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Abstract

We are attracted to metaphilosophical knowledge-first views. One question for people who share our preference is how to avoid ad hoc-ness in claiming overfitting. In what follows, we will make the case that it’s hard: a good case, one that delivers a justified claim of overfitting, is not trivial to build. That is not to say we should stop trying. Rather, it is to point out that justifying claims of overfitting is a labour-intensive affair, and it shouldn’t be treated lightly.

1.Introduction

According to metaphilosophical equilibrism, the tasks of philosophers is to develop theories that are in harmony with a certain set of privileged propositions and can withstand examination (e.g. Beebee 2018, Kocsis & Tőzsér this volume). The relevant privileged propositions are often thought of as pre-philosophical, common sense beliefs, but, as Kocsis and Tőzsér argue, they might also include theoretical virtues such as extensional adequacy, simplicity, prior plausibility, generalisability, and explanatory power, depending on one’s degree of commitment to these virtues.[footnoteRef:1] In contrast, according to the metaphilosophical knowledge-firster, philosophers, just like researchers in general, aim at generating knowledge.[footnoteRef:2] On this view, when we weigh a philosophical theory’s ability to accommodate our pre-theoretical intuitions against other theoretical virtues, we do this with the aim of increasing our knowledge. If we have reason to think that our pre-theoretical intuitions are not a good guide to knowledge, then we should simply reject them.  [1:  Note, though, that expanding the set of possibly privileged propositions might make harmony a little too easy to achieve, by, for instance, including in one’s privileged set the proposition that a certain anomalous belief is not to be trusted. See our example at the start of section 2.  ]  [2:  The knowledge goal of inquiry (in various incarnations) has been robustly defended in the literature, for relevant work see e.g. Kelp 2014, 2019, 2021a,b, Kelp and Simion 2017, 2021, 2025, Simion 2016, 2017, 2018,2019, 2025, Simion, Kelp, and Ghijsen 2016, Williamson 2000.] 

This latter view of building and assessing philosophical theories naturally brings with it a wariness about overfitting. Overfitting is a methodological pathology that is well known to natural and social scientists, and which involves an insufficiently critical attitude towards data, which leads to over-complicated theories designed to fit what are in fact errors in the data (Williamson 2024):
 
[…] many alleged examples and counterexamples in philosophy are the products of heuristics, which can produce mutually inconsistent case judgments […] The philosophical questions are not usually about the heuristics, and we needn’t use the heuristics in asking the questions. But we do rely on the heuristics to generate the data on whose basis we answer the questions. The trouble is that we tend to rely on those outputs uncritically, treating them as data which our theories must fit. When some of the outputs are false, we are liable to dismiss true theories erroneously, as falsified by counterexamples. (Williamson 2024, 1-2)

We are attracted to metaphilosophical knowledge-first views. The question for people who share our preference, however, is how to avoid ad hoc-ness in claiming overfitting (and if you’re a committed fan of metaphilosophical equilibrism, you can perhaps read our discussion as illustrating the difficulty of knowing how to weigh pre-theoretical intuitions against theoretical virtues). In what follows, we will make the case that it’s hard to avoid ad hoc-ness: a good case, one that delivers a justified claim of overfitting, is not trivial to build. That is not to say we should stop trying. Rather, it is to point out that justifying claims of overfitting is a labour-intensive affair, and it shouldn’t be treated lightly. To show this, we first (Section 2) look at what an argument in support of a claim to overfitting would look like. In Sections 3 and 4, we take a case study – the case of the use of morally pregnant cases in epistemology – in the hope to learn theory from practice. We conclude, once more, on a methodologically pessimistic note: making a claim of overfitting is a labour-intensive affair, and, in many cases, not available on incomparability grounds. 


2. Overfitting Claims, Theoretical Virtues, and Alternative Explanations

Here is one way that cannot be the proper way to argue for one’s preferred theory T: 

(1) Alleged data point D that T does not accommodate can be explained away via explanation E.
(2) If alleged data point D that preferred theory T does not accommodate can be explained away via explanation E, then D does not constitute a reason to reject T.
(3) D does not constitute a reason to reject T.

