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Abstract
Sękowski attempts to defend the Method of Cases against the negative experimental
philosophy challenge by distinguishing general conceptual judgments (intuitions of
intension) from case-application judgments (intuitions of extension). By conceding that
case-application judgments are unreliable, Sękowski argues that thought experiments can
survive if their grounding premises rely exclusively on general conceptual judgments.
Using Sękowski as a primary case study to evaluate the broader family of “mischarac-
terization” defenses, I contend that this strategy is incomplete. I demonstrate that case-
application judgments inescapably appear in the evaluative setup of thought experiments –
notably in the justification premise of Gettier’s ten-coins vignette. Plausible attempts to
replace these case-sensitive setup premises with general epistemological principles (such as
standard evidentialism, process reliabilism, and their revised forms) either leave the case-
dependency intact, render the necessary bridging premises false, or beg the question.
Furthermore, recent appeals to conceptual engineering and methodological infinitism
cannot bypass this dependency, as concept-revision logically supervenes on concept-
application. Hence, case-application judgments remain inescapable, and mischaracteri-
zation style defenses cannot fully neutralize the Xphi challenge. I close by outlining several
implications for epistemological practice, given this dependency in Gettier-style cases.

Keywords: Intuition of intension; intuition of extension; gettier cases; experimental philosophy; Method of
Cases; mischaracterization; conceptual engineering

1. Introduction

The stability of philosophical intuitions has been heavily challenged by experimental
philosophy (Negative Xphi), which documents that case-judgments can vary with
demographic and cultural factors (see, e.g., Stich and Machery 2022; Machery et al.
2017). In response, a prominent family of “mischaracterization” defenses has emerged.
Philosophers such as Cappelen (2012), Deutsch (2015, 2016), and Horvath (2022) argue
that the Xphi critique misrepresents philosophical methodology; philosophers do not
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rely on idiosyncratic case-intuitions as evidence, but rather on arguments (or “Method
of Cases-Grounds,” hereafter “MoC-Grounds”) to reach their verdicts. Most recently,
Tałasiewicz (2025) has expanded this family by proposing a “Quasi-Formal Approach,”
arguing that cases demonstrate quasi-logical distinctions rather than eliciting evidential
case-judgments.1

Sękowski (2024a) offers perhaps the most structurally distinct and modern version of
this defense. He introduces a strict division between general conceptual judgments
(intuitions of intension) and case-application judgments (intuitions of extension).
Acknowledging the Xphi threat, Sękowski’s “Concession Strategy” concedes that
extensional case-judgments are unreliable. However, he argues that Gettier-style refu-
tations can survive by adopting a revisionary interpretation of the Method of Cases. On
this view, thought experiments do not attempt to track the existing folk concept of
knowledge; rather, they serve as normative arguments for how experts should revise the
concept, relying exclusively on reliable intensional principles. Furthermore, following
Deutsch’s (2023) recent “infinitist” strategy, if these intensional premises are challenged,
they can theoretically be supported by further arguments, avoiding a foundational
reliance on raw intuition altogether.

This article takes Sękowski’s framework as the primary case study to challenge the
broader family of mischaracterization responses. My central claim is that this
Concession Strategy cannot succeed because the elimination of extensional judgments is
incomplete. Even if we grant Sękowski his revisionary interpretation, and even if we
allow for an infinitist regress of intensional arguments, the Method of Cases cannot get
off the ground without concept-application. To make a normative argument revising the
concept of knowledge, one must still pump intuitions using a specific vignette.
I demonstrate that an ineliminable extensional judgment remains lodged in the thought
experiment’s evidential setup – specifically, the premise that “Smith is justified in
believing E.” While an author can descriptively stipulate the facts of a scenario, eval-
uating those facts as instantiating the philosophical concept of “justification” requires a
case-directed intuitive judgment.

I further show that plausible attempts to replace these case-sensitive setup premises
with general intensional principles (such as standard evidentialism, Conee and
Feldman’s evidentialism, or hybrid forms of process reliabilism) fail; they either leave the
extensional judgment intact, render the descriptive premises false, or beg the question.
Consequently, case-application judgments are inescapable in the Method of Cases. This
limited but substantive negative result undermines the claim that mischaracterization-
style defenses can fully neutralize the Xphi objection.

