
1 
 

Sober’s Simplicity: One-Day Workshop 

Workshop organized by the Research Group in Theoretical Philosophy 

 

Date and Time: October 10, 2017, 09:30-17:30 

Location: South Campus, Njalsgade 136, 2300 København S. 

Room: 27.0.47 

 

Attendance is free, but registration required. Please contact Sune Holm (suneh@hum.ku.dk) or 

Thor Grünbaum (tgr@hum.ku.dk) if you plan to attend. 

 

This workshop is dedicated to Elliott Sober’s recent work on the role of parsimony in scientific 

explanation, model choice, and philosophy. In addressing various aspects of Sober’s account of 

parsimony, the speakers will discuss central issues in explanation, statistics, biology and mental 

causation. This workshop should be of interest to researchers and students with an interest in 

philosophy of science, metaphysics, epistemology, and philosophy of mind. 

Program 

09:00 -09:30 Arrival and coffee 

09:30 -10:45  When is a Simpler Theory Better? (Elliott Sober, University of Wisconsin—

Madison) 

10:45 -11:00 Pause 

11:00 -12:15 Bayesian Ockham's Razor and Nested Models (Bengt Autzen, University of 

Bristol) 

12:15 -13:15 Lunch 

13:15 -14:30 The Perils of P-Hacking and the Promise of Pre-Analysis Plans (Jacob 

Stegenga, University of Cambridge) 

14:30 -14:45 Pause 

14:45 -16.00 Parsimony and Species Essentialism (Marion Godman, University of Helsinki) 

16:00 -16:15 Pause 

16.15 -17.30 Razoring mental causation non-Sober style (Michael Baumgartner, University 

of Bergen) 
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Abstracts 

When is a Simpler Theory Better? (Elliott Sober, University of Wisconsin—Madison) 

No abstract 

 

Bayesian Ockham's Razor and Nested Models (Bengt Autzen, University of Bristol) 

While Bayesian inference methods are widely used across the sciences, the foundations of this 

approach remain controversial. In the contemporary statistical literature Bayesian Ockham's razor 

refers to the claim that the Bayesian approach to scientific inference will automatically assign 

greater likelihood to a simpler hypothesis if the data are compatible with both a simpler and a 

more complex hypothesis. In this paper I will discuss a problem that results when Bayesian 

Ockham's razor is applied to nested models. I will argue that previous responses to the problem 

found in the philosophical literature are unsatisfactory and develop a novel reply to the problem. 

 

The Perils of P-Hacking and the Promise of Pre-Analysis Plans (Jacob Stegenga, joint 

work with Zoë Hitzig, University of Cambridge) 

One response to the problems of publication bias and data dredging (or ‘p-hacking’) in the medical 

and social sciences is to demand that researchers formulate pre-analysis plans for their empirical 

studies. In a pre-analysis plan, researchers specify in advance the measurements they plan to 

gather and statistical analyses they plan to perform, committing themselves to specific statistical 

hypotheses prior to data analysis. Pre-analysis plans are used widely in the medical sciences but 

have only begun to gain traction in empirical social science research in the last decade. We 

articulate the epistemic harm of data-dredging and the epistemic value of pre-analysis plans using 

the resources of Bayesian confirmation theory and model selection theory. In practice, scientists 

often depart from pre-analysis plans, and we describe the conditions under which pre-analysis 

plans can be valuable despite such departures. 

 

Parsimony and Species Essentialism (Marion Godman, University of Helsinki) 

Sober (1980) launched an early argument for the death of species essentialism based on several 

considerations and amongst them concerns of parsimony. However, species essentialism has not 

died out completely. I argue that one reason for this is precisely that there is a plausible likelihood 

and common cause argument in its favor. In fact there are two competitors of what the 

characteristics of the common cause might be: intrinsic (mostly genetic) properties shared by each 

member of a species (Devitt 2008, 2010) or a shared history of copying to a common ancestor 

(Millikan 1999; Godman and Papineau forthcoming). Both candidate explanations on the face of it 
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seem to explain why members of populations of different species share multiple similarities with 

one another, but I argue that historical essentialism is the more likely common cause. 

 

Razoring mental causation non-Sober style (Michael Baumgartner, University of Bergen) 

In his (highly recommendable) User's Manual on Ockham's Razors, Elliott Sober rejects the 

philosophical parsimony argument for epiphenomenalism (i.e. Kim's causal exclusion argument) 

because it cannot be justified on the basis of his parsimony paradigms. He says 

"Epiphenomenalism is the more parsimonious model, but that does not suffice to show that it is 

better. What one needs are data" (p. 264, my italics). In this talk, I defend the contrary position. I 

argue that, according to popular difference-making theories of causation (to which Sober himself 

subscribes), the parsimony of epiphenomenalist models indeed is sufficient for excluding mental 

causation—the reason being that these theories incorporate parsimony in the very notion of 

causation. Moreover, I show that, for principled reasons, there cannot exist data that could settle 

the debate between friends of mental causation and their epiphenomenalist rivals on empirical 

grounds. On the meta-level, my findings entail that, in philosophy, there exist sound parsimony 

arguments that do not follow Sober's parsimony paradigms. 


