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1

Introduction to Part |

1.1  What Is X? Intuitions: A Basis for Theory
Construction and Justification

One of the main worries of philosophers from Plato’s dialogues to today’s
inquiries is investigating the so-called ‘Socratic questions’, in other words,
questions of the form “What is X?’. Answering questions like “What is
knowledge?’, “What is justice?’, “What is reference?” is arguably the main
motive for most philosophers’ work. Hence, it is important to clarify the
methodology of investigation of Socratic questions.

Let us consider one of Plato’s most famous dialogues, 7he Republic. In
Book I, Plato asks what justice is. The question emerges through a dia-
logue between Socrates and Cephalus. First, Socrates asks Cephalus what
being old and rich is like. Cephalus answers

The great blessing of riches, I do not say to every man, but to a good man,
is, that he has had no occasion to deceive or to defraud others, either inten-
tionally or unintentionally; and when he departs to the world below he is
not in any apprehension about offerings due to the gods or debts which he

© The Author(s) 2016 3
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4 The Role of Intuitions in Philosophical Methodology

owes to men. Now to this peace of mind the possession of wealth greatly
contributes; and therefore I say, that, setting one thing against another, of
the many advantages which wealth has to give, to a man of sense this is in
my opinion the greatest. (Plato 1901, pp. 330e—331a)

Cephalus’s answer prompts new questions and, in fact, Socrates replies:

But as concerning justice, what is it/—to speak the truth and to pay your
debts—no more than this? And even to this are there not exceptions?
Suppose that a friend when in his right mind has deposited arms with me
and he asks for them when he is not in his right mind, ought I to give them
back to him? No one would say that I ought or that I should be right in
doing so, any more than they would say that I ought always to speak the
truth to one who is in his condition.

You are quite right, he replied.

But then, I said, speaking the truth and paying your debts is not a cor-
rect definition of justice.

Quite correct, Socrates. (Plato 1901, p. 331b-331d)

What is Socrates’ teaching? He teaches Cephalus that justice doesn’t
amount to telling the truth and paying one’s own debts. How does he
teach that? By presenting a case in which we would say that telling the
truth and paying one’s own debts is unjust.

The strategy adopted by the philosopher is part of a broader practice
called ‘the method of cases’: a philosopher investigating a problem X (jus-
tice, knowledge, and so on) considers a series of situations in which we
would say that a certain action is just or unjust, a certain belief is or isn’t
knowledge, and tries to find a theory on X accounting for what we would
say in such and such circumstances.

The case discussed above is appropriate to reject a specific account of
justice: justice doesn’t amount to telling the truth and paying one’s own
debts, since, in the case of the crazed friend, we would say that telling
the truth and paying one’s own debts is unjust. The case in question is an
imaginary counterexample to a thesis or, as participants in recent debate
on the philosophical method generally call it, a ‘thought experiment’ (TE).

In the last century, Rawls, a political philosopher who was interested,
like Plato, in the problem of justice, provided a detailed description of
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the method of cases. He called ‘intuitions’ the judgements expressing
what we would say in such and such circumstances, and ‘reflective equi-
librium’ (RE) the method that uses such judgements to build and justify
theories proposed as answers to Socratic problems.

According to Rawls (1951), intuitions are the result of an inquiry into
the facts concerning the cases being judged and reflections on the pos-
sible effects of different decisions. More precisely, a (moral) judgement
is intuitive as it is not explicitly theoretical, that is, not determined by a
systematic and conscious application of (ethical) principles. In general
and non-strictly moral terms, his idea can be reconstructed as follows: an
intuition on X (justice, knowledge, reference) expresses what we would
say about X in real or counterfactual circumstances without appealing to
any specific theory about X (justice, knowledge, reference).

What about the method of philosophy—the method that Rawls
(1971) dubs ‘reflective equilibrium’ (RE)?

Suppose we are wondering what X (justice, knowledge, and so on) is.
Presumptively, we would begin by considering a bunch of situations in
which we say that a certain action is just or unjust, a certain belief is or is not
knowledge. Hence, based on the initial set of intuitive verdicts (let’s call this
set /), we would try to elaborate a response to our question, that is, develop
a theory 7 by an inference to the best explanation (IBE) from the set /.

Let’s suppose that we have managed to produce a theory, 77, that is
a consistent framework accounting for /;. 7} will imply a set of con-
sequences. Inside this set there will be consequences agreeing with 7.
However, there will plausibly be other consequences unexpectedly
contradicting some other intuitions of ours (let’s call the set of these
consequences, /,). Namely, we may find that there are cases—real or
hypothetical—in which we judge the opposite of what the theory pre-
dicts (case A). 7 is satisfactory insofar as it presupposes (and explains) 7,
dubious insofar as it entails 7,. If (case A”) the consequences 7, are felt to
be irreparably counterintuitive, then 7; has to be abandoned and a new
theory has to be built. The constraint for the new theory, 75, is to presup-
pose /,, as 7; did, and not to entail 7.

Let’s suppose that 7; actually explains /;, and that its consequences do
not contradict the intuitions T, contradicted. Still, 7, might also happen
to bear some unwanted consequences (/;). Again, one should go back to
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the theory and try to adjust it in the light of this new evidence. The search
for a new theory that doesn’t entail intuitions we aren’t willing to accept
may continue indefinitely; however, let’s assume that one manages to find
a theory 7, that actually explains /;, that does not disagree with the intu-
itions 7, contradicted and doesn’t bear further unwanted consequences
(£5). Then the result is mutual support between theory and intuitions,
that is, achievement of the so-called reflective equilibrium (RE).

It is worth pointing out that, according to Rawls (1971) and to the
other theorists of this method (Goodman 1955; Lewis 1973, 1980a;
Daniels 1979b, 1980a), the opposite to what happens in case A" can also
occur: the theory can prevail on our intuitions. Namely, a theory could
be strong enough to prompt us to a Gestalt switch by persuading us to
judge the relevant case according to the theory, and against the originally
problematic intuition. If so, we decide to preserve the theory and revise
the set of intuitions: we abandon our original intuitions and embrace the
consequences of the theory (/;) as new intuitions (case A”).

In essence, in the face of problematic scenarios the theorist can either
modify the theory on the basis of intuitions, or adjust the set of intuitions
on the basis of the theory. Either way, the goal is the same: reconcile our
theoretical convictions with our intuitive judgements. That is to say, we
seek an agreement between a theory’s predictions (what the theory says is
correct to judge in such and such circumstances) and what we deem cor-
rect to say in the same circumstances regardless of the theory.

In Chap. 3, I will say more on reflective equilibrium. At this point I
will use a (non-moral) example to illustrate the reflective dynamics in
which intuitions are involved. Let us imagine that we are interested in
understanding what knowledge is, and let us consider the following sce-
narios. A subject, S, states it is two o’clock. Does S know it is two o’clock?
Intuitively, if S knows it is two o’clock, then (1) it is two o'clock, and
(2) S believes it is two o’clock. Let us take (1): if it were not two o’clock,
would we say that § knows it is two o’clock? Obviously, we would not: if
it were not two o'clock, § would not know that it is two o’clock, rather
S would merely presume to know it is two o’clock. Let us then take (2):
S says ‘it is two o’clock, but I do not believe it is two o’clock’: would we
say that S knows it is two o’clock? Not really: even if it were two o’clock,
we would never say that § does not believe it is two o’clock and never-
theless knows it. To be considered knowledge, a proposition has to be
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believed. Hence, have we defined what knowledge is? Let us imagine S
says it is two o’clock, believes it is two o’clock, but is merely taking a wild
guess. Would we say that S knows it is two o’clock? Obviously not: for
S to know it is two o’clock, § should have an adequate justification. So,
let us suppose that S looks at a watch and the watch shows two o’clock.
Would we say that S knows it is two o'clock? In this case, we would.
Hence, based on these considerations we may conclude that knowledge
is justified true belief. However, let us imagine this rare—but concretely
possible—scenario: S looks at the watch at two o’clock, the watch shows
two o'clock but is broken. Fortuitously the minute and hour hands are
oriented so as to show two o’clock. Does S know it is two o’ clock? No, we
would not say that S knows.

This last instance—the case of the broken clock showing fortuitously
the right time—is a version of the sort of cases introduced by Gettier in
Is justified true belief knowledge?’ (1963). In this famous paper Gettier
refuted the theory of knowledge that was at the time accepted by the com-
munity of epistemologists: the theory according to which knowledge is
justified true belief (JTB theory of knowledge). How did he manage to do
this? By showing that there are cases in which a certain belief is justified
true belief but not knowledge. Let us take the case of the broken watch:
if the JTB theory of knowledge were true, it would follow that § would
know that it is two o’ clock, but, clearly, we would not say that § does.

In conclusion, intuitive verdicts seem to play a crucial role in the inves-
tigation of Socratic problems. They precede and govern the elaboration
of theories and offer criteria for their acceptance: we can claim a theory
is justified by showing it matches with our intuitions about cases; or we
can attack a theory by showing that it does not account for our intuitions
in a series of cases. According to a widely shared thesis, intuitions are the
evidence philosophers appeal to.

1.2 What Are Intuitions?

Yet, what are intuitions exactly? Can they be legitimately used to sup-
port or attack philosophical theories? Over the last decades, a renewed
interest in metaphilosophical issues has prompted many philosophers in
the analytic tradition to investigate the nature of intuitions. Generally,
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when explaining what intuitions are, participants in the debate introduce
cases of the sort considered in Section 1.1. Philosophical intuitions are
presented through TEs because TEs are the ‘loci” where the appeal to
intuitions is usually acknowledged and intuitive judgements are easy to
identify. Aside from judgements expressing what we would say in the
hypothetical circumstances described in TEs, also verdicts like “Torturing
an innocent for fun is wrong’ or ‘It is impossible for a square to have five
sides” are presented as intuitions (Pust 2012). Yet, can we give a definition
of what a philosophical intuition is?

In the last few years, a wide range of answers has been provided. In his
entry to the Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, ‘Intuition’, Pust notices
that psychologists and philosophers with naturalistic inclinations (Gopnik
and Schwitzgebel 1998; Kornblith 1998; Devitt 2006) tend to attribute
a special aetiology to intuitive judgements: an intuition is a belief that is
not consciously inferred from some other belief. By contrast, tradition-
oriented philosophers opt for more parsimonious answers. For example,
Lewis claims that ‘intuitions are simply opinions’ (Lewis 1983a, p. x).
Similarly, for Van Inwagen ‘our “intuitions” are simply our beliefs—or
perhaps, in some cases, the tendencies that make certain beliefs attractive
to us, that “move” us in the direction of accepting certain propositions
without taking us all the way to acceptance’ (Van Inwagen 1997, p. 309).