The reason why this argument is unsound is that (2) is false: the existence of alternative explanations is not enough to properly dismiss a data point. The reason for this is that explanations can themselves be better or worse; on a scale from completely outlandish to the best explanation, then, it cannot be that anything goes.
	One way to go (which Williamson 2024 also seems to prefer) is to plug considerations having to do with other theoretical virtues into the above reasoning. Here it goes: 

(1) Alleged data point D that T does not accommodate can be explained away via explanation E.
(2) T scores overall best among available relevant theories in terms of theoretical virtues.
(3) If T scores overall best among available relevant theories in terms of theoretical virtues, and alleged data point D that T does not accommodate can be explained away via explanation E, then D does not constitute a reason to reject T.
(4) D does not constitute a reason to reject T.

While we don’t mean to deny that this is a fine way to go, we worry about its operationalizability. Theoretical virtues are notoriously hard to weigh against each other, and worries of incomparability loom large: many gradable properties violate the comparability principle (if x and y are both F to some degree, then either x is at least as F as y or y is at least as F as x). Most importantly for our purposes, notable cases where comparability fails are so called “trade-off” cases: cases of gradable properties that are multidimensional in the sense that they are a function of multiple other gradable properties, in which there is no principled way to combine these dimensions of quality into a single overall metric that allows you to draw meaningful comparisons between all pairs of property bearers. It’s easy to see how trade-off problems arise for comparing theories, if the comparison is to be done in terms of several theoretical virtues that do not plausibly translate into each other – i.e., combine into a single overall metric. This is not to say that there won’t be extreme, clear-cut cases, that allow for easy comparability: geocentrism is a worse theory than heliocentrism, for sure. The point, rather, is that extreme cases will map on to theories that are likely no longer ‘live’ to begin with, due to their poor performance. With ‘live’ theories, chances are that if they score well enough on theoretical virtues to remain under consideration, they score well enough to deliver incomparability in pairwise comparisons.
But if overall theoretical virtuousness won’t do it, what can we do to strengthen the argument above? Here is one straightforward way to go: 

(1) Alleged data point D that T does not accommodate can be explained away via explanation E.
(2) E is the best explanation for D.
(3) If alleged data point D that preferred theory T does not accommodate can be explained away via explanation E, and E is the best explanation for D, then D does not constitute a reason to reject T.
(4) D does not constitute a reason to reject T.

This will work – trivially so. Unfortunately, once more, one might worry that requiring IBE to diagnose overfitting is too strong for reasonable operationalizability: after all, of course, as soon as we discover that D can be explained away via IBE, D is no longer a datum against T to begin with.
In the absence of enough resources for either winning the day in terms of theoretical virtues, or dismissing the datum altogether (via e.g. IBE), how to decide whether a case at hand is an overfitting attempt, rather than a garden variety demand for extensional adequacy?  We want to suggest that the way forward in these cases is constituted by a complex function from the quality of the alternative explanation for the datum and the virtues of the theory to justified claims of overfitting. In other words, we think that, in practice, in most cases, it will come to an exercise of weighing how good the alternative explanation for the datum in question is, and how virtuous the theory. It is easy to see, of course, that worries of (at least partial) incomparability will continue to loom large, if we’re right.
We will not propose such a model here – it’s too far removed from the ambitions of this paper. Rather, in what follows, we look at a test case of alleged overfitting: the case of the use of morally-pregnant cases in epistemology. The hope is that we will learn some lessons about methodology from practice.


3. Morally pregnant cases in epistemology

In recent years, a lot of cases have been introduced in the epistemological debate that appear to indicate that there are genuinely epistemic obligations that, when breached, affect epistemic justification. Many of these cases also have a moral component to them, but, as we will argue, that doesn’t mean that they cannot be used to make an epistemological point. Consider the following three cases:

Case #1: Normative defeat: Your family doctor, Paul, has not kept up with the medical literature and, as a result, still believes that a certain traditional treatment method is most appropriate to treat a relatively familiar condition. Had Paul been keeping up with the literature, he would have known that not only is there a better treatment method on the market, but the traditional treatment method is even a lot less effective than it is supposed to be.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  The case is adapted from (Goldberg 2017). ] 


Case #2: Testimonial injustice: Anna is an extremely reliable testifier and an expert in the geography of Glasgow. She tells George that Glasgow Central is to the right. George believes women are not to be trusted and therefore fails to form the corresponding belief.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  This case of testimonial injustice and the next case of science scepticism are both taken from (Simion 2024a,b).] 


