 
respectively, it would be very lovely if all 
the true explanations were coherent and 
very simple, but this would not be true if 
the world is constituted the opposite way. 
IBe as formulated to date would work not 
in every possible world. the world has to 
have a very specific ontological structure 
for IBe to be true. Hence, IBe is not only 
an epistemic and psychological theory, but 
also presupposes an ontological one.

realism about the external world is the 
fundamental assumption of IBe. If there 
were no external tangible world then there 



50

would be no possibility for abductive trig-
gers to happen, there would be no facts or 
events to explain. respectively, if there 
were no external world then one could not 
state any causes (which are the favourite 
explanans of the proponents of IBe) that 
would account for the abductive triggers. 
all other assumptions of IBe are depend-
ent on the realism about the external world, 
because all of them state how this world 
should be constituted for IBe to work.

then there are assumptions character-
istic of induction in general. these state 
that there are regularities in the nature and 
that the nature is uniform, i.e. the physical 
possibilities and regularities in the nature 
should not change throughout the space and 
time. Without these assumptions there could 
be no laws of nature and the same causes 
would not produce the same effects. What 
is more relevant for IBe, if the nature were 
irregular and indeterminate than any kind 
of explanans would be impossible, because 
the same explanans even in the exactly the 
same circumstances would not be capable 
to account for the same explanandum.

there are two principal substantive 
assumptions characteristic solely to IBe. 
The first is the reliance on the substantive 
background knowledge. In every particular 
instance of IBe the content of the relevant 
background knowledge and the truth of 
this content are taken as assumptions. this 
is one more reason why IBe cannot be 
truth-conducive in every possible world, 
because a particular content of background 
knowledge cannot be true in any possible 
world. the empirical and theoretical facts 
embedded in background knowledge act as 
the assumptions, firstly, by restricting the 

set of relevant and plausible hypotheses to 
be evaluated and, secondly, by determining 
the relevant explanatory considerations 
to be used in the evaluation. Background 
knowledge filters and rejects any explana-
tion or explanatory consideration that would 
be incoherent or contradict it. Background 
knowledge also has to indicate why in a 
particular explanation some explanatory 
virtue contributes to the plausibility of the 
explanation. Moreover, acceptance of some-
thing as background knowledge implies that 
it is assumed to be true. thus, according to 
IBe, the best explanation can be true if and 
only if the particular content of background 
knowledge is true, i.e. if the state of affairs 
in the world is exactly as described in the 
background knowledge.

Truth-conduciveness or confirmation-
conduciveness of explanatory virtues is the 
second substantive assumption characteris-
tic solely to IBe. If it is really the case that 
each best explanation, i.e. an explanation 
that is more coherent, unified and simple 
than its competitors in a particular situa-
tion, is true then this means that coherence, 
unification and simplicity have to be truth-
conducive. If IBe is a form of inference that 
is reliable in the actual world then this world 
has to be such that coherence, unification 
and simplicity are truth-conducive in it, i.e. 
it has to be coherent, unified and simple.

It was argued earlier that IBe psycho-
logically adequate: people seem to follow 
the rule of IBe in their ampliative reasoning. 
the evolutionary psychology interpretation 
of this fact would claim that this adaptation 
is due to IBe’s reliability – the use of IBe 
helped to survive in this world. If there were 
even better survival-enhancing ampliative 
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ways of reasoning they would have replaced 
IBe. But, if the use of IBe helps to success-
fully adapt and act in this world and there is 
no better kind of inference, it might indicate 
that IBE reflects the structure of the actual 
world. IBe claims that explanations that 
satisfy the explanatory virtues the most, 
i.e., are the most coherent, unified, simple 
should be accepted as true. If people are 
most successful when employing the most 
coherent, unified and simple theories that 
would mean that the world these people 
are acting in is indeed coherent, unified and 
simple. If the evolutionarily psychology in-
terpretation of the psychological adequacy 
of IBe is true, the particular ontological 
structure of the actual world can be the only 
possible explanation for entrenchment of 
IBe among people as the cognitive mecha-
nism for the ampliative reasoning.

We can now specify the biconditional put 
forward at the beginning of the chapter.

IBe is truth-conducive if and only if there 
is an external world that is uniform and has 
regularities in it, the background knowledge 
depicting the state of affairs in this external 
world is true, and the explanatory virtues are 
truth-conducive.