One problem for parsimonious characterizations is that they do not
account for the fact that ‘one can have an intuition that p while one does
not believe that p and one can have a belief that p without having an
intuition that p’ (Pust 2012, p. 3). To illustrate this problem Pust uses
the analogy with perceptive illusions. He mentions Miiller—Lyer arrows,
an optical illusion in which two lines (arrows) of identical length are
perceived to be different in length because of the different orientation
of the fins (on one arrow the fins are oriented inwards and on the other
one they are oriented outwards): even though we have measured the two
lines and we know that they are equal, we still see one line longer than
the other. The same ‘resistance’ seems to characterize (some) philosophi-
cal intuitions: although the theory we embrace seems to tell us better, we
keep assessing the cases the way we did (that is, according to our intuition
and contrarily to the theory). Secondly, there are beliefs that obviously do
not count as intuitions: one can believe that p (that the cat is on the table,
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that one is thirsty) without having the intuition that p (that the cat is on
the table, that one is thirsty).

More restrictive solutions were proposed. Sosa (1998), for instance,
holds that intuitions are beliefs but imposes a further constraint: a judge-
ment p counts as intuitive if the subject having an intuition that p is
disposed to believe p merely on the basis of understanding that p. Ludwig
(2007) restricts intuitions to beliefs solely based on competence. Other
advocates of the role of intuitions claim that intuitive judgements have
a specific phenomenology: ‘that peculiar form of phenomenology with
which we are all well acquainted, but which I can’t describe in any way
other than as the phenomenology that goes with seeing that such propo-
sition is true’ (Plantinga 1993, pp. 105-106). Finally, there are philoso-
phers who do not characterize intuitions in terms of beliefs, but describe
them as sui generis propositional attitudes. According to Bealer (1998),
for instance, intuitions are intellectual seemings.

It has also been noticed (Lycan 1988) that saying that intuitions are
treated as evidence is somehow ambiguous: is the fact (psychological state)
of having an intuition that p (the intuiting), or is it the content of the intu-
ition (p, the intuited) to be treated as evidence? And if intuitions are psy-
chological states or events, is there a faculty of intuition ‘producing’ them?

Last, there are few participants in the debate on philosophical method
(Hintikka 1999; Williamson 2007; Cappelen 2012) who believe that
the term ‘intuition’ is misleading and we would be better not using it.
Hintikka (1999) claims philosophers make a naive use of the term in
the attempt to attribute to their work the scientific status of linguists’
work. According to Williamson (2007), the use of the term ‘intuition’
amounts to an improper psychologization of the evidence philosophers
appeal to. Cappelen (2012) purports that the term ‘intuition’ simply
amounts to a verbal tick or virus. This use became popular within the
philosophical community about thirty years ago, and did not really affect
the results of first-order philosophy, but caused metaphilosophers many
pseudo-problems: they started believing that ‘special’ judgements called
‘intuitions’ played a central role in the philosophical practice, while—
Cappelen argues—in fact they do not.

Hence, looking at the metaphilosophical debate, there does not seem
to be an agreement on how intuitions should be characterized, nor on
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whether it is appropriate to qualify the kind of judgements philosophers
appeal to as ‘intuitive’. One may wonder whether philosophers should
stop talking about intuitions altogether.

As it happens, the issue has attracted the attention of scholars from
several areas (metaphysics, philosophy of language, epistemology, and
psychology), and it has pushed many philosophers to further investigate
closely related matters (for instance, the notion of « priori and the plau-
sibility of the idea that philosophical knowledge can be gained from the
armchair). It remains an important concern for those interested in philo-
sophical methodology. Furthermore, in spite of the disagreement on the
characterization of ‘intuition’, a common ground for those interested in
methodological questions may be identified. What they all acknowledge
is that (1) verdicts expressed at the end of the so-called thought experi-
ments (TEs) are examples of the kind of judgements we are interested
in, and that (2) philosophers, whether legitimately or not, do in fact use
‘judgements about cases’ to build, support or attack theories.

Therefore, in what follows, I will focus on thought experiments (TEs)
and reflective equilibrium (RE)—the two methods in which the appeal
to judgements about cases is explicit. TEs are first introduced to present
the idea of philosophical intuition (Chap. 2). RE is discussed at length,
as it involves TEs (Chap. 3).

I will focus preliminarily on the role of judgements about cases in the
construction and justification of theories answering Socratic questions.
Namely, understanding their role in the philosophical practice will help
us shed light on the nature of the aims and results of philosophical inqui-
ries and, consequently, on the nazure of intuitions.
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2

Thought Experiments

In the ‘Introduction to Part I, I said that philosophical intuitions are
usually presented through thought experiments (TEs), because TEs are
the ‘loci” where the appeal to intuitions is generally acknowledged and
intuitive judgements are easy to identify. First, I introduced a case pre-
sented by Plato in 7he Republic. Then, I reconstructed the arguments
taking a reasoner from the question “What is knowledge?’ to the JTB
theory of knowledge and mentioned Gettier counterexamples. In this
chapter, I report Gettier’s version of one of these cases. Then, I introduce
another example recurring in the literature on TEs: Thomson’s ailing vio-
linist case. The goal is to discuss the aspects TEs have in common and to
highlight the role they have inside the reflective dynamics.

2.1 Popular Cases: Gettier Counterexamples
and the Ailing Violinist Case

Here is one of the cases introduced by Gettier (1963) to show that knowl-
edge is not justified true belief. The verdict refuting the theory is given
in bold type.

© The Author(s) 2016 13
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14 The Role of Intuitions in Philosophical Methodology

Suppose that Smith and Jones have applied for a certain job. And suppose
that Smith has strong evidence for the following conjunctive proposition:
(1) Jones is the man who will get the job, and Jones has ten coins in his
pocket. Smith’s evidence for (1) might be that the president of the com-
pany assured him that Jones would in the end be selected, and that he,
Smith, had counted the coins in Jones’s pocket ten minutes ago. Proposition
(1) entails: (2) The man who will get the job has ten coins in his pocket.
Let us suppose that Smith sees the entailment from (1) to (2), and accepts
(2) on the grounds of (1), for which he has strong evidence. In this case,
Smith is clearly justified in believing that (2) is true. But imagine, further,
that unknown to Smith, he himself, not Jones, will get the job. And, also,
unknown to Smith, he himself has ten coins in his pocket. Proposition (2)
is then true, though proposition (1), from which Smith inferred (2), is
false. In our example, then, all of the following are true: (i) (1) is true; (ii)
Smith believes that (2) is true, and (iii) Smith is justified in believing that
(2) is true. But it is equally clear that Smith does not know that (2) is
true. (Gettier 1963, p. 122)

If the JTB theory of knowledge were true, it would follow that the subject
in the Gettier case would know that (2), but it is clear that he doesn’t,
or, better, it is clear that we wouldn't say that he does: given the way we
use ‘knowledge’ (or given our concept of knowledge), (2) wouldn’t be
called ‘knowledge’ (wouldn't be categorized as knowledge). By reflecting
on the Gettier case epistemologists realized that conditions (i), (ii) and
(iii) are necessary but not sufficient for saying that, in that situation,
there is knowledge. What is the extra condition, or what are the extra
conditions, one should make explicit to draw up a list of characteristics
sufficient to define it?

In the years following the presentation of the cases, different solutions
have been proposed. The strategies consisted in adding a fourth condi-
tion to the three listed by the JTB theory of knowledge (JTB + ¥),' or in
strengthening the justification condition so to exclude Gettier cases from

! Examples are the so-called ‘no false lemmas’ (Armstrong 1973; Clark 1963), ‘sensitivity’ (Nozick
1981); ‘safety’ (Sosa 1999), ‘relevant alternatives’ (Stine 1976; Goldman 1976; Dretske 1981)
conditions.
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cases of justified belief.? Either by integrating or by modifying it, the goal
of each strategy was to ‘immunize’ the JTB theory of knowledge from
examples of Gettier’s kind. Actually, many of these ‘new’ accounts met
this requirement; however, they also turned out to be vulnerable to other
counterexamples. To date, understanding what the complete analysis of
knowledge is remains an open problem. I will not delve into these ques-
tions (see Ichikawa and Steup 2012). In fact, concerning the role played
by Gettier cases, the important issue is this: the intuitive evaluation we
give of the described scenarios contradicts the predictions of the JTB
theory of knowledge.

I said that, by reflecting on Gettier cases, epistemologists realized that
conditions (i), (ii) and (iii) were not sufficient for saying that, in such and
such situation, there is knowledge. However, by thinking about cases,
one could also conclude that a certain theory is mistaken and calls for
a proper revision. Distinguishing intuitions elicited by cases of Gettier’s
kind from those elicited by cases of this last kind, Pust (2000) writes:

A robust intuition that the analysandum term does not apply to a particu-
lar case even though the case has all the features specified in the analysans
is usually taken to show that the analysis fails to provide sufficient condi-
tions. A robust intuition that the analysandum term applies to a particular
case but that the case lacks one of the features specified in the analysans is
usually taken to show that the features the analysis holds to be necessary are
not in fact necessary. (Pust 2000, p. 3)

Hence, there are cases showing that the conditions stated by a theory are
not necessary, and cases showing that the conditions stated by a theory
are not sufficient. However, as Pust himself grants, not all TEs can be
described in this manner. This is the case of many TEs that describe
moral scenarios.

Let us consider, for instance, Thomson’s violinist case. In her popular
article, ‘A defence of abortion’ (1971), Thomson asks the reader to imag-
ine the case of an ailing and unconscious violinist and to assess whether

*For instance, the justification condition in the JTB theory is replaced either with the reliability
condition or with a condition requiring a causal connection between the belief and the fact believed

(Goldman 1967, 1976).
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it is legitimate (or not) to prevent a person who was kidnapped and
whose circulatory system was (forcedly) plugged into the violinist’s to
unplug him or her, causing the death of the violinist. Thomson’s predic-
tion is that one would recognize the right of the unwilling donor to be
unplugged from the violinist and that one would accept the analogy with
the case of abortion; if so, one would also be ready to acknowledge that
the thesis according to which the violinist/foetus right to life outweighs
the donor’s/woman’s right to decide what happens to his or her body is
unacceptable. Let us see her argument in detail.