Case #3: Science scepticism: Neda is an anxious cognizer; in particular, she is very careful when it comes to accepting science communication: whenever well recognised, reliable experts assert that anthropogenic climate change is occurring, or that vaccines are safe, Neda suspends belief thinking ‘Well, scientists sometimes get it wrong! I’ll do my own research’.

These three (types of) cases are epistemologically interesting, as they reflect run-of-the-mill cases from actual life where something seems amiss epistemically – yet they are not easily captured by prominent theories of justification. If that is an accurate diagnosis of these cases, then we have every reason to reflect carefully about them. That’s why we’ll briefly run through some prominent theories of justification to show in what way they have difficulties accommodating the intuitive verdict about the cases.  
Let’s start with internalism – to wit, phenomenal conservatist and evidentialist views of justification. According to phenomenal conservatism, roughly, one has at least some prima facie justification for the belief that P if it seems to one that P (Huemer 2001, 2007). According to evidentialism, roughly, one’s belief that P is justified if it’s based on evidence that fits that belief (Conee & Feldman 2004, Feldman & Conee 1985). Although evidentialists are more open about the type of mental states that can constitute evidence,  they typically agree with phenomenal conservatists that these are accessible internal states of a subject. This assumption spells trouble for the case of normative defeat: given that Paul has not kept up with the medical literature, he does not have any evidence to make him believe that there’s a better treatment method on the market. Indeed, from what he remembers about the standard treatment method, that method simply seems to him to be the most appropriate method to treat the condition. All the evidence and seemings at his disposal thus fit Paul’s belief that the traditional method is the most appropriate one to treat the condition, making Paul’s belief justified according to either phenomenal conservatism or evidentialism. Yet, in contrast to this theoretical verdict, there seems to be something epistemically wrong with Paul’s belief.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Note that both phenomenal conservatism and evidentialism could attempt to avoid their verdict by focusing on Paul’s (presumable) knowledge that he hasn’t been keeping up with the medical literature. But if that knowledge is sufficient to prevent him from having a justified belief in this case, then it should be sufficient to prevent him from having justified beliefs in many if not all other cases – even if, in fact, no better alternative treatments have been discovered for those other cases. ] 