The article proceeds as follows. Section 2 reconstructs Gettier’s ten-coins case and
sets out the mischaracterization defense, focusing closely on Sękowski’s Concession
Strategy and the intension/extension taxonomy. Section 3 identifies the locus of the
problematic extensional judgment within the evaluative setup premises. Section 4
examines several families of arguments designed to replace this case-laden premise with
general principles, demonstrating why each fails to remove the extensional dependency
without significant theoretical cost. Section 5 evaluates recent attempts to bypass this
dependency via methodological infinitism and conceptual engineering, arguing that

1Although Tałasiewicz’s (2025) approach avoids treating intuitive judgments as empirical evidence, it
does not escape the central critique of this paper: demonstrating a quasi-logical distinction using a concrete
vignette still inescapably requires an initial, localized concept-application to establish the descriptive facts as
successfully instantiating the relevant conceptual categories.
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concept-revision logically supervenes on concept-application. Finally, Section 6 outlines
the broader implications for epistemological practice given this inescapable reliance on
case-judgments.

2. Reconstructing the ten-coins case and the mischaracterization defense

2.1. Gettier’s ten-coins case and the evaluative setup
Gettier (1963) offers two short vignettes designed to show that justified true belief (JTB)
is not a sufficient condition for knowledge. The first – the ten-coins case – can be
presented compactly as follows: Smith and Jones apply for a job. Smith has strong
evidence for the conjunctive proposition: (d) “Jones will get the job, and Jones has ten
coins in his pocket.” Smith’s evidence is: (i) the company president assured Smith that
Jones would be selected; and (ii) Smith counted ten coins in Jones’s pocket 10 min
earlier. From (d) Smith infers (e) “The man who will get the job has ten coins in his
pocket.” Unknown to Smith, Jones will not get the job; Smith will. Unknown also to
Smith, Smith himself has ten coins in his pocket. Thus (e) is true, Smith believes (e), and
Smith is, by Gettier’s account, justified in believing (e); yet it seems wrong to say Smith
knows (e).

To make the structure explicit, the dialectical core of Gettier’s refutation can be
reconstructed as a deductive argument:2

(1) E is true. [E = “the man who will get the job has ten coins in his pocket”]
(descriptive)

(2) Smith believes E. (descriptive)
(3) Smith has strong evidence for E (the president’s assurance; counting the coins).

(descriptive/evaluative)
(4) If one has strong evidence for p, then one is justified in believing p. (general

conceptual principle)3

2Landes (2023: 7), for instance, has once reconstructed Gettier’s argument by treating the claim “Smith is
justified in believing E” as a single, foundational premise given by the vignette. I diverge from this by
unpacking the justification claim into its descriptive antecedents and the evaluative inference connecting
them (Premises 1–5). The significance of this expanded reconstruction is that it isolates the exact locus of
concept-application. One might object – and thereby attempt to save the mischaracterization defense – that
Gettier simply stipulates the evidential setup as a foundational rule of the fictional case (as an anonymous
reviewer has commented). On this view, if the setup is flawed, one might conclude only that Gettier’s
argument rests on controversial assumptions and is therefore merely inconclusive. I reject this deflationary
reading. Such an objection conflates descriptive stipulation with evaluative categorization. While an author
can descriptively stipulate that Smith counted ten coins, stipulating by fiat that these actions constitute the
normative property of “justification” begs the question. To possess any dialectical force, the thought
experiment cannot merely assume justification; it must actively elicit the reader’s (intuitive) agreement that
the described facts successfully instantiate the epistemic concept. Therefore, the upshot claimed here is not
merely that Gettier reconstructions are inconclusive, but rather that the mischaracterization strategy col-
lapses back into a foundational reliance on extensional case-judgments.

3It is important to distinguish the case-application judgment regarding Smith’s initial evidence from the
principle of epistemic closure (the rule that justification transfers across known logical entailment). Gettier
explicitly relies on the closure principle to move from Smith’s initial belief about Jones (d) to the target
conclusion (e). My critique does not challenge the validity or intensional status of the closure principle itself.
Rather, the extensional vulnerability lies entirely upstream: in the baseline judgment that the initial facts (the
testimony and the observation) successfully constitute “strong evidence” before any deductive inference
occurs.
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(5) Therefore, Smith is justified in believing E. (from 3 and 4)
(6) Therefore, Smith has a justified true belief (JTB) that E. (from 1, 2, and 5)
(7) If JTBs were sufficient for knowledge, then Smith would know E. (conceptual)
(8) But Smith does not know E. (target conclusion/case verdict)
(9) Therefore, JTB is not sufficient for knowledge. (from 6–8)

Much of the metaphilosophical debate focuses on supporting Premise 8 – the verdict
that “Smith does not know E.” Those supporting arguments are what Deutsch (2010)
and others in the mischaracterization family call “G-Grounds.” Philosophers have
proposed several families of G-Grounds to underwrite this conclusion without relying
on raw intuition, such as the Epistemic-Luck G-Ground, theNo-Defeaters G-Ground, and
the Disconnect G-Ground.