After having taken for granted that the foetus is a person from the
moment of conception, Thomson enunciates anti-abortionists’ thesis (a
foetus’s right to life outweighs a woman’s right to decide what happens to
her body) and then the case of the ailing violist:

Let me ask you to imagine this. You wake up in the morning and find
yourself back to back in bed with an unconscious violinist. A famous
unconscious violinist. He has been found to have a fatal kidney ailment,
and the Society of Music Lovers has canvassed all the available medical
records and found that you alone have the right blood type to help. They
have therefore kidnapped you, and last night the violinist’s circulatory sys-
tem was plugged into yours, so that your kidneys can be used to extract
poisons from his blood as well as your own. The director of the hospital
now tells you, ‘Look, we're sorry the Society of Music Lovers did this to
you—we would never have permitted it if we had known. Buct still, they
did it, and the violinist is now plugged into you. To unplug you would be
to kill him. But never mind, it’s only for nine months. By then he will have
recovered from his ailment, and can safely be unplugged from you.” Is it
morally incumbent on you to accede to this situation? No doubt it would
be very nice of you if you did, a great kindness. But do you have to accede
to it? What if it were not nine months, but nine years? Or longer still?
What if the director of the hospital says: “Tough luck, I agree. But now
you've got to stay in bed, with the violinist plugged into you, for the rest of
your life. Because remember this: All persons have a right to life, and vio-
linists are persons. Granted you have a right to decide what happens in and
to your body, but a person’s right to life outweighs your right to decide
what happens in and to your body. So you cannot ever be unplugged from
him.” I imagine you would regard this as outrageous, which suggests that
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something really is wrong with that plausible-sounding argument I men-
tioned a moment ago. (Thomson 1971, pp. 70-71)

What do the three cases (Gettier counterexamples, the Platonic dialogue
and the Ailing Violinist case) have in common?

They all reveal a mismatch between the way in which we judge and the
way in which a thesis or theory would require us to judge. More precisely,
there is a theory, thesis or definition prescribing that, in the relevant case,
the correct evaluation to give is /: if the JTB theory of knowledge were
true, the subject in the Gettier case would know that the man who will
get the job has ten coins in his pocket; if Cephalus’s definition of justice
were true, then telling the truth and giving back the arms to a crazed
friend would be the right thing to do; if a foetus’s right to life outweighed
the woman’s right to decide what happens in her body, then the doctor
would be right to refuse to unplug the unwilling donor from the violinist.
However, in each of these cases, we would say the opposite (that non-H):
in the Gettier case we would say that Smith doesnt know that the man
who will get the job doesn’t have ten coins in his pocket; in the case of the
crazed friend we would say that telling the truth and giving back the arms
is the wrong thing to do; in the case of the ailing violinist we would say
that denying the unwilling donor the right to unplug from the violinist is
unjust (outrageous). The theory, thesis or definition is therefore incorrect
(or somehow incomplete). If one wants to carry on with the inquiry on
that topic, one is then committed to go back to the theory, try to adjust
it, or build a new one.

In sum, TEs work in a way analogous to actual counterexamples: a
thesis or theory predicts that, in a certain situation, the correct evaluation
to give is H. In that situation, however, we would say that non-A. The
correctness of the theory is therefore questionable. But, how is it possible
that imaginary counterexamples (TEs) and actual counterexamples are
equally effective?

In order to answer this question, I will introduce the analysis of the
logical structure of TEs presented by Williamson (2007). His discussion
on the epistemology of modal thinking and counterfactual thinking is
complex and, to a certain extent, controversial. In the next section, I am



18 The Role of Intuitions in Philosophical Methodology

not going to examine it in detail. Rather, I will highlight the aspects of his
analysis that are useful in answering the question just raised.

2.2 Imaginary Counterexamples

The imaginary case used by Williamson to analyse the logical structure of
TEs is a Gettier case. The first step consists in giving a description of the
generalization Gettier cases aim to attack: ‘necessarily, for any subject x
and proposition p, x knows p if and only if x has a justified true belief in
2’ (Williamson 2007, p. 183). In symbols:

L O VxV p (K (x, p) < JTB (x, p))

The second step is to describe a particular Gettier case (GC). First
of all, the details of Gettier’s narrative are replaced by variables and
the story is given by the neutral description GC (x, p), where variable
x is the person who believes (Smith) and variable p the believed prop-
osition, that is, the content of the true and justified belief (the man
who will get the job has ten coins in his pocket). Then, Williamson
identifies the two premises the objection is grounded on:

* a premise of possibility: a subject x could have stood as described to
a proposition p. In symbols:

IL 03 x 3 p GC (x,p)

* a premise expressed by means of a counterfactual or subjunctive
conditional: if someone stood to a proposition in the described
relation, then one would have had justified true belief without
knowledge in respect of that proposition. In symbols:

I1I. A x3p GC(xp) (0= V x V p (GClx,p) D (JTB(x,p) & -K(x,p))

III has the structure of a counterfactual conditional , ‘g []—7, that is,
of that particular conditional in which the consequent (7) describes what
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would have happened if the situation described in the antecedent (¢) had
occurred.

Given II and III the conclusion follows: someone, x, could have had
justified true belief without knowledge in respect of some proposition, p.
In symbols:

IV. 03 x 3 p JTB(x,p) & ~K(x,p))

So given that IV is inconsistent with I (in particular with its right-to-
left direction), then the three conditions settled by the traditional analysis
are not sufficient for knowledge.

Let us then go back to our question: how is it possible that an imagi-
nary counterexample is as effective as a real one? Details of Williamson’s
analysis aside: given that the generalization at the basis of the traditional
analysis of knowledge states that necessarily, for any subject x and proposi-
tion p, x knows p if and only if x has a justified true belief in p, then, in
order to refute it, it is sufficient to show that it is possible that someone
has a justified true belief that p without knowing that p. Gettiers TE
proves this.

In general, this seems to be true for any TE aimed at disproving a
philosophical thesis: given that the generalizations at the basis of philo-
sophical analysis are in the form of necessarily H, then showing that it is
possible that not H is enough to reject them.

Obviously, this does not amount to saying that TEs are all equally apt
to show that it is possible that non-A. Williamson himself underlines this.
Speaking about premises II and III above, he argues the following. First,
premise II seems to be less problematic than premise II1I: II says only that
the Gettier case is possible; and in fact, II is usually uncontested: even if
rare, ‘Gettier cases are not far-out science fictions but mundane practi-
cal and physical possibilities’ (Williamson 2005, p. 10). However, there
are also cases where the truthfulness of II cannot be taken for granted.
Williamson mentions far-out science fictions as, for instance, the brain
in the vat, a case in which we are asked to imagine a disembodied brain
stimulated so to have conscious experiences such as those of a normal
perceiver; or Chalmers’ zombies, creatures being physical duplicates of
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human beings but lacking conscious experience (see Williamson 2007,

p. 189). As regards these TEs, many doubt II as well.

2.3 Exceptionality and Persuasion

Once it has been clarified in which sense TEs can play their role as suc-
cessfully as actual counterexamples, we may consider a second kind of
question: how can it be that a fully fledged theory is called into question
by the simple exhibition of a case? In particular: how is it possible that,
for a certain (sometimes long) period of time, a person or a group of
people (the community of experts) embraces a theory without taking into
account the case or the class of cases the experiment describes?

Let us focus on Gettier cases again. Formerly, I described the content of
Gettier’s intuition in the following way: given the way we use ‘knowledge’
(or given our concept of knowledge), the Gettierized belief wouldn’t be
called ‘knowledge’ (wouldn’t be categorized as knowledge). This is a ver-
dict epistemologists come to on the basis of their semantic (conceptual)
competence, that is to say their capacity to use ‘knowledge’ in a way that
reflects the way that word is used in the community. Looking at it from
this perspective, the judgement expressed is just like any other judgment
epistemologists made in advancing the JTB theory of knowledge; that is,
the theory whose incompleteness is shown by the judgments prompted
by Gettier cases. Hence, one may wonder why the set of intuitive judge-
ments epistemologists built the JTB theory on does not include Gettier’s
judgement. The most obvious answer to this question is that Gettier cases
describe unusual situations, that is, situations we rarely come across or
happen to think of.

Hence, let us go back to the initial question: why would the consid-
eration of a new (real or imaginary) case call into question a thesis we
thought sound? The reason seems to be that by thinking about new cases,
and in particular unusual cases, we become aware of our opinion on X
in those cases. In particular, thanks to the examples described in TEs,
we find our opinions to be inconsistent with our—perhaps laboriously
earned—theoretical convictions. Contrary to what we had supposed, our
theory on X is not the best explication of our opinion on X.
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The idea that the possibility of acquiring new knowledge of the object
of our inquiry is due to the rarity of the cases allows me to introduce the
thesis of exceptionality. This thesis has been endorsed by Gendler: “When
the contemplation of an imaginary scenario brings us to new knowledge,
it does so by forcing us to make sense of an exceptional case’ (Gendler
2000, p. 1). I will not explain here what Gendler exactly means by ‘excep-
tional case’, nor consider how she thinks exceptional cases should be han-
dled. In what follows, I will just see how the concept of exceptionality is
useful in answering our question.

First, the concept of exceptionality is applicable to TEs in general. It is
clear the sense in which cases described in TEs are exceptional relatively
to theories they refute: the cases described refute the theory precisely
because the case is an exception in comparison to the ones that have been
considered in the stage of theory development, that is, the cases that the
theory explicates. Exceptionality, however, does not only regard this pat-
ent aspect. Cases provided by TEs are exceptional in the sense in which
Gettier examples or the Platonic case are: by describing unusual situa-
tions. This second sense of exceptional is interesting: in fact, it explains
the enduring conviction that our theory is nevertheless satisfactory, the
difficulties in coming to terms with cases of this kind, and the shock-
ing impact they have on the person (or on the community of people)
embracing the theory.