How do these views of justification fare with respect to cases 2 and 3? In both cases, phenomenal conservatism will have to deal with seemings that have ‘bad etiologies’ (cf. Markie 2005, Siegel 2013). Due to his sexism, it seems to George that Anna is untrustworthy, which would make his belief that she is untrustworthy have at least some prima facie justification. Similary, for Neda, her anxiety leads to her seeming that science is not sufficiently trustworthy, making the corresponding belief also prima facie justified to at least some degree. The justification of these beliefs will make it far too easy for George and Neda to justifiedly believe the exact opposite from what their reliable informants are telling them, which we take to be a very undesirable consequence for any theory of justification. Of course, proponents of phenomenal conservatism could try to avoid some of these issues by adding further requirements to those seemings that can provide prima facie justification – somehow preventing seemings with bad etiologies from providing prima facie justification (e.g., Brogaard 2013, Chudnoff 2013). At best, though, this will lead to the conclusion that George and Neda do not have any justification for believing the opposite of what their reliable informants are telling them. It still completely misses the underlying problem that George and Neda intuitively should believe what their reliable informants are telling them. 
Evidentialism does somewhat better in this respect. Depending on how one cashes out the notion of evidential fit, it is open to evidentialists to claim that both George and Neda have an overall evidence set that fits believing, respectively, that Glasgow central is to the right and that anthropogenic climate change is occurring – even if they also have some minimal evidence (their sexist- or anxiety-induced seemings) that points in a different direction. However, cases 2 and 3 can be easily adapted to let the problematic outcome reappear even for evidentialism. Just suppose that George’s sexist bias is so strong that he doesn’t even listen to what Anna is telling him, or that Neda’s anxiety about anthropogenic climate change and vaccines is so strong that she doesn’t even listen to scientific experts on these issues. In that case, they both wouldn’t even have the evidence required by evidentialism to reach the intuitive verdict, and the evidentialist view seems to suggest (at best) that they should suspend their judgment. What’s more, we now have the unfortunate consequence that if we increase George and Neda’s irrational biases, their epistemic position in suspending judgment actually improves. We also take this to be an undesirable consequence of any theory of justification. 
Given that these two internalist views of justification fail to accommodate these cases in the right way, one might wonder whether externalist views of justification fare any better. Take the paradigmatic externalist theory of justification, process reliabilism. According to process reliabilism, roughly, a belief is prima facie justified if it is the result of a reliable process (Goldman 1979). Given that both George and Neda are forming their beliefs by means of unreliable processes (where sexism and anxiety are influencing belief formation), we easily arrive at the result that George and Neda will form at least some unjustified beliefs if they don’t accept what Anna and scientific experts are telling them (even if they don’t outright believe the opposite of what they have been told, they will at least believe that their respective informants are untrustworthy). Case 1 of normative defeat might also be handled by adding a process reliabilist account of defeat, according to which a subject’s prima facie justification for a belief that P is defeated if that subject has an alternative reliable process that, if used, would have resulted in the subject’s not believing that P (Goldman 1979, Lyons 2009). If we liberally view Paul’s keeping up with the medical literature as an alternative reliable process that would have resulted in Paul’s not believing that the traditional method is the most appropriate one to treat the condition, then Paul turns out not to have ultima facie justification for his belief. 
Note, though, that, to reach this result, we would have to accept that ‘keeping up with the medical literature’ is a relevant type of process of belief formation (cf. Conee & Feldman 1998), and that the proposed account of defeat is one that is acceptable and in line with other process reliabilist commitments (cf. Beddor 2015, Ghijsen 2016).We could, however, easily modify Paul’s case to spell trouble for the proposed reliabilist account of defeat: consider a case in which, unbeknownst to Paul, his 12-year old son is a medical genius, fully up-to-date with the relevant literature. In this case, it would seem, Paul has an alternative reliable process that, if used, would have resulted in Paul forming the right belief. Still, we don’t want to say that the fact that it doesn’t cross poor Paul’s mind to listen to his 12-year old on medical matters affects his justification. Something else must be going on in the original case, alternative reliable processes alone won’t do the trick.
But let’s put these issues to the side for now. Just as with phenomenal conservatism, process reliabilism does not really address the underlying problem with the cases. A good theory of justification shouldn’t just provide the verdict that Paul, George, and Neda are forming certain types of unjustified beliefs; it should somehow account for the intuition that Paul, George, and Neda should believe (or in Paul’s case: should know) what the best available evidence is telling them. But process reliabilism, with its focus on processes rather than evidence, and on one’s beliefs’ being justified (doxastic justification) rather than there being justification for one’s beliefs (propositional justification), does not immediately give us the right tools to account for this idea. 
So what about an externalist view that does make room for propositional justification? Turri (2010) proposes such a view, where propositional justification is cashed out in terms of doxastic justification: roughly, an agent has propositional justification to believe that P if and only if the agent has a reliable ability that, when used, would lead the agent to form a doxastically justified belief that P. Given that Paul, George and Neda all seem to have the ability to, respectively, keep up with the medical literature, accept female testimony, and accept scientific testimony, they do seem to have propositional justification for the relevant beliefs in these cases. If this is true, then one might explain what’s epistemically wrong in all of the cases by pointing out that the subjects have strong propositional justification for beliefs that they don’t actually accept – for no good reason. However, one important problem here is that it’s not actually clear that George and Neda really have the relevant abilities (again, setting aside the issue whether we should really count Paul’s keeping up with the medical literature as a relevant kind of ability). Given their specific psychological make-up, which involves George’s sexism and Neda’s anxiety, they don’t really have the abilities required by Turri’s account. George is simply unwilling to heed any female testimony, given his ideas about the untrustworthiness of women. Neda is simply too anxious about anthropogenic climate change and vaccines to trust any scientist who claims that these things are real.[footnoteRef:6] What’s more, if this is not clear enough already in cases 2 and 3, we could easily adapt the cases again to make George and Neda even more irrational than they already are: now George and Neda simply cannot even begin to listen to the relevant testimonies because of their psychological dispositions. Again, this should not make their epistemic position any better, but on Turri’s account the result might well be that they are now in a better epistemic position: although they now lack propositional justification, this now also makes it epistemically proper for them to not believe what their reliable informants are telling them. And that seems to be a terrible consequence for people who have acquired even worse epistemic dispositions.  [6:  Note that Turri is sensitive to this issue, and proposes that we will, in cases where subjects are somehow ‘defective’ in their specific abilities, look at the typical abilities of members of their kind to determine propositional justification. We think that this might be on the right track, but note that the notion of being defective will need further elaboration (e.g., it would be strange if a person with colour vision deficiencies were to have propositional justification for all types of colour beliefs).] 

