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Thought experiments have been used for different purposes in
contemporary philosophy, such as epistemic, illustrative, and heuristic
reasons. The epistemic function of thought experiments typically aims to
elicit intuition-based judgments that can serve as evidence for the
premises of arguments. Advocates for the use of thought experiments aim
to demonstrate that the judgments they elicit often possess the same
validity as those made in everyday life, an argument known as the Parity
defense. The parity defense shows that both judgments use the same
psychological capacity. Opponents, on the other hand, argue that these
intuitions are unreliable and even if the parity defense is true, the validity
of ordinary judgments themselves must be questioned. Here, besides
categorizing different definitions of what we mean by the epistemic
function of thought experiments, | will examine criticisms of the epistemic
function of these intuitions to show that even if some are considerable, it
cannot be concluded that the use of thought experiments must be set aside
from philosophy.
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Extended Abstract

In this paper, I examine the epistemic Vvalidity of thought experiments as a method of
philosophy, focusing on whether the intuitions they produce can serve as reliable evidence
in philosophical arguments. Thought experiments are hypothetical scenarios made to focus
and illuminate specific aspects of a philosophical principle or theory. In contemporary
philosophy, they have different uses, including epistemic, illustrative, and heuristic.
Illustrative use aims to clarify concepts or theories by shedding light on their implications
through hypothetical situations. Heuristic uses aim to show new perspectives. Here, | am
concerned with the epistemic use, where intuitions drawn from thought experiments are
used to support or challenge philosophical claims. This use can take a negative form, using
counterexamples to refute a principle, or a positive form, presenting supportive cases to
confirm one. A more cautious and widely accepted view—acknowledged even by some
opponents—defines the epistemic use of thought experiments as a way of acquiring
premises that contribute to arguments, rather than as independent proofs.

Proponents, such as Timothy Williamson, defend this use usually by the argument of
the “parity defense,” which holds that judgments elicited from thought experiments have
the same epistemic value as ordinary judgments, since both depend on the same
psychological capacities. Ordinary judgments, in this context, refer to a wide range of
everyday beliefs formed based on intuition, from moral verdicts in familiar situations to
perceptual judgments such as recognizing the time or identifying an object’s color. The
parity defense asserts that both kinds of judgments are generated through the same
underlying psychological capacities, and that as long as we accept ordinary judgments as
epistemically valid, we have reason for accepting those from thought experiments as well.
This argument is supported by cases where judgments from thought experiments and
ordinary judgments led to the same results.

One of the Opponents, Edouard Machery, makes two main objections. The first, the
unreliability objection, claims that ordinary judgments themselves are subject to bias,
cultural variation, and irrelevant influences, which undermine their reliability. Machery
cites empirical studies from social psychology in which blame attribution varies between
otherwise identical cases when unrelated factors are altered. For example, when two drivers
cause identical harm through reckless speeding, observers may assign greater blame to the
one whose motive is morally objectionable (such as hiding illegal drugs) than to one whose
motive is morally motivated (such as delivering a gift), even though both cases involve the
same degree of fault. If ordinary judgments lack reliability in this way, parity cannot secure
the epistemic standing of thought experiments' judgments. The response offered by
Williamson here asserts that such judgments are fallible, but argues that they are not
globally unreliable. Rejecting all ordinary judgments would lead to a global skepticism,
undermining the epistemic foundations of everyday reasoning and even empirical science.
Williamson claims that many important belief-making processes, such as forming causal
beliefs or recognizing necessity, would be undermined by such skepticism, which most
philosophers, including critics of thought experiments, are unwilling to accept.

The second objection is based on the atypicality of thought experiments, arguing that
thought experiments often illustrate unrealistic situations that overlook some of the factors
usually present in real life. So, even if they are using the same valid capacity, they are
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doing so outside the proper domain. According to Machery, ethical thought experiments
like the “footbridge” or Thomson’s organ transplant scenario separate factors such as
performing an act of violence and producing harm, which in real cases are linked.
Similarly, Edmund Gettier’s famous counterexamples present unlikely dissociations
between truth, justification, and belief. For Machery, this atypicality undermines the
reliability of the resulting judgments because it removes them from the natural conditions
in which our psychological capacities evolved and typically operate.

Williamson’s reply to this objection challenges the sudden jump from atypicality to
unreliability. Atypicality alone does not conclude that psychological capacities are being
applied outside their proper domain. Some real cases support the separations criticized in
thought experiments: violence does not always produce greater harm, as in justified self-
defense, where damage is prevented. Likewise, elements of Gettier-style cases—such as
accidental truth or misleading evidence—can and do occur outside of experiments. These
counterexamples suggest that the conditions thought experiments describe are not entirely
unfamiliar in real life. While atypicality may call for caution in interpreting their results, it
does not, without additional premises, lead to the complete rejection of judgments from
thought experiments.

| argue that the debate should be understood differently, noting that the assumption that
thought experiments should yield correct conclusions in isolation is false. Instead, they are
better understood as tools for generating judgments, which are then assessed within a
broader philosophical framework that includes additional evidence, argumentation, and
critical scrutiny. This is analogous to empirical experiments, which produce data that must
be interpreted and evaluated before forming definitive conclusions. In this moderated view,
the epistemic value of a thought experiment lies not in its ability to produce truth directly,
but in its contribution to a larger process of reasoning.

To show another possible defense for the use of thought experiments, | point to Simon
Rosenqgvist’s account of intuitions as mental states with propositional content that can
provide justification for belief. On this view, intuitions—whether accurate or mistaken—
are epistemically valuable because they offer starting points for arguments before anything
else. An intuition that “killing is morally wrong,” for example, provides a defeasible reason
to hold that belief; even if further reasoning overturns it, the process of evaluation can lead
to knowledge either by confirming or negating the belief. Many areas of human knowledge,
from moral reasoning to mathematics, partly depend on such intuitions. Consequently,
when critically examined, intuitions elicited by thought experiments can legitimately
contribute to philosophical argumentation.

| also acknowledge that critics like Machery raise important methodological cautions.
These include avoiding overreliance on unexamined intuitions, recognizing the influence
of bias and cultural variation, and ensuring that hypothetical scenarios are not taken as
epistemically decisive without further analysis. However, these cautions should not lead
us to abandon the epistemic use of thought experiments. Instead, they suggest the need for
more careful use of thought-experimental judgments in philosophy, where they function as
provisional data rather than final results.

Finally, I conclude that the epistemic use of thought experiments, when properly
understood, remains defensible. They are not autonomous proofs but structured tools for
eliciting intuitions, which can serve as evidence for or against philosophical claims when
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evaluated within a broader argumentative context. Given the central role of intuition in
human reasoning and the unique capacity of thought experiments to make such intuitions
explicit, their considered use is not only epistemically justified but, in some situations,
methodologically indispensable. While the objections raised by Machery and others assert
the importance of caution, they do provide enough reason for dismissal of thought
experiments as a method of Philosophy.
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