I have mentioned Gettier examples and the case Plato describes in 7he
Republic. What about the case of the ailing violinist? Like Gettier exam-
ples and the Platonic case, the case of the ailing violinist is exceptional:
it describes an extraordinary situation, or better, a situation on the verge
of utter unlikelihood. However, the case of the ailing violinist is also dis-
similar from the other two: namely, whereas Gettier’s imaginary cases and
the imaginary case described by Plato are categorical to the theories they
refute, Thomson’s imaginary case is conditional in respect to the anti-
abortionists” thesis. What I mean by this last claim is that the violinist
case counts as a counterexample to the claim it aims to refute provided the
analogy with the case of the woman and foetus is accepted—provided that
between the two cases (the imaginary case of the violinist and the donor
and the real case of the foetus and the woman) there are no relevant dif-
ferences impairing judgement. Let us put ourselves in the shoes of an
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anti-abortionist: what could be his or her reaction to Thomson’s conclu-
sion? The anti-abortionist could insist on the differences between the two
cases and refuse the analogy. Hence, for the purpose of a criticism of the
anti-abortionist’s perspective, the analogy is both problematic and useful.

How is the analogy useful? Re-describing the foetus—mother relation-
ship in terms of a relationship between an ailing violinist and an unwilling
donor allows to consider the situation that is the object of the controversy
between abortionists and anti-abortionists from a new standpoint: from
a perspective free from explicit allusions to the foetus and to the woman.
This should enable judges to evaluate the case judge on the basis of their
pre-theoretical convictions (according to their moral capacity), in lieu of
their theoretical (religious, moral) convictions.

This idea could also be expressed in a slightly different way. One could
argue that the re-description of a problematic situation in an unprec-
edented manner has the goal of providing the interlocutor with resources
enabling him or her to make a perspective shift. This is the position that
Gendler (2007) defends. Speaking about the role of moral and political
philosophy, Gendler stresses the importance to design cases (she speaks
of ‘images’) that make perspective shifts possible (Gendler 2007, p. 83).
Apropos, she mentions Thomson’s violinist example. Gendler claims that
the experiment can work ‘if it brings out a reframing of the subject’s
attitudes in the domain it is intended to illuminate—if it comes, either
reflectively or unreflectively, to represent the question of the fetus—mother
relationship in ways akin to those that he represents the violinist—patient
relationship’ (Gendler 2007, p. 86). If the subject accepts the analogy,
then the perspective shift occurred. The probability of Thomson persuad-
ing her interlocutor is now greater than before.

In general, Gendler claims, TEs ‘evoke responses that run counter
those evoked by alternative presentations of relevantly similar content
[...] When thought experiments succeed as devices of persuasion, it is
because the evoked response becomes dominant, so that the subject comes
(either reflectively or unreflectively) to represent relevant non-thought
experimental content in light of the thought-experimental conclusion’
(Gendler 2007, p. 86).

To conclude, the exceptionality thesis helped us to answer the question
of how a previously accepted theory or thesis could be questioned by the



2 Thought Experiments 23

simple exhibition of a case: by thinking about unusual cases or by consid-
ering alternative presentations of cases close to home, one becomes aware
of his or her opinion about a certain topic in such cases. Since, contrary
to what one had supposed, one’s opinion turns out to be inconsistent
with one’s previous ‘theoretical’ convictions, then one is committed to
go back to the theory to try to adjust it, or explain that judgement away.
However, why should one try to account for intuitive judgements dis-
agreeing with theoretical beliefs? According to the supporters of reflective
equilibrium method (RE), the answer is connected the reflective equilib-
rium requirement.

To deepen our understanding of these dynamics, in the next chapter
I will analyse the version of reflective equilibrium method proposed by
Goodman, Rawls, and Lewis, and I will compare them with Carnap’s
method of explication.
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3

Reflective Equilibrium

3.1 A Method for Logic, Ethics and Much
More: Goodman'’s and Rawls’s Reflective
Equilibrium

The expression ‘reflective equilibrium’ (RE) was introduced for the first
time by Rawls in A Theory of Justice (1971) and it was intended to describe
the procedure regulating the formulation of acceptable principles of jus-
tice. Rawls finds the origins of his method in a proposal advanced by
Goodman in his article “The new riddle of induction’ (1955). In this
classic text, Goodman deals with a long-debated problem in the history
of philosophy: the legitimacy of the rules of inductive logic—also known
as ‘Hume’s riddle’. Goodman claims that (both deductive and inductive)
inferential rules can be justified by their conformity with accepted infer-
ential practice. More precisely: in order to decide whether a rule is justified
or not, one should determine if that rule yields the particular inferences
we actually make and sanction, that is, whether it agrees with our judge-
ments to the effect that the inference is (or isn’t) correct. According to
Rawls, this approach to the justification of rules is valid for moral rules
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as well: proposed principles of justice are correct if they can adequately
account for our intuitive judgements of ‘just’ or ‘unjust’ about cases.

Let us consider “The new riddle of induction’. Goodman proposes to
deal with the problem of induction within the broader issue of figuring
out what legitimates the adoption of any inferential rule. So, Goodman’s
first move is to look at deductive inferences and ask what a justification
amounts to in the case of deductive reasoning.

Let us take this reasoning: ‘If it is daytime, then there is light. It is
daytime. Therefore, there is light'. How is it justified? By showing that it
is an instance of Modus Ponens: ‘IF P, then Q. P. Therefore ()’ This rea-
soning is a deductive inference and it is valid because it is an instance of a
valid deductive rule. According to Goodman, the criterion used to justify
this particular inference—conformity to a valid rule—is the one used to
justify deductive and inductive inferences in general.

Once established that an argument (deductive or inductive) is justified
when it is a correct application of valid logical principles, Goodman asks:
What justifies a rule?

Goodman refuses to advance hypotheses as, for instance, Aristotle’s and
Descartes’ idea of the existence of self-evident axioms, or Kant’s hypoth-
esis of rules grounded in the very nature of the human mind, arguing that
a satisfactory answer can be found ‘much nearer the surface’ (Goodman
1955, p. 67). In short, as a criterion for the acceptance of deductive and
inductive principles, Goodman proposes conformity to the accepted
inferential practice: accordance with the set of the particular inferences
‘we actually make and sanction’ o, better yet, with ‘judgements rejecting
or accepting particular inferences’ (Goodman 1955, p. 67). So, generally
speaking, Goodman’s thesis is the following: rules are justified by the set
of inferences that we judge to be correct, that is, by our intuitive judge-
ments regarding which inferences are valid and which are not.

However, how exactly do judgements of validity support a rule? On
this point, Goodman is not explicit. It is however possible to suppose that
he drawing an inference to the best explanation (IBE): to infer the rule
underlying the supposedly valid inferences, we consider said inferences as
complying with a unique model, that is, a (proposed) rule. The rule is the
best explanation of those inferences.



3 Reflective Equilibrium 27

Hence, Goodman’s solution to the problem of justification can be
summarized as follows: a particular inference is valid when it complies
with a valid rule (theory); that rule (theory) is legitimate if it produces
individual inferences we usually assess as valid.

The first impression is that this is a circular argument. The objection of
circularity does not elude Goodman. However, he does not consider his
argument to be circular in a ‘bad way’. On the contrary, he claims that
the viciousness, typical of justificatory circles, is in this case absent:

But this circle is a virtuous one. The point is that rules and particular infer-
ences alike are justified by being brought into agreement with each other.
A rule is amended if it yields an inference we are unwilling to accept; an infer-
ence is rejected if it violates a rule we are unwilling to amend. The process of
justification is the delicate one of making mutual adjustments between
rules and accepted inferences; and in the agreement achieved lies the only
justification needed for either. (Goodman 1955, p. 67)

Thus, Goodman suggests that the virtuousness of the circle can be clari-
fied by highlighting the procedure leading to agreement between rules
and accepted inferences, and that this solves the problem of the justifica-
tion of both individual inferences and principles. But then, what is the
structure of the ‘delicate process” having the important role of producing
the agreement of rules and judgements of validity—an agreement that is
necessary and sufficient for the justification of both? We know what the
relation between rules and inferences is once the agreement is reached: the
individual inferences we sanction support the rule by IBE. In particular,
if the rule is conceived as an infinite class of inferences of the same form,
then the rule justifies all inferences belonging to it. Hence, a rule R justi-
fies an inference 7, if 7 belongs to the class of inferences specified by R.
However, concerning the nature of the procedure of ‘bringing them into
agreement’ very little is known: Goodman says that when an inconsis-
tency between rules and judgements occurs, adjustments and corrections
are allowed on both sides. Yet, we completely ignore the details of the
process, that is, the way in which (and the extent to which) adjustments
of the rules and the judgements of acceptability/unacceptability are (can

be) made.
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In what follows, I shall provide two possible interpretations of the bal-
ancing process leading to final equilibrium. The first interpretation pos-
tulates the existence of two stable cores (a subset of the set of judgements
and a subset of the set of rules) governing the procedure and determining
its outputs. The second interpretation describes reflective dynamics as a
‘free game’ in which the balancing procedure between theory and intu-
itions has no preferential direction and adjustments are wide-ranging. I
will argue in favour of this second interpretation. Finally, I will consider
how vicious circularity can be prevented.

3.1.1 A Free Game

How would the process of balancing the rules (the theory) and the
accepted inferential practice (judgements of validity about single infer-
ences) appear, if some rules and some judgements were considered as
fixed, that is, non-adjustable?

According to Goodman, the reciprocal adjustments of rules and infer-
ences can occur either by adjusting or rejecting one or more rules, or by
rejecting one or more judgements of validity. Now, supposing that, over
and beyond such reflective dynamics, there is a group of inderogably
valid rules and a set of non-negotiable intuitions, this operation will be
understood as follows: a (derogable) rule is amended if it yields inferences
contradicting some non-negotiable intuitions; a (negotiable) intuitive
judgement is abandoned if it contradicts an inderogable rule.

Thus the first interpretation of the balancing process leading to equi-
librium postulates, from the beginning, a clear-cut distinction between
aspects that can be modified (or, if necessary, amended) by reflective
dynamics and aspects directing such adjustments. Namely, inside the set
of rules and the set of judgements there are, respectively, two subsets: the
subset of the rules we think are in any case correct, and that of the rules
we are ready to negotiate; the subset of the non-negotiable judgements,
and that of the judgements we are ready to question.

During the reflective process the ‘strong’ theoretical core (constituted
by the rules we regard as inderogable) and the stable intuitive core (made
of non-negotiable verdicts) are held fixed, and one uses them as a guide
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to modify the other two subsets. Consequently, the process of bringing
theories and intuitions into agreement does not appear to be an opera-
tion of wide-ranging adjustments and balancing, but rather a ‘pruning’
work, governed by those theoretical and intuitive aspects we assess to be
incorrigible.

Does this interpretation of reflective equilibrium account for what
Goodman meant?

