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Does a Context-Sensitive Model of IBE leads to Relativism? A Case 
in Quantum Mechanics 

 
 

One of Charles Sanders Peirce most groundbreaking insight is its exposition of a 
specific kind of inference: abductive reasoning. Peirce’s intuitions on abduction have 
led to significant research in contemporary philosophy of science and epistemology, 
notably research concerning inference to the best explanation (IBE). Our aim in this 
talk is to shed light on one of the most engaging challenges concerning IBE: how to 
assess the explanatory power of competing hypotheses? More precisely, we will look 
at the link between explanatory virtues and explanatory power as it is debated and 
discussed in contemporary literature. Our research objective is twofold: first, we will 
insist on one of the most important shortcomings of current approaches: the 
underestimation of the role played by contextual elements in abductive reasoning. 
Our goal will be to direct attention on the principled role context can play in IBE. 
Second, we will argue that this principled role played by context does not lead to a 
relativistic account of IBE. Our claim will be that context-sensitiveness does not give 
rise to relativism (neither epistemological or cognitive relativism, nor epistemic 
relativism). 
 
We will first address the following questions: what does “explanatory power” stands 
for? How, exactly, can we assess the explanatory power of competing hypotheses? A 
quick review of the literature reveals that one answer is widespread: to the question 
“what are the criteria that discriminate that one hypothesis is a better explanation 
than another”, most contemporary scholars answer that “explanatory virtues stand 
for these criteria” (Mackonis 2013: 978). Put differently, explanatory power is, in 
some way, connected to the notion of explanatory virtues1.  
 

We will therefore clarify three notions that seem crucial for IBE: strength, value, 
and power.  

 
Explanatory strength: the comparative importance of each virtue’s 

contribution to explanatory power (e.g. evidential fit is more significant for 
the assessment of explanatory power than simplicity or beauty). 

Virtue score: the in-situ compliance of an actual hypothesis to a virtue (e.g. a 
hypothesis ranks high in simplicity but low in unification within a sui-generis 
situation). 

Explanatory power of a hypothesis: the overall score of the hypothesis (given 
by both strength and virtue score). 

 
Our claim is that those distinctions are necessary to a correct understanding of 

current theories. Moreover, we will argue that they can help us explain the 
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 Other names are also used in the literature: explanatory considerations (Kuhn), theoretical virtues 
(Keas), and sometimes epistemic virtues, epistemic values. If not stated otherwise, we will consider all 
of those concepts as synonyms. 
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connection between explanatory virtues and explanatory power. We will insist on 
one strategy that have been used in the literature to help us better assess 
explanatory power: systematization. Systematic approaches focus on the virtues’ 
formal strength. Proponents of systematization aim at ranking explanatory virtues 
through a comparative assessment of their individual explanatory significance. This 
talk critically engages the tendency of many IBE scholars to describe systematization 
in a formal manner. According to this formal tendency, the ultimate goal is to rank all 
virtue by epistemic priority independently of any in-situ IBE processes. Our aim will 
be to cast doubt on those formal approaches to explanatory strength and show that 
it should be understood as a contextually dependent notion. 

 
We will argue that the upshot of this conclusion is far-reaching. We will suggest 

that the influence of in-situ factors is pervasive in IBE. Our claim is that IBE’s main 
structural elements –  such as explanatory strength and virtue score – need to be 
articulated within a context-sensitive model; an idea non-existent in pioneers like 
Peirce and Harman. We will argue that all models of IBE need to be flexible enough 
to integrate, at the heart of the model, considerations about IBE’s contextual 
groundings. 

 
This will lead us to ask the following question: does IBE’s contextual groundings 

lead to a form of cognitive or epistemic relativism? So as to explore this question, we 
will analyze the debate about the completeness or incompleteness of quantum 
mechanics. Inconclusive IBE (such as it is the case in quantum mechanics theory) can 
occur when epistemic frameworks are not shared. When rooted in actual contexts, 
actual inquirers performing IBE endorse (often implicitly) epistemic framework 
structuring what “best explaining” means. When inquirers endorse divergent 
epistemic frameworks (at least frameworks that leads to divergent ranking of 
competing hypotheses), IBE can be inconclusive. This conclusion raises an acute 
question: does it amount to confessing irrationality of IBE? Does it mean 
acknowledging (cognitive and/or epistemic) relativism? 
 
To conclude this talk, we will answer negatively to this question. We will argue that 
the possibility of inconclusive outcome from IBE does not necessarily lead to 
relativism. In a nutshell, we will claim that inconclusive IBE can consist in non-
relativist faultless disagreement. To support this claim, we will first elucidate 
elements whose admission would irremediably condemn inconclusive IBE to a 
relativist interpretation. Then, we will indicate why the admission of such elements 
is by no mean indispensable, thereby defending the possibility of non-relativist 
faultless disagreement through inconclusive IBE. 
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