the if direction in the biconditional, 
being the sufficient condition, states the 
prerequisites that have to be true for IBe 
to be truth-conducive. the only if direction, 
being the necessary condition, states the 
consequences that have to be true if IBe is 
truth-conducive. the substantive assump-
tions are the prerequisites and the conse-
quences of IBe at the same time. there 
arises a vicious circle – the only reason 
to believe in the truth of the assumptions 
that would make the theory of IBe true 

is IBe itself. For example, in the realism-
scepticism about the external world debate 
the hypothesis that our sense experiences 
are caused by the external world roughly 
similar to our experiences of it is taken to 
constitute the best explanations for these 
experiences. If there were no regularities, 
order or determinate causal-nomological 
structure of the world then the results and 
success of natural sciences would be hard to 
explain. In the scientific realism-antirealism 
debate the only reason to believe in the truth 
of scientific theories is the no-miracle argu-
ment (the truth of the scientific theories is 
the only explanation for their empirical and 
theoretical success), which is an instance 
of IBe. the background knowledge is the 
product of the explanatory considerations 
and is used at the same time to evaluate 
the further explanatory considerations. the 
particular ontological structure of the world 
can be the only explanation why IBe is a 
psychological fact. the proponents of IBe 
do not see this circle as vicious (e.g., Psil-
los 1999: ch. 4; Carruthers 1992: ch. 12), 
but rather as similar to the hermeneutical 
circle: IBE and its presuppositions and im-
plications gain increasing mutual support 
while moving in this circle. they claim this 
circle is what one would expect given that 
the major part of justification is brought by 
the considerations of coherence. We are 
not going to evaluate the viciousness of 
this circle here. What is important for the 
task of this section is to conclude that these 
substantive assumptions must hold if IBe 
is to be true.

IBe, if true, seems to take ontological 
commitments. even the conceptual or for-
mal establishment of truth-conduciveness 
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of the features of IBe will have these 
ontological implications, and these would 
have to hold in any possible world. None 
of the other substantive assumptions can 
ever be ascertained due to underdetermina-
tion. Only the empirical refutation of these 
claims can be conclusive. therefore, if IBe 
has any non-formal ontological assump-
tions, we cannot ever ascertain whether 
those assumptions really hold in our world. 
the only thing we might succeed in is to as-
certain, with the help of the natural sciences, 
that these assumptions do not hold.

Conclusions

1. IBe is inter alia a psychological theory – 
the experimental results mentioned in 
this paper show that human reasoning 
exhibits different features of IBe. even 
though these results cannot be said to be 
conclusive (the studies analyzed separate 
aspects of IBe, not IBe itself), they do 
give empirical support for the psycho-
logical adequacy of IBe. Given this, the 
intuition endorsed by some philosophers 
that IBe leads to true inferences might 
arise not from IBe’s conceptual or for-

mal features, but rather because human 
psychological or psycho-physiological 
constitution makes us to perceive the 
best explanations as true. David Hume 
famously argued that causal reasoning 
is nothing more than a psychological 
habit. IBe too might be nothing more 
than a psychological habit, i.e. IBe is 
psychologically adequate, but it might 
not be true as an epistemic theory.

2. IBe is true as an epistemic theory if 
and only if the ontological theory it 
presupposes is true. More particularly, 
a particular ontological environment has 
to hold for IBE to be true: an external 
world has to exist; the world has to be 
uniform; the state of affairs as depicted 
in the background knowledge has to 
hold; the explanatory virtues that de-
termine the goodness of an explanation 
have to be truth-conducive. the falsity 
of any of these claims would deny the 
truth-conduciveness of IBe. Conversely, 
if IBe is truth-conducive, then it cannot 
be the case that the world does not have 
the aforementioned ontological struc-
ture.
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Geriausio paaiškino išvedimas (GPI) dabartinėje 
analitinėje epistemologijoje ir mokslo filosofijoje yra 
plačiai tyrinėjama episteminė teorija, teigianti, kad hi-
potezės buvimas geriausiu paaiškinimu yra pakankama 
šios hipotezės teisingumo sąlyga. Straipsnyje teigiama, 
kad GPI analizuotina ne tik kaip episteminė, bet ir kaip 
psichologinė bei ontologinė teorija. Pirma, aptariami 
kognityviųjų mokslų tyrimai, kurie leidžia teigti, jog 
GPI teisingai aprašo žmonių samprotavimų praktiką: 
paaiškinimas suvokiamas kaip teisingumo požymis; 
teiginiai, kurie yra geresni paaiškinimai, priimami kaip 

GERIAUSIO PAAIŠKINIMO IŠVEDIMO PSICHOLOGINIS ADEKVATUMAS  
ir ONtOLOGiNiai ĮSiPareiGOJiMai

Adolfas Mackonis 
S a n t r a u k a

Įteikta: 2010-10-17

labiau tikėtini; aiškinimo vertybės bei turimas žinoji-
mas daro įtaką teiginių tikimybės vertinimui. Antra, 
straipsnyje aptariama, kokia turėtų būti pasaulio onto-
logija, kad GPI kaip episteminė teorija būtų teisinga. 
Realizmas apie išorinį pasaulį, gamtos vienodumas, 
turimo žinojimo teisingumas bei aiškinimo vertybių 
palankumas tiesai yra būtinos ir pakankamos sąlygos 
tam, kad GPI būtų teisinga.

Pagrindiniai žodžiai: geriausio paaiškinimo 
išvedimas, abdukcija, psichologija, ontologija, aiš-
kinimo vertybės.