The interpretation has the merit of giving a precise sense to the ambiv-
alence of the adjustments (both the theory and the intuitions can be
equally modified) and of making the direction of these adjustments
explicit (in case of a conflict between theory and intuitions, it is easy
to decide what should be preserved and what can be revised). However,
it presupposes the existence of two fixed cores (which have never been
explicitly theorized by Goodman) excluded from the adjustments and
governing the dynamics.

Furthermore, there is a feature of Goodman’s suggestion that the first
interpretation misses: circularity. An argument is circular when it derives
Pfrom Qand then Q from P, that is to say when Q justifies P and P justi-
fies Q. No matter whether such circularity will come out to be virtuous or
not, it is evident that, in the first interpretation, the feature of circularity
itself is absent: negotiable inferences and rules are justified as being in
agreement with non-negotiable inferences and inderogable rules, whereas
the latter do not need any justification.

Another interpretation is needed. Let us consider a theory, 77, which
has been developed by an inference to the best explanation from an ini-
tial set of intuitions, /;. 7} entails a set of consequences. Inside this set
there are consequences that agree with the initial intuitions, /;, and others
that unexpectedly contradict some other intuitions of ours. This is, for
example, the case of a logical rule that explains a considerable part of the
inferences we usually make and sanction, but also entails a certain kind
of reasoning we would never consider as valid. 7} is satisfactory insofar as
it pre-supposes /;, dubious insofar as it entails 7,. If the consequences, 1,
are felt to be irreparably counterintuitive, then 7; has to be abandoned
and a new theory has to be built. The constraint for the new theory, 75,
is to presuppose /;, as 7} did, and not to entail /. Let us suppose that
7, actually explains /; and that its consequences do not contradict the
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intuitions 77 contradicted. Still, it can happen that 75 also bears some
unwanted consequences (/3). /3 conflicts with some of our intuitions, but
in this case we find 7 persuasive. So we decide to preserve the theory and
revise the set of intuitions: we remove the intuitions that are in conflict
with the consequences of the theory and we accept the consequences /5
as new intuitions. On the side of intuitions, this transformation can be
seen as a Gestalt switch.

This description of reflective dynamics differs from the previous one
because it allows adjustments and corrections to be wide-ranging: there
are no intuitions or rules that are, as a matter of principle, unmodifiable.
Furthermore, adjustments and corrections occur on both sides: one does
not only bring the theory in accordance with intuitions, but one also
modifies one’s opinions on what is acceptable and what is not, on the
basis of the theory. In this case, an enhancement is obtained both on the
theory’s and the intuitions’ side.

In virtue of the complex balancing mechanism established between
theory and intuitions, the justificatory circle can be seen as a virtuous
one. In fact, the relation of coherence that is established between the
theory, such as it appears at the end of the procedure, and the modified
intuitions is highly articulated and much more complex than a relation of
mere circularity. Based on this description of the method, it is insufficient
to say that 75 is justified because it explicates /5 and /,, and that /5 and
I, are justified because they are entailed by 7. Of course 75 is the best
explanation inferred from 7; and 7;, but it has further merits: aside from
entailing /5 and 7, we know that 7} has a negative relation with 7,. With
respect to intuitions, it is true that /5 and /, are explained by 7, but we
cannot properly say they are justified by the theory. The pre-theoretical
set (/,) is made of intuitions that are already accepted and needed to
define the field of our research. Something similar happens with 73: the
new set of intuitions becomes—in a certain way—independent: once
we are convinced that the new intuitions are correct, we believe them
regardless of the fact that they are consequences that could be inferred
from 7,. The idea is that intuitions as such have their own solidity (we
come to judge in a way that is in fact consistent with the theory, without
appealing to the theory), and their justification depends primarily on
their acceptance.
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In conclusion, the structure emerging from this second analysis is a
complex network describing how intuitions and theory support each
other, and making the initial concern on vicious circularity disappear.
Furthermore, while the first interpretation of reflective dynamics (the
interpretation based on fixed cores) was not adequate to explain what
Goodman probably meant by ‘virtuous’ circularity, this new interpreta-
tion is.

3.1.2 A Theory of Justice, an Example of Philosophical
Negotiation

In A Theory of Justice (1971), Rawls explicitly introduces the idea of
reflective equilibrium, identifying the origins of the method in Goodman
(1955). However, the most significant anticipation of the methodologi-
cal proposal presented in A Theory of Justice is not to be found in “The
new riddle of induction’, but rather in ‘Outline of a decision procedure
for ethics’, an article written by Rawls in 1951, in which ‘a reasonable
method for validating and invalidating proposed moral rules’ (Rawls
1951, p. 177) is investigated.

In the following section, I will present the thesis of reflective equilib-
rium as it is described in A Theory of Justice. References to the method
defined in ‘Outline of a decision procedure for ethics’ will be made when-
ever important analogies with the theses presented in A Theory of Justice
emerge.

In order to avoid the risk of being too generic in engaging with ques-
tion “What is Justice?’, Rawls provides in A Theory of Justice a detailed
account of the research field from the very beginning:

Many different kinds of things are said to be just or unjust: not only laws,
institutions, and social systems, but also particular actions of many kinds,
including decisions, judgments, and imputations. We also call the attitudes
and dispositions of persons, and persons themselves, just or unjust. Our
topic, however, is that of social justice. For us the primary subject of justice
is the basic structure of society, or more exactly, the way in which major
social institutions distribute fundamental rights and duties and determine
the division of advantages of social cooperation. (Rawls 1972, p. 7)
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Once established that the object of a theory of justice is society, and
in particular a well-ordered society, the question “What is justice?” is
rephrased in the following way: what is the conception of justice which
would rule a well-ordered society?

Let us start from the concept of society. Rawls defines society as an
association of persons cooperating and acting in accordance with certain
recognized (and binding) rules of conduct. Rawls points out that coop-
eration with others is useful for the individual ‘since social cooperation
makes possible a better life for all than any would have if each were to
live solely by his own efforts’ (Rawls 1972, p. 4). However, cooperation
is also characterized by conflict, since each member of society tends to
prefer, for himself or herself, a larger part of the benefits resulting from
cooperation. So, the cooperative venture presents two aspects: identity
and conflict of interests. Identity and conflict of interests (the so-called
‘circumstances of justice’) motivate the necessity of a public conception
of justice, that is, the need to reach a good level of agreement on the stan-
dards (on the principles) regulating the proper distributive shares.

Rawls proceeds by pointing out that existing societies are rarely regu-
lated, effectively, by a public conception of justice. On the contrary, within
different communities there is a certain amount of disagreement about
the principles that are supposed to define the appropriate distribution
of social benefits and burdens. However, it seems possible to identify a
shared concept of justice and describe its requirements:

Those who hold different conceptions of justice can, then, still agree that
institutions are just when no arbitrary distinctions are made between per-
sons in the assigning of basic rights and duties and when the rules deter-
mine a proper balance between competing claims to the advantages of
social life. (Rawls 1972, p. 6)

In short, the concept of justice is widely accepted because it does not
assign any precise value to expressions such as ‘non-arbitrary distinctions’
and ‘proper balance’: supporters of different conceptions are free to assign
different meanings to these two. But, whilst the concept of justice as
described by Rawls cannot be an adequate response to the question of
what is justice, it constitutes a prerequisite for its formulation: namely,
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the concept identifies the parameters a correct conception of justice will
give precise values to. So, the core of the theory of justice is going to be
constituted by two principles: the first determining in a precise man-
ner the non-arbitrary way in which rights and duties are to be assigned;
the second making explicit the criteria for an appropriate distribution of
resources.

The next question Rawls raises is: how can one identify the two princi-
ples and assess their correctness? Rawls’s idea is that the principles of jus-
tice are the object of an original agreement: ‘they are the principles that
free and rational persons concerned to further their own interests would
accept in an initial position of equality’ (Rawls 1972, p. 11). Namely, if
the situation in which the principles are chosen is fair, then the principles
themselves will be fair as well.

The idea that correctness of the theory depends on the decision pro-
cedure that is at the basis of its choice is already present in ‘Outline of a
decision procedure for ethics’: if the procedural standards are reasonable,
so will the principles be.

Therefore, the challenge is to describe, in an appropriate manner, the
conditions characterizing the initial situation. In ‘Outline of a decision
procedure for ethics’, Rawls defines the characteristics of the deciders
(that is, of competent moral judges) and the conditions under which
they express their judgements. In A 7heory of Justice, he introduces the
notion of ‘original position’ and finds in the rationality of the contract-
ing parts and in the veil of ignorance its specific characteristics. These
two constraints (the rationality of the subjects who decide and the veil of
ignorance), together with the circumstances of justice (the conditions of
moderate scarcity) and with the formal constraints of the concept of right
(generality, universality, publicity, ordinality, and finality), form the set of
the conditions an adequate theory of justice should meet.

The veil of ignorance is a device that Rawls uses to nullify the effects
of arbitrary conditions on the choice of principles: namely, if the result
is supposed to be a fair and unanimous theory, then contracting par-
ties should abstract from all specific information that could lead them
to tailor principles to their advantage. Therefore, subjects under the veil
of ignorance have no knowledge of the specific natural and social cir-
cumstances that put men at odds: ‘no one knows his place in society,
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his class position or social status, nor does he know his fortune in the
distribution of natural assets and abilities, his intelligence, strength, and
the like’ (Rawls 1972, p. 137). Beyond this, no one knows ‘his concep-
tion of the good, the particulars of his rational plan of life, or even the
special features of his psychology such as his aversion to risk or liability to
optimism or pessimism’ (Rawls 1972, p. 137). Finally, contractors ignore
the particular historical facts about the society they will live in. However,
they have no restrictions on knowledge of general facts about human
society: ‘they understand political affairs and the principles of economic
theory; they know the basis of social organization and the laws of human
psychology’ (Rawls 1972, pp. 137-138), and so on. Generally, there are
no limitations on general information.

In addition to being under the veil of ignorance, the subject in the
original position is rational and promotes his or her interests: he or she
tends to choose such principles as would allow him or her to fulfil his or
her rational plan of life. But, how can a subject favour his or her ends and
desires, given that the veil of ignorance prevents him or her from know-
ing such details? Rawls’s idea is the following: ignoring the details of one’s
plan of life, the rational subject would be inclined to prefer for himself
or herself more primary social goods (than less). Namely, thanks to one’s
knowledge of general facts, the subject knows that, in order to promote
his or her aims (whatever they may be), he or she would have to access
primary social goods. In other terms, one is aware of having, as a person,
some basic interests that have to be satisfied regardless of the place in
society one will then occupy.