These considerations should be sufficient to show that the run-of-the-mill cases of normative defeat, testimonial injustice, and science scepticism are not easily accommodated by some prominent theories of epistemic justification. We thus seem to have excellent reason to take these cases seriously as data points that should be accommodated by our best theories. However, perhaps these cases can be dismissed because our intuitions about them are too heavily influenced by their moral components. We now turn to showing why this response fails. 


4. Moral and Epistemic Intuitions

The previous section surveyed cases that trigger intuitions of norm violation, but which traditional views of justification – on both sides of the internalism/externalism divide – struggle to accommodate. One way for the traditionalist to resist this datum – and one that has been very popular indeed – is to claim that these morally pregnant cases muddy the waters: our intuition of impropriety in these cases, the thought goes, map on to moral norm violation rather than to epistemic norm violation. We think, for instance, that George is doing something wrong in the testimonial injustice case because he’s doing something morally wrong in not listening to the female passer-by: epistemic injustice, many traditionalists press, is the stuff of intellectual ethics, not of theory of knowledge proper. However, our intuitions are not fine grained enough to see the difference: theory is needed. We should, then, stop employing morally-pregnant cases in epistemology. Here is Ernie Sosa on this topic:

[T]he theory of knowledge […] is the department wherein we find the core issues of knowledge […] in the history of epistemology, by contrast with the wisdom of inquiry, and with the intellectual ethics wherein we find issues of epistemic justice and epistemic vice, broadly conceived (2021, 71). 

Here is also Richard Feldman:

It's surely true that there are times when one would be best off finding new evidence. But this always turns on what options one has, what one cares about, and other non-epistemic factors. As I see it, these are prudential or moral matters, not strictly epistemic matters (2004, 190).

To lay our cards on the table from the get-go: we don’t find this move particularly plausible. We think the failure in question in the cases above is a straightforward and important genuinely epistemic failure, and that if we are unable to accommodate this within our best epistemological frameworks, we should go back to the drawing board. 
	That being said, we will set our intuitions aside here, and propose to decide the issue on mere theoretical grounds. We will also set aside non-purist epistemological responses (e.g. moral and pragmatic encroachments) that will happily acknowledge the moral source of the intuition as a feature rather than a bug: we will stay within a strict classical invariantist theoretical zone, which is the one principally targeted by the above move.
	Note, first, that the interesting methodological point underlying this debate has to do with the very methodological permissibility of employing morally pregnant cases in epistemology.  The traditionalist is accusing the objector of an overfitting attempt: the alleged data that the traditionalist theories of epistemic justification fail to accommodate are not data the traditionalist theories should accommodate to begin with. Moral intuitions are data that concern theories of moral justification, not theories of epistemic justification. 
	Here is one worry one can have about the traditionalist’s line of argumentation for dismissing the target data. Recall that we have already dismissed the following recipe for making overfitting claims in defence of a theory:

(1) Alleged data point D that T does not accommodate can be explained away via explanation E.
(2) If alleged data point D that preferred theory T does not accommodate can be explained away via explanation E, then D does not constitute a reason to reject T.
(3) D does not constitute a reason to reject T.