Each G-Ground carries advantages and costs. As critics have noted, attempts to
introduce neutral principles often risk reintroducing the very intuition-sensitivity that
experimental philosophy highlights, or they simply restate contested intuitions under
another label (e.g., Landes 2023; Horvath 2022).

Furthermore, it is crucial to clarify the epistemic status of the vignette’s “setup”
(Premises 1–3). Although an author is perfectly entitled to stipulate the descriptive facts
of a thought experiment (e.g., that the president spoke to Smith, or that Smith counted
the coins), the categorization of those stipulated facts as constituting “strong evidence”
or “justification” cannot be merely stipulated without begging the question. Evaluating
whether the specific actions in the vignette successfully instantiate the philosophical
concept of justification requires an active, case-directed intuitive judgment.

2.2. The mischaracterization family and Sękowski’s concession strategy
Sękowski (2024a) offers a highly sophisticated, strategic response to the Negative Xphi
challenge on behalf of the mischaracterization family. Drawing on Craig (1990) and
Spicer (2008, 2010), he introduces a strict distinction between intuitions of intension and
intuitions of extension:

Intuitions of intension: Judgments concerning the general properties of a concept
(e.g., “knowledge should involve a nonaccidental connection to the truth”).

Intuitions of extension: Judgments about the epistemic state of an agent in a
particular situation (e.g., “Given this vignette, Smith does not know E”).

Sękowski concedes that extensional case-judgments are vulnerable to demographic
variation, rendering them an unreliable source of evidence. However, he insists that the
justificatory grounds for thought experiments – what we might generally call MoC-
Grounds – can and should be formulated strictly in terms of intensional principles.
Returning specifically to the ten-coins vignette, Sękowski’s favored move is to construe
the Disconnect G-Ground as relying entirely on an intensional expectation: “For each X,
if X knows that p, then some facts that led X to acquire the belief that p are truth-makers
for p.” His Disconnect G-Ground goes as:

8a. Smith believes E on the basis of believing (i) Jones has ten coins and (ii) Jones will
get the job. (descriptive)

8b. The facts that make E true are (i*) Smith has ten coins and (ii*) Smith gets the
job. (descriptive)

8c. For any X: if X knows p, then some facts that led X to acquire the belief that p are
truth-makers for p. (intensional principle)
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Smith does not know E. (From 8a–8c)
The attractiveness of this reconstruction, as Sękowski sees it, is that 8c is an

intensional principle – a general principle about the property of knowledge that does not
depend on case-application judgments – and 8a–8b are descriptive facts one takes from
the vignette. Thus, Sękowski claims, the G-Ground is not hostage to the vagaries of
intuitions of extension.4

Sękowski (2024a), at the same time (and the later 2024b, Sękowski and Landes 2026),
crucially pairs this specific G-Ground with a broader revisionary interpretation of the
Method of Cases. On his view, MoC-Grounds in general are not attempting to describe an
everyday folk concept; they are normative, concept-revision arguments dictating what
conditions should be imposed on the target concept by experts immersed in the discourse.
Moreover, following Deutsch’s (2023) infinitist strategy, if these intensional premises are
challenged, philosophers can simply supply further arguments, creating a dialectical chain
that never necessarily terminates in a raw, unjustified intuition. By coupling concept-
revision with intensional premises, Sękowski contends the Xphi attack is defused.

I concede Sękowski’s main moves for the sake of argument. I will assume the
Disconnect reconstruction is acceptable, I will grant the revisionary interpretation of the
Method of Cases, and I will allow for the infinitist regress of intensional arguments. Even
granting all of these, the Concession Strategy does not succeed.

The strategy fails because the premises that establish the setup of the thought
experiment – specifically the claim that “Smith is justified in believing E” (Premises 3
and 4, and the inference to 5) – inescapably depend on extensional judgments. One
cannot make a normative argument revising a concept using a specific vignette without
first applying concepts to that vignette to establish its parameters. Eliminating exten-
sional judgments from the conclusion (the G-Grounds for Premise 8) does not guarantee
their elimination from the setup.