Starting from this situation (a situation that Rawls judges as perfectly
fair), it is possible to decide which are the correct values one should give
to the parameters of the concept of justice, that is, to determine the prin-
ciples that would rule a well-ordered society.

Rawls states two principles and stipulates the priority of the first prin-
ciple over the second.

First: each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive scheme of
equal basic liberties compatible with a similar scheme of liberties for
others.
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Second: social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they
are both (a) reasonably expected to be to everyone’s advantage, and (b)
attached to positions and offices open to all. (Rawls 1972, pp. 60-61)

The description of the original position and the two principles form the
core of Rawls’s theory and conception of justice. In particular, the condi-
tions stated in the initial situation determine which kind of principles
will be chosen. Rawls writes: ‘as the circumstances are presented in differ-
ent ways, correspondingly different principles are accepted’ (Rawls 1972,
p. 18). The dynamics binding the original position with Rawls’s prin-
ciples are identical in any set of principles and any possible version of the
initial situation. Rawls further specifies that ‘there are [...] many possible
interpretations of the initial situation. [...] In this sense, there are many
different contract theories. Justice as fairness is but one of these’ (Rawls
1972, p. 121); and again: ‘we may conjecture that for each traditional
conception of justice there exists an interpretation of the initial situation
in which its principles are the preferred solution’ (Rawls 1972, p. 121).

But then, what does it make of a specific description of the initial situ-
ation, and in particular of this specific description of the initial situation
(that is, the original position), a description that is preferable to any other?

To answer this question, Rawls introduces the reflective equilibrium
argument. In short, the method of reflective equilibrium consists in
‘[checking] an interpretation of the initial situation, then, by the capac-
ity of its principles to accommodate our firmest convictions and to pro-
vide guidance where guidance is needed’” (Rawls 1972, p. 20). So, the
problem of the justification of a conception of justice ‘is settled [...] by
showing that there is one interpretation of the initial situation which best
expresses the conditions that are widely thought reasonable to impose on
the choice of principles yet which, at the same time, leads to a conception
that characterizes our considered judgements in reflective equilibrium’
(Rawls 1972, p. 121).

Let us see in detail how the argument is articulated. First, one should
describe the initial situation ‘so that it represents generally shared and
preferably weak conditions” (Rawls 1972, p. 20). The second step is to
see if this version of the initial situation is strong enough to yield a set of
principles. If it is not, then one should re-describe it.
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However, let us suppose one comes to a description of the initial situ-
ation yielding principles. Once such principles are displayed, and prem-
ises yielding them appear to be entirely plausible, can one consider one’s
enterprise as concluded? Not really: the principles could fail to match the
considered judgements of ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ we express when assessing
particular cases. One ought to check whether this is the case or not.

Presumably, some discrepancies will be found, that is, one realizes that
the chosen principles contradict some of our considered judgements.
What should one do in that case? According to Rawls, there are two pos-
sibilities: going back to the initial situation and re-describing it, so that it
generates new principles; or else, modifying the intuitive core, rejecting
the judgements the theory conflicts with.

Hence, the procedure yielding the formulation of principles and the
description of the original position is not an easy and linear process, but
rather a complicated structure of comparisons and reciprocal adjust-
ments between our conception of justice (conditions of the original
position plus principles) and our intuitive judgements on what is just
and unjust. Moreover, the procedure is never exhausted in just a single
‘move’ (description of the initial situation, formulation of the principles
and assessment of their intuitive plausibility), but moves back and forth
between the theoretical pole and the pole of considered judgements: one
modifies the theory and the intuitive core in turn, until the agreement
between the two is reached. When this happens, we reach the reflective
equilibrium, that is, that stage of our reflection on a certain problem
when the theory we embrace can be said to be the best explanation of our
actual convictions concerning the topic under inquiry (in this case, about
justice). Obviously, this equilibrium can once more be called into ques-
tion by new considerations or new intuitions contradicting the theory.
However, until the equilibrium is maintained, the justification of our
conception of justice remains stable.

In the last part of this section, I will spend a few words on a method
described by Rawls in ‘Outline of a decision procedure for ethics’ that
is generally regarded as an anticipation of the method of reflective
equilibrium.
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In this article, Rawls asks what is the test one should use to determine
whether a judgement in a particular case is rational. His answer—identi-
cal to Goodman’s—is: ‘a judgment in a particular case is evidenced to
be rational by showing that, given the facts and the conflicting interests
of the case, the judgment is capable of being explicated by a justifiable
principle (or set of principles)’. (Rawls 1951, p. 10). However, how do
we know that a set of principle is justifiable? Rawls’s answer is articulated
in four points:

1. The principles are acceptable insofar as they constitute a successful
explication of our ‘moral insight’ as it is expressed in considered judge-
ments representing ‘the mature convictions of competent men as they
have been worked out under the most favourable existing conditions’
(Rawls 1951, p. 10). In other terms: principles should be the result of
the explication of the total range (or at least of a significant range) of
the intuitive judgements expressed by competent moral judges. The
fact that a specific set of principles is a good explication can be deter-
mined by applying (in an explicit and conscious way) the principles to
the same cases competent judges expressed their considered judge-
ments about: if the outputs of a conscious application of the principles
to the cases are identical to (or are, at least, a good approximation of)
competent judges’ intuitive judgements, then the explication can be
regarded as successful and the principles as satisfactory.

2. 'The principles are reasonable when their merits are weighted by criti-
cism and open discussion, without being falsified and, eventually,
implementing ‘a gradual convergence of uncoerced opinion’ (Rawls
1972, p. 11).

3. Besides being explicative, the principle should be fruitful: ‘able to
resolve moral perplexities which existed at the time of its formulation
and which will exist in the future’ (Rawls 1972, p. 11).

4. ‘Finally, the reasonableness of a principle is tested by seeing whether it
shows a capacity to hold its own (that is, to continue to be felt reason-
able), against a subclass of the considered judgments of competent
judges, as this fact may be evidenced by our intuitive conviction that
the considered judgments are incorrect rather than the principle,
when we confront them with the principle’ (Rawls 1972, p. 11).
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In other terms: despite having ascertained that principles fail to expli-
cate some judgements, competent judges decide to hold the principles
as correct anyway. Why? Because the principles are so convincing that
they have changed the way judges think is correct to judge.

With this fourth condition, Rawls explains in which sense the con-
ditions of the explication are not so restrictive as to ask for a complete
‘restitution’ of the initial material: principles have to account for a signifi-
cant part of initial judgements, not for the totality of them. Or, better,
principles cannot account for the totality of initial judgements. As I will
extensively argue in Sect. 3.2.1 on Carnap, there are specific reasons why
the outcome of an explication should, on the one hand, account for as
many judgements as possible, but cannot, on the other hand, account for
them all.

But let us stick to Rawls’s idea of explication a little longer. What about
explication in A Theory of Justice?

In A Theory of Justice the relation between principles and judgements
in reflective equilibrium is of an explicative nature as well: ‘what is
required is a formulation of a set of principles which, when conjoined to
our beliefs and knowledge of the circumstances, would lead us to make
these judgments with their supporting reasons were we to apply these
principles conscientiously and intelligently. A conception of justice char-
acterizes our moral sensibility when the everyday judgments we do make
are in accordance with its principles’ (Rawls 1972, p. 46). Nonetheless,
unlike in ‘Outline of a decision procedure for ethics’ (where Rawls deals
with the question only marginally), in A 7heory of Justice the procedure
at the basis of the successful explicative relation connecting judgements
and principles acquires a great importance. Through the analysis of those
dynamics, one comes to conceive a good explication as the result of a
series of adjustments occurring both on theory and on intuitions. In this
sense, the final version of judgements and principles in reflective equi-
librium diverges from the original intuition core and initial theoretical
options: the theory that we finally accept has been preceded by different
theoretical hypotheses, first advanced and then adjusted or rejected in
the light of the reflective process. Also, the set of judgements this theory
coheres with differs from the pre-theoretical set. In particular, what is
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important for the justification of a theoretical picture is not considered
judgements in general, but the considered judgements we embrace at the
end of the reflective process.

3.1.3 Considered, Intuitive, and Pre-theoretical
Judgements

So far I have used the terms ‘intuitions’, ‘considered judgements’, and
‘pre-theoretical convictions™ as roughly synonymous but, in the light of
the foregoing considerations, some clarification is in order.

First of all, Rawls claims that verdicts composing the original set of
judgements must be considered, that is, ‘rendered under conditions favour-
able to the exercise of the sense of justice, and therefore in circumstances
where the more common excuses and explanations for making a mistake
do not obtain’ (Rawls 1972, p. 11). One has to discard ‘judgments made
with hesitation, or in which we have little confidence. Similarly, those given
when we are upset or frightened, or when we stand to gain one way or the
other can be left aside’ (Rawls 1972, p. 11). Hence, considered judgements
are judgements of competent moral judges (that is to say rational and adult
people), formulated under the best conditions possible for the decision.

According to what Rawls claims in A 7heory of Justice, only a limited
proportion of these judgements will ‘survive’ the reflective process and will
be, for that reason, designated as justifying the principles. Nevertheless,
speaking about considered judgements has great importance: imposing
constraints on people expressing the judgements and on situations in
which these judgements are formulated helps make a good pre-selection
of our verdicts of ‘just’ and ‘unjust’.

The concept of considered judgement is present in ‘Outline of a deci-
sion procedure for ethics’, as well. Here Rawls defines both the class of
competent judges and the conditions under which judgements should
be elaborated—the so-called ‘circumstances of the judger’. In addition,
Rawls provides a direct characterization of intuitive judgments.

By the term ‘intuitive’ I do not mean the same as that expressed by the terms
‘impulsive’ and ‘instinctive’. An intuitive judgment may be consequent to a
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thorough inquiry into the facts of the case, and it may follow a series of
reflections on the possible effects of different decisions, and even the appli-
cation of a common-sense rule, e.g., promises ought to be kept. What is
required is that the judgment not be determined by a systematic and con-
scious use of ethical principles. The reason for this restriction will be evident
if one keeps in mind the aim of the present inquiry, namely, to describe a
decision procedure whereby principles, by means of which we may justify
specific moral decisions, may themselves be shown to be justifiable [...] It is
clear that if we allowed these judgments to be determined by a conscious
and systematic application of these principles, then the method is threat-
ened with circularity. (Rawls 1951, pp. 7-8)

In sum, by presenting judgements as intuitive, Rawls does not refer to
judgement-specific features (to the fact judgements have a particular
phenomenology, a certain aetiology, and so on). Rawls is interested in
describing the role they play in the justification dynamics: judgements
can justify the theory as they are intuitive, that is, not determined by
a systematic and conscious use of ethical principles. This is true of all
judgements one appeals to in order to justify the theory. Ergo, also of
those judgements which do not appear in the initial set of intuitions and
which we end up embracing at the end of the process, that is, judge-
ments that are the outcome of the decisions we have taken in the course
of the reflective dynamics. In what follows, I will argue in favour of the
intuitiveness of these judgements as well. However, before doing this, I
shall make the distinction between pre-theoretical and post-theoretical
judgements clear.