We have said that this argument is unsound in that (2) is false: the existence of alternative explanations is not enough to properly dismiss a data point. The reason for this is that explanations can themselves be better or worse; on a scale from completely outlandish to the best explanation, then, it cannot be that anything goes.
The worry is that is the traditionalist line of argumentation looks a lot like it follows this same problematic pattern. Here it goes: 

(1) Intuitions of impermissibility in morally pregnant cases can be explained away as triggered by moral impermissibility.
(2) If intuitions of impermissibility in morally pregnant cases can be explained away as triggered by moral impermissibility, then intuitions of impermissibility in morally pregnant cases do not constitute a reason to reject traditionalism.
(3) Intuitions of impermissibility in morally pregnant cases do not constitute a reason to reject traditionalism.

If this is the traditionalist’s argument in favour of overfitting, it is unsound in that (2) is false: the existence of alternative explanations is not enough to properly dismiss a data point. 
We think this objection to the traditionalist is unfair, however, in that the traditionalist’s argument is better than this. A few things about this: first, we agree with the traditionalist – and everyone should – that the cases under discussion are also cases of moral norm violation. We also agree with the underlying thought that our intuitions are not reliably tracking permissibility and impermissibility types, but, rather, merely permissibility and impermissibility. Again, everyone should agree with this eminently plausible armchair psychological claim, short of empirical evidence against it.
If so, however, the traditionalist’s argument becomes:

(4) Intuitions of impermissibility in morally pregnant cases can be explained away as triggered by moral impermissibility alone.
(5) If intuitions of impermissibility in morally pregnant cases can be explained away as triggered by moral impermissibility alone, then intuitions of impermissibility in morally pregnant cases does not constitute a reason to reject traditionalism.
(6) Intuitions of impermissibility in morally pregnant cases do not constitute a reason to reject traditionalism.

In this shape, we think the traditionalist’s argument goes through on IBE grounds: the thought is that the explanation in terms of moral intuitions alone is clearly the simplest explanation. Since simplicity is a virtue, ceteris paribus, the explanation in terms of moral intuitions alone is the best explanation.
	There is a fly in the ointment however: as one of us has argued in previous work (Simion 2024a, 2024b), cases with the same structure, but in which, at least seemingly, no moral norm is being breached, are available. Indeed, one can even find cases of prima facie moral success that have a similarly problematic structure. Here is one such case: 

Case #4. Unwarranted Optimism: Mary is an optimist. When her partner Dan spends more and more evening hours at the office, she’s happy that his career is going so well. When he comes home smelling like floral perfume, she thinks to herself: ‘wow, excellent taste in fragrance!’ Finally, when she repeatedly sees him having coffee in town with his colleague Alice, she is glad he’s making new friends (Simion 2024a, 17).

Extant views on partiality in friendship uniformly predict that the case of Mary is a case of moral success. Strong views of epistemic partiality hold that the ethics of friendship may require biased beliefs in direct conflict with epistemic norms. Weak views hold that the ethics of friendship may place normative expectations on belief formation but in a manner that does not violate these norms. Either way, what we have above will be diagnosed as a case of moral success. Clearly, though, Mary is not justified to continue believing as she does that Dan is a faithful loving partner. This suggest that the source of the intuition is, indeed, epistemic failure (absent other normative constraints at the context). 
Going back to the traditionalist’s argument for overfitting: what cases like Mary’s show is that it is not the case that the best explanation of the impermissibility intuitions present at the morally pregnant cases is that they are triggered by moral impermissibility alone.
	There are two responses available to the traditionalist at this point, as far as we can see. 
One is to deny – against pretty much the entire body of literature on partiality in friendship – that the case above is one of moral success. Maybe one way to do that would be to argue that one has duties of self-respect that Mary is breaching in this case. Or perhaps one can argue, on rule-consequentialist grounds, that partiality in friendship is (morally) a bad idea in the long run. We are sceptical this move will work wonders for the traditionalist’s case. After all, we can easily imagine cases that have no moral flavour whatsoever (positive or negative) and that have the same problematic structure as the cases above, epistemically speaking:

Case #5. Perceptual Non-responsiveness: Alice is looking straight at the table in front of her and fails to form the belief that there’s a table in front of her (Simion 2024a, 17).