This localized diagnosis identifies the strategic gap the mischaracterization family must
still close. They must show not only that the G-Grounds are intension-based, but also that
every premise supplying the evaluative setup (e.g., that Smith has “strong evidence”) can
be justified without smuggling back the disputed extensional judgments or rendering the
descriptive premises false.5 Sections 3 and 4 examine this fatal locus in detail.

4Several scholars suggest that the G-Grounds constructed thus far ultimately fail. They contend that these
G-Grounds either (i) introduce external principles that themselves rely on extensional case-judgments
(e.g., applying the Epistemic-Luck principle requires the intuitive, case-directed judgment that “Smith’s
belief that E is lucky”), or (ii) rely on general principles – such as those in the Disconnect or No-Defeaters
G-Grounds – that are rendered false by further counterexamples, like the “Next-door Jennifer case”
(Horvath 2022: 8–9; see also Landes 2023; Feng 2025). My aim here is not to evaluate the success of these
specific G-Grounds. Rather, I demonstrate that even assuming Sękowski’s chosen G-Ground and his
Concession Strategy are entirely successful, ineliminable extensional judgments still lurk elsewhere in the
argument.

5One might object that Sękowski’s Concession Strategy strictly requires only the MoC-Ground
(the overarching argument for a vignette’s final verdict) to be anchored in general conceptual principles, and
therefore he need not eliminate extensional case-judgments from auxiliary setup premises like Premise 3.
However, this objection artificially narrows the scope of the Negative Xphi challenge. The ultimate goal of
Sękowski and the broader mischaracterization defense is to vindicate the Method of Cases as a reliable
epistemic tool. Because a deductive argument is only as reliable as its weakest necessary premise, leaving a
demographically vulnerable extensional judgment lodged in the evidential setup permanently compromises
the thought experiment.
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3. Identifying extensional judgments in the evaluative setup

Recall the reconstruction from §2. Although Sękowski successfully anchors the con-
clusion of the thought experiment in general conceptual principles (intensional judg-
ments), the evaluative setup of the vignette – specifically the premises justifying the
claim that “Smith is justified in believing E” – inescapably relies on case-judgments
(extensional judgments). This section isolates those premises and demonstrates why
they remain vulnerable to the Negative Xphi critique.

3.1. The target premises and the evaluative gap

Consider the relevant subargument identified in §2.1:

(3) Smith has strong evidence for E (the president’s assurance; counting the coins).
(descriptive/evaluative)

(4) If one has strong evidence for p, then one is justified in believing p. (general
conceptual principle)

(5) Therefore, Smith is justified in believing E. (from 3 and 4)

As discussed regarding the dialectical nature of thought experiments, Premise 3 is not
merely a stipulated fact; it is a case-application judgment. It attributes an evaluative
epistemic status (“has strong evidence”) to the raw facts of the vignette. Deciding
whether the president’s testimony combined with Smith’s observation successfully
reaches the threshold of “strong evidence” is precisely the kind of extensional judgment
vulnerable to demographic variation.

Even if we accept Premise 4 as a universally true intensional principle, the inference
to Premise 5 only succeeds if the reader intuitively accepts the case-application in
Premise 3. Endorsing Premise 3 requires the reader to evaluate the specific evidence
provided and categorize it as “strong.” Thus, the inference hides a reliance on an
extensional judgment in its descriptive antecedent. An intensional rule cannot neutralize
an extensional application.

3.2. The case-sensitivity of “strong evidence”
Gettier uses the phrase “strong evidence” to indicate that Smith has a prima facie reason
to accept E. However, “strong evidence” is an open-ended evaluative predicate. Agents
can reasonably disagree about the force of testimony in the absence of corroboration, or
whether a single observation (counting ten coins) is decisive. These are paradigmatic
case-to-concept categorizations. Concrete alternative readings of the vignette illustrate
this variability:

The skeptical reading: A respondent who believes that corporate executives fre-
quently mislead applicants might treat the president’s assurance as weak evidence. For
this respondent, Premise 3 is false, and the justificatory chain to Premise 5 collapses.

The trusting reading: A respondent who treats authoritative corporate testimony as
definitive will easily accept Premise 3.

Framing effects: Altering the presentation of the vignette can shift a respondent’s
willingness to endorse the evaluative label. For example, presenting the descriptive facts
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before labeling them “strong evidence” may cause respondents to evaluate the evidence
more critically than if the author preemptively declares the evidence to be “strong.”6

Experimental philosophy provides direct empirical support for this expected
divergence. Studies demonstrate that case-application judgments about epistemic sce-
narios vary significantly based on demographic factors, cultural norms regarding
authority, and experimental framing (Swain et al., 2008; Stich and Machery 2022;
Machery et al. 2017). Because the acceptance of Premise 3 depends on these highly
variable factors, it remains a critical locus of extensional vulnerability.