In both ‘Outline of a decision procedure for ethics’ and in A Theory of
Justice, judgements play a controlling role: one checks principles against
them. However, judgements are not indefeasible: they can be corrected in
light of the theory. Hence, the conformity of the theory to our intuitions
does not amount to a complete continuity with our initial considered
judgements, but rather to a relation of coherence between our theory
and our current judgements. These judgements have to correspond to
the initial ones to an important extent, but not completely. So, verdicts
justifying the theory are not considered judgements, but considered and
reflected judgements, that is, judgements we embrace at the end of the
reflective process.
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Post-theoretical judgements should be intuitive as well: if we want
them to justify the theory, then they should not be the result of the con-
scious and systematic application of the latter. But post-theoretical judge-
ments are not just the pre-theoretical judgements that have ‘survived’ the
reflective process: they are also those that we came to embrace during
(and thanks to) the reflective dynamics.

So, one could ask: are judgements that we came to embrace during
(and thanks to) the reflective process really intuitive? If so, why? In the
light of the previous discussion on Goodman, I suggest that the judge-
ments we get at the end of the reflective process are intuitive in so far as
we take them to be correct independently of the theory. The theory may
have contributed to their rising, but our judging the cases in the way we
do—in a way that is consistent with the theory—is not the result of a
conscious and systematic application of it. Suppose that we consider a
new case, and that our judgment is consistent with the theory we came to
embrace and inconsistent with the way in which we would have judged
previously. In and of itself, this does not mean that we judged the case
by applying the theory in a conscious and systematic manner. The theory
could be so strong and persuasive to have caused (in us) a sort of Gestalt
switch, prompting us to ‘see’ the situation in a way which agrees with it
and is different from the way in which we would have seen it before.

But then, what does justify theoretical and intuitive judgements in
RE?

The idea is that both in moral philosophy and in logic, the correct-
ness of the rules depends on instances of intuitive nature: considered
judgements to the effect that an action is (or isn’t) just and verdicts to
the effect that an inference is (or isn’t) correct. In turn, intuitions (moral
considered judgements and verdicts of validity) are assessed as rational
for being explicated by ethical principles and inductive criteria. Is this
account circular? Let us see how this question—already debated in Sect.
3.1 on Goodman—can be answered in the light of our discussion of
Rawls.

Let us start from the principles. Principles of justice are confirmed
when they match with our duly pruned intuitions. So, principles have the
merit not only of accounting for our actual intuitions, but also of having
been sufficiently strong to ‘prevail” over other pre-theoretical convictions.
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In addition, principles are considered correct not only because of their
conformity with our intuitions, but also on the basis of the (initial) situ-
ation that originated them. This situation incorporates fair and correct
procedural standards and is therefore thought to generate fair and cor-
rect results. Hence, as regards the justification of principles, the appeal
is twofold: on the one hand, one can refer to the positive upshot of the
judgements-test; on the other hand, one can refer to the correctness of
the original position.

One could object that intuitions play a great role in the choice of the
conditions of the original position as well. In fact, we know that the
final version of the original position depends, largely, on the development
of reflective dynamics: namely, inconsistencies between principles and
judgements can be solved by modifying the description of the initial situ-
ation so that it could generate principles accounting for our intuitions.
Does this mean that standards are determined ad hoc on the basis of the
judgements we want to justify? Not really. The conditions we choose for
the initial situation have a certain independence from the other elements
of the procedure. Let us consider the description of the original position:
it involves formal (principles of publicity), motivational (mutual disin-
terest), and knowledge (the veil of ignorance) constraints on contractors
and principles. They are the standards we think are more reasonable to
impose on the choice of principles, that is, the standards we in fact accept,
or we can be persuaded to accept through philosophical considerations.
The same holds for the ideal conditions in which considered judgements
should be elaborated: they are standards of epistemic nature that Rawls
describes as ‘favourable for deliberation and judgement in general’ (Rawls
1972, p. 48) and are distinct from both theoretical and intuitive beliefs
that will play a role in the related process.

One of the major supporters of Rawls’s reflective equilibrium, Daniels
(1979a, b, 1980a, b, 1985) refers to the kind of theories I have just men-
tioned using the expression ‘background theories and beliefs’. According
to Daniels, background theories and beliefs play a central role in the
method: they are the third element involved in the reflective dynamics,
besides principles and intuitions.

Other examples of background beliefs and theories used by Rawls

to develop his conception of justice are theories about the concept of a
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person, the role of morality and justice in society and general notions for
the social theories that are at judges’ disposal under the veil of ignorance.
One could complete the list of theories that can be used to build a moral
theory by adding elements such as assumptions on human rationality,
biology notions (or scientific notions in general), epistemological prin-
ciples, and so on.

Hence, background theories intervene in two phases of the reflective
process, other than in the original position and in the process of selec-
tion of considered judgements: first, during the choice of the principles
in the original position; secondly, while checking the coherence between
principles and intuitions.

In sum: the justification of the principles depends on considered
judgements and on the correctness of the initial situation, which is justi-
fied, in turn, by background theories and beliefs. In general, background
theories play a central role in the elaboration of moral theories and pro-
vide a justification of the principles that is independent from that offered
by considered judgements.

Finally, let us focus on intuitions. As I claimed in Sect. 3.1 on
Goodman, the correctness of intuitions is somehow independent of the
principles: a theory explaining intuitions can help them emerge and can
motivate their acceptance. However, it does not really justify them. The
strength of intuitions lies in the very fact of being accepted—of being
the judgements that we in fact express or think is correct to express in
front of the cases. So, according to this perspective, the theory does not
really justify intuitions; or better, it does not justify intuitions in the same
way in which the theory is justified by intuitions. Simply, it produces a
framework that can be used to testify the rationality of their acceptance.

This thesis is similar to that espoused by Gutting in What Philosophers
Know (2009). Gutting speaks of intuitions in the terms of pre-
philosophical opinions (or convictions). According to Gutting, Rawls
moves from pre-philosophical convictions on what is just or unjust,
‘that have no need for justification by philosophical argument; that, in
other words [...] do not require philosophical foundations’ (Gutting
2009, p. 225). The reason is that they are already grounded: namely,
‘they express convictions rooted in lived experience and connected to our

fundamental self-understanding’ (Gutting 2009, p. 191). ‘But, although
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convictions do not require philosophical justification, they do require
philosophical maintenance’ (Gutting 2009, 225): they require to pass
through the conservative and, at the same time, corrective and enhancing
process of reflective equilibrium.

We are intellectual creatures and cannot avoid thinking about our convic-
tions—about what they mean, how we can defend them against challenges,
and so on. To adapt Levi-Strauss” well-known terminology: we need prac-
tices (and so convictions) that are good-for-living. But as intelligent humans,
what we find good-for-living must also be good-for-thinking, and the con-
tinual probing and refining of our convictions through philosophical
reflection is the way we ensure that they remain good for thinking. (Gutting
2009, p. 225)

Hence, according to Gutting, reflecting (philosophically) on our convic-
tions is an ‘inevitable aspect of developed human life’: as thinking beings,
we need to reflect on our convictions, to give them a systematic and con-
sistent exposition, to make their consequences explicit, to defend them
from objections and, if necessary, to adjust or even reject them.

3.2 An Anticipation of the Method: Carnap’s
Explication

In the previous section we saw that the method of reflective equilibrium
appeals to explications. But what exactly is an explication? And what is its
relation to reflective equilibrium?

Rawls ascribes to Goodman the invention of the approach he dubs
‘reflective equilibrium’. However, it is possible that the methodologi-
cal theses stated in “The new riddle of induction’ (1953), in A Theory
of Justice (1971), and in ‘Outline of a decision procedure for Ethics’
(1951) draw on Logical Foundations of Probability (1950), a text in which
Carnap introduced the explication method. Rawls’s methodological debt
to Carnap emerges clearly in ‘Outline of a decision procedure for Ethics’
where the building and justification of moral theory is described in terms
of explication. In addition, Carnap’s influence on Rawls’s and Goodman’s
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ideas is shown by important similarities between the method of expli-
cation and that of reflective equilibrium: both are strategies for theory
elaboration, both move from a Socratic problem (questions in the form
“What is X?” ) and both establish a precise, though not absolute, con-
straint on theory construction.

3.2.1 Fish, Piscis, Piscis*

Carnap’s goal in Logical Foundations of Probability is to answer the ques-
tion “What is probability?” in scientifically rigorous terms. At the time
Carnap engaged with the issue, the probability calculus and the con-
cept of probability were largely in use, both among ordinary people and
scientists; yet, a theory defining in an exact and unambiguous manner
the nature of probability was missing. While Carnap does not face this
problem directly, in the prefatory chapter he illustrates the procedure by
means of which the application of the concept of probability (or the use
of the term ‘probability’) can be made rigorous. This procedure, which
applies in general to the conditions of application of any concept and to
the conditions of use of any word, is the method of explication.

The task of explication consists in transforming an ambiguous or
imprecise concept (or term), which is expressed in everyday language or
in a previous stage in the development of scientific language, into a pre-
cise concept (or term), which is expressed in ‘a well-constructed system
of scientific either logico-mathematical or empirical concepts’ (Carnap
1950, p. 4).