Importantly, this is not a case where Alice is distracted, meditating, or otherwise occupied, cognitively. Intuitively, if so, something is going really wrong in this case. 
Second, however, and more promisingly, the traditionalist can ask the following reasonable question: if the objector has non-morally-pregnant cases available at hand, why run with the morally-pregnant ones to begin with? This faces the objector with a dilemma: either to agree that there is no advantage to morally pregnant cases, which is to concede to the traditionalist the methodological point: one should not employ morally pregnant cases in epistemology. They either lead to overfitting (in cases in which it is indeed moral intuitions alone that are at stake), or they muddy the waters unnecessarily (in cases in which there is an underlying epistemic problem). Or, alternatively, the objector needs to admit that there is some methodological advantage to putting forth objections accompanied by morally pregnant cases, in which case the suspicion is, once more, that the strength of the objection rests heavily on the moral intuition.
Here, we will take the second horn: Our view is that (1) morally pregnant cases are distinctively methodologically useful, and that, nevertheless (2) they do not carry the danger of muddying the waters. In a nutshell: The reason why they are useful is because they enable us to theorise well, not because they play a distinctive justificatory role. The reason why they don’t muddy the waters is because, in the case of blameworthiness, nothing can be morally bad but epistemically fabulous. Here it goes:
It is hard to deny that, in philosophy and science alike, we care more to inquire into the things that we, well….care about. We are taught, as graduate students, to motivate our research when we present it to others for this very reason: we want to get them to care about it, to know why it’s important. It is also hard to deny that (hopefully, at least), philosophers, just like people in general, are more likely to care about thinks that matter morally rather than not. In this, if one wants to draw attention to a phenomenon, employing morally pregnant cases is the way to go, ceteris paribus. 
Of course, sometimes ceteris is not paribus: should, for instance, the traditionalist be right to think that morally-loaded cases muddy the waters, epistemologists would be better off setting them aside, and carefully cleaning up all cases they use of any normative considerations that might suffer from similar concerns. We don’t think this is the case, though. We explain why in the next paragraph.
Using morally-pregnant cases in epistemology does not muddy the waters. Indeed, as we are about to show, it is analytic that it does not: it is impossible to confuse a moral intuition of impermissibility for an epistemic intuition of impermissibility. The reason for this is that it is hard to see how, in the cases that exhibit morally problematic features, these could be instantiated without bad epistemic underpinnings. After all, one thing that the vast majority of the theorists of blame[footnoteRef:7] strongly agree with is that there is an epistemic condition on moral blame:  [7:  There is a full  Stanford Encyclopaedia entry dedicated to ‘The epistemic condition on moral responsibility’ (Rudy-Hiller 2018). ] 


Epistemic condition on moral responsibility (ECMR): S is morally blameworthy only if S is not epistemically blamelessly ignorant that S is doing something wrong.

If one has done everything in one’s power to figure out whether phi-ing is morally permissible, and ended up ignorant of phi-ing being morally impermissible anyway, one is morally blameless for phi-ing. But this suggest that in the morally pregnant cases above the negligent doctor, the sexist, and the science sceptic are doing something epistemically wrong as well, not just something morally wrong. Otherwise, if they were epistemically blameless, they could not be morally blameworthy. But they are. As such, an intuition of moral blameworthiness alone implies epistemic blameworthiness.
	If this is so, however, the traditionalist’s claim to overfitting does not go through: their explanation of the datum – moral impermissibility – implies epistemic impermissibility in these cases. Epistemic impermissibility data need to be accommodated by theories of epistemic justification, on pain of extensional inadequacy.

4. Conclusion
Let’s take stock: we have asked, with the metaphilosophical knowledge-firster, how to make justified claims of overfitting to dismiss data that our preferred theories struggle to accommodate. For fans of metaphilosophical equilibrism, we could be viewed as having investigated the difficulty of weighing pre-philosophical intuitions against theoretical virtues. We have said that it will be hard: strong superiority in theoretical virtuousness is a rare commodity, and the luxury of IBE to dismiss data doesn’t present itself often either. Instead, we have suggested that, for most cases, the best we can do is to appeal to a combination of overall superiority in theoretical virtuousness together with a good enough alternative explanation for the datum at stake. To illustrate our point, we attempted, with the epistemological traditionalist, to escape objections from morally loaded cases via claiming overfitting. It didn’t work well. 
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