3.3. Why general principles cannot bridge the gap

One might hope that deploying a highly robust intensional principle – a rigorous
epistemological rule equating specific evidential conditions with justification – might
dissolve the need for an extensional judgment. However, formalizing the rule does not
eliminate the need to evaluate the antecedent.

Any principle of the form “If S meets conditions xyz, then S is justified” still requires
the reader to judge that the specific agent in the vignette actually meets conditions xyz,
which serves as a critical bridging premise. The generality of the rule does not alter the
case-sensitivity of its application. Furthermore, introducing more sophisticated inten-
sional principles of justification (such as Conee and Feldman-style evidentialism, which
requires the absence of defeaters) creates a new dilemma. If the vignette contains
elements that a respondent intuitively views as a defeater, the intensional rule renders
Premise 3 false. In that case, using the general principle to justify Premise 5 will either
fail entirely, or it will only succeed if the philosopher secretly alters the vignette’s factual
content to force the premise to be true – a move that fundamentally begs the question.

Consequently, even if Sękowski can recast the overarching MoC-Grounds for a
thought experiment’s final verdict as intension-based, extensional judgments remain
inescapably lodged in the supporting setup premises.

4. Attempts to replace the extensional judgment in the evaluative setup

Recall the problem identified in §3; the premise that Smith “has strong evidence for E”
requires an extensional, case-application judgment. To fully protect the mischaracter-
ization defense from the Xphi challenge, one must show how to secure the inference to
the claim that “Smith is justified in believing E” using strictly general, intensional
principles without relying on contested case-judgments.

In this section, I examine four prominent families of “J-Arguments” – general
epistemological theories intended to justify the step from the vignette’s descriptive facts
to the evaluative claim that Smith is justified.7 I argue that none succeeds in eliminating
the extensional dependency without unacceptable theoretical costs. For each family,

6In Gettier’s (1963: 122) original formulation, the evaluative label precedes the descriptive facts. He writes:
“Smith has strong evidence for the following conjunctive proposition : : : Smith’s evidence for (d) might be
that the president of the company assured him : : : ” (emphasis added). By stating the evaluative conclusion
(“strong evidence”) before providing the concrete details (the testimony and the counting of the coins),
Gettier inadvertently primes the reader. This structural ordering subtly pressures the audience to interpret
the subsequent descriptive facts in a way that confirms the preemptive label, exemplifying exactly the kind of
framing effect that experimental philosophers warn against.

7Evaluating Gettier’s 1963 vignette using subsequent justificatory theories (e.g., defeasibilism or relia-
bilism) is a necessary “steelmanning” of the mischaracterization defense. Because defenders insist verdicts
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I state the general intensional principle, demonstrate how it would be applied to the
vignette, and explain why the move either leaves the extensional vulnerability intact,
renders the descriptive premises false, or begs the question.

4.1. Standard evidentialism
Standard evidentialism (SE) posits a general principle of justification: For any subject
S and proposition p, if S’s evidence makes p highly probable (or is overwhelmingly
supportive), then S is justified in believing p.8 SE is a purely intensional rule. When
applied to Gettier’s vignette, the argument proceeds as follows:

J-Argument 1 (SE-applied):
Descriptive setup: Smith’s evidence consists of (i) the company president’s assurance

that Jones will get the job, and (ii) Smith’s observation of ten coins in Jones’s pocket.
General principle (SE): If S’s evidence makes p highly probable, then S is justified in

believing p.
Evidential assessment premise (EAP): The combination of (i) and (ii) makes E (“the

man who will get the job has ten coins”) highly probable.
Conclusion: Therefore, Smith is justified in believing E.
This argument is deductively valid, and the SE principle itself is stable. However, the

EAP – the crucial bridging premise determining whether the vignette actually satisfies
the antecedent of the rule – remains an extensional case-judgment. People reasonably
differ on how much weight to give uncorroborated testimonial assurance or a single
observation. As Xphi studies demonstrate, these assessments are highly sensitive to
pragmatic and cultural background assumptions. Thus, the SE argument relocates the
extensional judgment rather than removing it. To truly neutralize the Xphi critique, one
would need an independent intensional rule that entails the EAP from purely descriptive
facts – a resource unavailable within standard evidentialist bounds.

4.2. Conee and Feldman’s evidentialism

Conee and Feldman (2004) advocate an evidentialist schema featuring an explicit
defeater condition (CFE): S is justified in believing p iff (i) S’s total evidence supports p,
and (ii) there are no undefeated defeaters that undercut or rebut that support. Applying
CFE yields the following argument:

J-Argument 2 (CFE-applied):
Descriptive setup: Smith’s evidence = president’s assurance + observation of coins.
General principle (CFE): Justification requires evidential support plus the absence of

undefeated defeaters.
No-defeater premise (NDP): There are no undefeated defeaters in the vignette that

would undermine Smith’s evidence for E.
Conclusion: Therefore, Smith is justified in believing E.

are grounded in arguments rather than raw intuitions, we must test whether modern epistemological
frameworks can successfully bridge the evaluative gap without relying on extensional case-judgments.

8I use “standard evidentialism” as a heuristic umbrella category for traditional accounts that directly tie
epistemic justification to the possession of adequate evidence, such as those Gettier explicitly targets
(e.g., Chisholm 1957; Ayer 1956). Despite nuanced differences, these historical accounts share the core
structural reliance on evidential sufficiency outlined in this section.
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The critical step here is the NDP, which again requires a case-application judgment.
Different readers construe the president’s assurance differently – perhaps as reliable
testimony, or perhaps as a manipulative, defeasible corporate test. Therefore, CFE
preserves the extensional vulnerability unless the author simply stipulates that no
defeaters exist.

However, stipulation begs the question. It imposes a contested evaluative conclusion
on readers who might reasonably think otherwise. Conversely, if we refuse to stipulate
the absence of defeaters, the factual reality of the vignette (that Smith himself ultimately
gets the job) acts as an obvious defeater to Smith’s primary evidence (the president’s
assurance regarding Jones). In that scenario, the bridging premise (NDP) becomes false,
and the justificatory argument collapses. Hence, CFE either leaves the extensional
judgment intact, renders the bridging premise false, or relies on an illegitimate
stipulation.

4.3. Classic process reliabilism
We might instead turn to a principle from Process Reliabilism (PR); S is justified in
believing p if S’s belief that p is produced by a reliable cognitive process (one that tends to
produce true beliefs).9 Applying PR generates the following argument:

J-Argument 3 (PR-applied):
Descriptive setup: Smith’s belief was produced by cognitive processes including

accepting testimony, visual observation, and logical inference.
General principle (PR): If a belief is produced by reliably truth-conducive processes,

the belief is justified.
Reliability assessment premise (RAP): These processes, in the relevant environment

described in the vignette, are reliable.
Conclusion: Therefore, Smith is justified in believing E.
Determining whether the relevant process is reliable in the vignette’s specific context

(the RAP) requires empirical, case-directed judgments about how often executives give
truthful assurances or how reliable brief observations are. These are highly case-sensitive
categorizations. One respondent’s assessment of the process as “reliable” will inevitably
differ from another’s, displacing the extensional vulnerability directly into the reliability
assessment.

4.4. Goldman’s revised reliabilism
Goldman (1998) and others have proposed revised or hybrid accounts that incorporate
additional constraints to handle Gettier-style problems. Call this revised principle GR: S
is justified in believing p iff S’s belief is produced by a reliable process and the process-
output is appropriately connected to the truth (no relevant epistemic luck), with suitable
auxiliary conditions.

J-Argument 4 (GR-applied):
Descriptive setup: Smith’s belief is produced by processes functioning in the

environment described in the vignette.

9Although some philosophers (e.g., Feldman 1985; Foley 2005) object to treating process reliabilism as a
proper theory of justification, I include it here to demonstrate that even if we charitably accept it as a valid
justificatory framework, it still fails to rescue the thought experiment from its reliance on extensional case-
judgments.
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General principle (GR): Justification requires reliable processes appropriately
connected to the truth (excluding relevant epistemic luck or defeaters).

Auxiliary assessment premise (AAP): In the vignette, the processes are reliable and
appropriately connected to the truth (i.e., no relevant epistemic luck or undercutting).

Conclusion: Therefore, Smith is justified in believing E.
The AAP is once again a contested case-judgment. Assessing whether Smith’s sit-

uation exhibits the forbidden kind of “epistemic luck” depends entirely on whether the
observer classifies the initial testimony and observation as ordinary or as structurally
misleading.

To ensure that the theory handles the thought experiment cleanly, defenders may be
tempted to craft ad hoc auxiliary conditions tailored specifically to preclude problematic
readings. However, this effectively encodes the desired verdict into the theory’s stip-
ulations, rather than deriving it transparently from general intensional principles. And,
exactly as with CFE, if we refuse ad hoc stipulations regarding epistemic luck or
disconnected truth-makers, the descriptive facts of the case (Smith getting the job) sever
the appropriate connection to the truth, rendering the AAP false.

4.5. The inescapability of concept-application

A clear pattern emerges from the failure of these four J-Arguments. (i) Although
intensional principles themselves are general and stable, they always require factual
antecedents (e.g., “S has strong evidence,” “there are no defeaters,” “the process is
reliable”) that function as case-application judgments. (ii) Determining whether those
antecedents hold in a specific vignette depends on background assumptions, cultural
norms regarding testimony, and context – precisely the factors experimental philosophy
has shown to produce demographic variation. (iii) Attempts to bypass this variation by
simply stipulating the evaluative antecedents beg the question; attempts to apply the
rules without stipulation often render the bridging premises false in light of the vignette’s
descriptive twists.

Therefore, none of the leading families of epistemological arguments successfully
eliminates the reliance on extensional case-judgments in the evaluative setup without
incurring fatal theoretical costs.

5. The limits of infinitism and concept-revision

Defenders of the mischaracterization strategy might attempt to bypass the failure of the
J-Arguments by deploying two advanced metaphilosophical maneuvers: methodological
infinitism and conceptual engineering. Although both offer sophisticated defenses of
philosophical methodology in the abstract, neither can rescue the Method of Cases from
its reliance on extensional case-judgments in practice.

5.1. The “bottoming-out” of methodological infinitism
Recognizing that premises must be justified, and seeking to avoid a foundational reliance
on raw intuition, Deutsch (2023) proposes “methodological infinitism” (or “arguments
all the way down”). On this view, philosophers do not need their arguments to terminate
in an unjustified intuitive premise. Whenever a premise is challenged, the philosopher
simply supplies a further argument for it, creating a dialectical chain of justification that
never needs to reach an intuitive bedrock.

10 Quanhua Liu

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2026.10128
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 16 Nov 2026 at 16:03:37, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2026.10128
https://www.cambridge.org/core


If we apply this to the ten-coins case, a defender might argue that the intensional
rules governing justification (like standard evidentialism) do not rest on intuition, but
are themselves supported by deeper epistemological arguments.

The fatal flaw in applying infinitism to the Method of Cases is a category mistake
regarding the nature of thought experiments. Although it is theoretically possible to have
an infinite regress of general intensional principles (where Rule A is justified by Rule B,
which is justified by Rule C), a thought experiment is not merely a system of general
rules. It is an argument anchored to a specific, concrete scenario.

To have any dialectical force against a target theory (like JTB), the infinite chain of
general rules must eventually “touch down” on the descriptive facts of the vignette. The
philosopher must establish that the specific agent (Smith) successfully satisfies the
conditions of the general rule. This “touchdown point” is an evaluative categorization of
a particular scenario – an inescapable extensional judgment. Infinitism can indefinitely
postpone the justification of the rule, but it does absolutely nothing to bridge the gap
between the rule and its application to the case.

5.2. Concept-revision supervenes on concept-application
Alternatively, mischaracterization defenders often retreat to a normative, revisionary
interpretation of philosophy. As Sękowski (2024a, 2024b) and Sękowski and Landes
(2026) explore, the Method of Cases can be understood through the lens of conceptual
engineering. On this reading, Gettier is not attempting to passively describe the folk
concept of “knowledge,” but is instead actively advocating for how experts should revise
the concept. Because it is a normative project, defenders argue that it is immune to the
Xphi critique; the fact that folk extensional judgments vary does not invalidate the
expert’s normative proposal.10

However, this defense fundamentally misunderstands the mechanics of using a
thought experiment as an engineering tool. Concept-revision logically supervenes on
concept-application. To persuade an audience that the concept of “knowledge” requires
revision based on Smith’s situation, the philosopher must first successfully build the
situation. Building the situation requires applying foundational background concepts –
like “justification,” “strong evidence,” or “defeaters” – to the raw descriptive facts of the
story. If the application of these foundational setup concepts is vulnerable to demo-
graphic variation (as demonstrated in §§3 and 4), the entire engineering project lacks a
stable launchpad.

In short, one cannot successfully engineer a target concept using a hypothetical
vignette if the audience does not intuitively agree on the epistemic reality of the vignette
itself. Even as a tool of conceptual engineering, the Method of Cases remains para-
sitically dependent on extensional case-judgments to establish its parameters, leaving the
mischaracterization defense permanently exposed to the negative findings of experi-
mental philosophy.

10A conceptual engineer might object that thought experiments are not meant to function as evidential
arguments, but merely as pragmatic illustrations or heuristic devices to help audiences grasp a newly
engineered concept. However, if vignettes are stripped off their evidential role, they lose their dialectical
force to refute competing theories (like the JTB account). Mischaracterization defenders – including
Deutsch (2015) and Sękowski (2024a) – explicitly aim to preserve the argumentative and evidential utility of
the Method of Cases. Downgrading vignettes to mere illustrations abandons the very methodological
defense they are attempting to mount.
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6. Conclusion

The mischaracterization family – and Sękowski’s (2024a) sophisticated Concession
Strategy in particular –makes an attractive and important move by attempting to recast
the evidential grounds of thought experiments in strictly general, intensional terms.
I granted this move for the sake of argument and reconstructed the target MoC-Grounds
as relying entirely on conceptual principles. Nevertheless, this analysis demonstrates that
this maneuver does not remove the vulnerability to experimental philosophy from the
Method of Cases as a whole.11

The evaluative setup of these vignettes – specifically the subargument establishing
that “Smith is justified in believing E” – inescapably depends on a descriptive antecedent
that functions as an extensional case-application judgment. Leading epistemological
theories designed to replace or underpin that antecedent with general principles
(standard evidentialism, Conee and Feldman’s evidentialism, classic process reliabilism,
and revised hybrid forms) either leave the case-dependency intact, render the needed
bridging premises false, or secure the conclusion only through question-begging stip-
ulations. Furthermore, retreating to methodological infinitism or normative conceptual
engineering fails to rescue the method, because the revision of a concept logically
supervenes on the successful, stable application of baseline concepts to the vignette.
Thus, extensional case-judgments are inescapable in the Method of Cases unless one
accepts ad-hoc stipulations or artificially narrows one’s audience.12

If the reliance on case-application judgments in Gettier-style thought experiments is
taken seriously, several implications follow for epistemological practice. First, although
Gettier’s core negative result remains conceptually important, the persuasive force of
specific brief vignettes is highly contingent on background evidential judgments; dis-
cussions relying on such cases should explicitly acknowledge this contingency. Second,
philosophers who use case-based arguments must either make their contested evidential
bridging judgments explicit or supply independent support for them (e.g., by expanding
the vignette’s details or adducing empirical claims about testimonial reliability), as
leaving those bridging premises implicit invites demographic and interpretive dispute.
Third, attempts to repair JTB by adding auxiliary conditions must be evaluated not only

11Although this article focuses exclusively on the epistemological domain of Gettier-style vignettes, the
structural vulnerability identified here – the inescapable reliance on extensional case-application judgments
to bridge descriptive facts and evaluative categorizations – likely extends to the Method of Cases across other
philosophical domains. Future research might fruitfully apply this diagnostic framework to foundational
thought experiments in the philosophy of language (e.g., Kripke’s Gödel case, in which the case-application
judgment is when the speaker says “Gödel,” they are referring to the “thief Gödel”, not the actual “discoverer
Schmidt”) or the philosophy of mind (e.g., Searle’s Chinese Room, which lies the case-application judgment
that the man in the room does not understand Chinese).

12A defender might attempt to invoke the “expertise defense,” arguing that even if folk intuitions vary,
professional philosophers immersed in the discourse share the relevant extensional judgments, rendering
the method reliable for philosophical practice. There are two fatal problems with this reply. First, it
undermines Sękowski’s own theoretical framework. His Concession Strategy is explicitly motivated by the
concession that extensional case-judgments are vulnerable to the Negative Xphi challenge. If the defense
simply falls back on expert consensus to secure the setup premises, it contradicts the very concession that
necessitates his complex intensional reconstruction in the first place. Second, the expertise defense faces
significant empirical challenges. A robust body of experimental literature demonstrates that the case-
application judgments of professional philosophers are also susceptible to framing, order effects, and
demographic variation (see, e.g., Machery et al. 2017). Thus, merely restricting the audience to experts does
not insulate the thought experiment from the underlying methodological critique.

12 Quanhua Liu
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for their theoretical virtues, but also for whether they covertly encode the desired verdict
as a theoretical stipulation. Finally, debates about knowledge that rest heavily on a small
set of intuitions would benefit from combining careful case construction with argu-
mentation that appeals to broader empirical evidence, reducing reliance on background-
sensitive classifications and making the dialectic more accessible to diverse audiences.13
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