Before describing what explication is, Carnap underlines that the expli-
cation should not be confused with the explanation. The explanation
makes the explication possible, but does not coincide with it. Carnap
claims that explanation is part of the process of the formulation of the
problem, ‘not yet to the construction of an answer’ (Carnap 1950, p. 5).
By means of the explanation, one gives examples of the uses one deems as
exemplary and examples of the uses that one does not wish to take into
account. Sometimes the explanation may involve spelling out informa-
tion of a more general character. Let us consider, for instance, the ques-
tion “What is truth?” In giving an explanation of the concept of truth, one
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would say that one is ‘looking for an explication of the term “true”, not as
used in phrases like “a true democracy”, “a true friend”, etc., but as used
in everyday life, in legal proceedings, in logic, and in science, in about
the sense of “correct”, “accurate”, “veridical”, “not false”, “neither error
or lie”, as applied to statements, assertions, reports, stories, etc.’” (Carnap
1950, p. 6). Hence, through the explanation one neither defines the term
‘true’, nor gives a theory of truth; rather, one just clarifies what the object
of theorization will be. On the contrary, ‘to explicate’ means to give an
answer to the question “What is truth?’. An explication of ‘truth’ is, for
instance, the definition of ‘true’ given by Tarski.

Let us now consider the description of explication. Carnap writes: ‘if a
concept is given as explicandum, the task consists in finding another con-
cept as its explicatum which fulfils the following requirements to a suf-
ficient degree: similarity, exactness, fruitfulness, and simplicity’ (Carnap
1950, p. 8). A brief discussion of the requirements of similarity and fruit-
fulness will help to understand what explication is.

Let us start with similarity. First of all, ‘the explicatum is to be similar
to the explicandum in such a way that, in most cases in which the expli-
candum has so far been used, the explicatum can be used’ (Carnap 1950,
p- 8).

To explain what kind of similarity is required between the explican-
dum and the explicatum, Carnap introduces the following example,
where the pre-scientific concept fish and the scientific concept Piscis are,
respectively, explicandum and explicatum. The result of the explication of
fish (that is, the new concept Piscis) is still applicable to a large part of the
objects which were subsumed under the concept fish, but it does not even
approximately coincide with the pre-scientific concept fish: while the
term ‘fish’ generically means ‘animal living in water’, the term ‘Piscis’, still
applied to animals living in water, refers to some of those animals which
show distinctive properties. Carnap describes this transformation as a
change in the rules of language. Furthermore, he claims that this change
is motivated by factual discoveries: first, zoologists find that aquatic ani-
mals presenting certain peculiarities (cold-blooded vertebrates, with gills
throughout life) have many more features in common than the aquatic
animals in general; therefore, they replace the inexact and generic con-
cept fish with the exact and more fruitful concept Piscis. As a consequence
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of this change, some objects which were subsumed under the concept fsh
are no longer subsumed under the concept Piscis: for example, whales
and seals have the property of being animals living in water, which the
concept fish designates, but they do not fall under the concept Piscis.

Hence, a close similarity between explicatum and explicandum is not
required. The new concept only has to apply to a significant part of the
objects the old concept applied to. What are the reasons for the conti-
nuity and the discontinuity between the explicatum and explicandum?
Let us begin from the continuity. The reason why the explicated term
has to include a large, or at least a significant part, of the uses of the
initial term (the ‘central’ uses of the explicandum) is easy to guess. Let
us imagine that the new term does not apply to a great part of the old
uses—in particular, to the uses we believe are more significant. What
would we say of this result of the explication? Plausibly, we would say
that it is not the explication of #hat term (is not the explicatum of that
explicandum). Hence, if we want our explication to be satisfactory, that
is, to be considered an adequate answer to the initial question, then we
cannot avoid outlining rules for the use of the explicatum that account
for a substantial part of the uses the rules for the use of the explicandum
previously accounted for.

What about discontinuity? The reason why the explicatum cannot (or
better, should not) account for the totality of the uses the explicandum
accounted for is due to the constitutive imprecision of the explicandum:
as the new concept has to be precise, it cannot reproduce the imprecision
of the old one. If an explicatum reflected the imprecision of its explican-
dum we would say that the alleged explicatum is not really an explicatum
after all.

This last argument help us introduce the second of the four require-
ments for a good explication, that is, exactness: “The characterization of the
explicatum, that is, the rules of its use (for instance, in the form of a defi-
nition), is to be given in an exact form, so as to introduce the explicatum
into a well-connected system of scientific concepts’ (Carnap 1950, p. 8).

Thirdly, ‘the explicatum is to be a fruitful concept, that is, used for the
formulation of many universal statements (empirical laws in the case of
a nomological concept, logical theorems in the case of a logical concept)’

(Carnap 1950, p. 8).
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With the introduction of the constraint of fruitfulness, it becomes
clear why the procedure of explication goes much further than mere con-
ventional stipulation. Let us go back to our example. It has been said
that the new concept Piscis is narrower than that of fish. One could ask
whether the agents who performed the explication could have proceeded
in a different way. For example, ‘instead of the concept Piscis they could
have chosen another concept—Iet us use for it the term “piscis*”—which
would likewise be exactly defined but which would be much more simi-
lar to the prescientific concept Fish by not excluding whales, seals, etc.’
(Carnap 1950, p. 7). To this doubt, Carnap answers that this construc-
tion would be of little use for scientific purposes: the concept Piscis is
preferable to any other concept more similar to fish (for instance, Piscis™),
since it can be used for the formulation of general laws. Fruitfulness
justifies discontinuity of the explicatum with the original domain. In
other words, the criterion of fruitfulness is more important than that of
similarity.

3.2.2 Answering the Question ‘What Is X?’
Comparing Explication with Reflective
Equilibrium

We have seen that, in his discussion of explication, Carnap highlights the
aspects of continuity and discontinuity that characterize the relation that
the new scientific concept maintains with the pre-scientific one: the new
concept has to account for ordinary use of the pre-scientific concept, but
it can also (or better, it should) diverge from it. Metaphorically, the expli-
cated concept has to ‘capture’ the way we use a term, not ‘photograph’ it.

The underlying structure of the explication procedure described by
Carnap is similar to what Goodman suggests about the legitimation
of induction principles, and what Rawls suggests about the construc-
tion and justification of moral principles. Just like the relation between
the explicatum and the explicandum, the relation which is determined
between the theory of valid reasoning and the accepted inferential prac-
tice (singular intuitions of validity about particular inferences), and the
one between the conception of justice (principles of justice and original
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position) and considered judgements, can be described in terms of conti-
nuity and discontinuity: the theory must account for the way we think it
is correct to reason or to judge, though it can set aside some of our initial
intuitions.

In detail, when comparing the explication and the reflective equilib-
rium methods, three important analogies can be found.

(1) Despite the different objects they analyse, Carnap, Goodman,
and Rawls share a similar purpose: the construction of a theory starting
from a Socratic problem, that is to say, a question of the form “What is
X?”. Carnap explicitly moves from the question “What is probability?’,
Rawls from the question “What is justice?’, and Goodman’s investigation
pre-supposes the question “What is valid reasoning?’.

(2) The theory-building method involves aspects that precede and
govern the elaboration of the theory and that work as criteria for its
acceptance. Rawls’s and Goodman’s method is based on intuitions: the
theory of inductive and deductive reasoning is built on and justified by
judgements of validity about single inferences; the theory of justice is
built on judgements of ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ about morally salient situations.
Carnap’s method is based on language use.

Hence, intuitions and uses of the relevant terms guide the theorizing.
Furthermore, intuitions and uses work as constraints for theories that are
already formed. Namely, when taking into account a theory or a result
of an explication, one has to check whether the starting point has been
respected or not. In particular, as an explicatum—in so far as it can be
considered a good explicatum—has to account, to a significant extent,
for the use of the explicandum, a theory—in so far as it can be considered
a good theory—has to agree, to a significant extent, with our intuitions.
Otherwise, the explicatum is not the explicatum of that explicandum and
the theory is not the theory of what we wanted to make a theory: it is not
a satisfying answer to the initial question.

(3) Yet, neither the constraint of intuitions, nor the constraint of
use is absolute: the theory resulting from the reflective procedure and
the explicatum can be partially disjointed from the original set of intu-
itions and from the original set of ordinary uses. These differences are
usually due to the systematizations a theory requires: the initial sets are
often inaccurate and incoherent; consequently, a scientific theory cannot
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respect them entirely. Moreover, differences can be due to some intu-
itions which arise during the process of theory-building and prevail on
some pre-theoretical intuitions. As already explained, it can be that the
theory we have produced agrees with a considerable part of our intu-
itions, but involves some unexpected consequences which disagree with
previous pre-theoretical intuitions. If we find the theory persuasive, we
can decide to hold on to it and to abandon the set of intuitions that dis-
agree with it. In such a case, judgements entailed by the theory prevail
over the previous intuitions.

Clearly, in the perspective of RE, the opposite could occur as well: we
could decide to modify the theory in favour of intuitions. The RE method
establishes that the original set of intuitions has to be revised when inco-
herencies with the theory we accept occur: intuitions disagreeing with
the consequences of the theory are removed and the set of intuitions is
integrated with the theory’s unexpected consequences, so that the mutual
support between theory and intuitive judgements is achieved. Hence, in
Rawls’s and Goodman’s method, a loss is always evened-up by a gain: the
method is productive and enhancing, not merely corrective. On the con-
trary, in the case of the explication, a divergence between the application
of the old and that of the new concept does not compel us to make any
kind of adjustment: the theory catches from the pre-scientific use what is
significant to catch; uses which are not significant are simply abandoned.

Hence, despite the similarities, there is also an important difference
between the methods. Indeed, they differ in how one should handle
the aspects constraining the theory—uses and intuitions—when, in the
case of an incongruence between them and theory, one decides to hold
the theory. Whereas in the case of reflective equilibrium pre-theoretical
judgements must be adjusted (one has to remove from the set of intu-
itions the pre-theoretical judgements disagreeing with the theory and
replace them with the new, unexpected consequences of the theory), in
the case of explication coming back to ordinary use, and modifying it, is
not necessary.

The reason for this disanalogy is ascribable to the different goals of the
two methods. Whereas explication aims to create a scientific concept of
X; reflective equilibrium aims to answer the question “What is X?* with-
out restrictions. In the first case, when an answer is given, the answer is
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normative only with respect to the scientific use of X’: it is a conven-
tion relative to a specific domain. As concern reflective equilibrium, the
ordinary use should conform to it as the answer is (at least, aims to be)
normative with respect to the use of X’. This is also the reason why the
agent engaging with explication moves from the ordinary use but does
not aim to replace or to modify it: the goal is to come up with an exact
and fruitful concept which is exploitable for scientific goals; not to anal-
yse and reform an ordinary concept.

As Nagel writes: ‘we may use the scientific meaning of the term in con-
texts where precision is required while keeping the original explicandum
for everyday use; for example, we may agree to use the term “or” only in a
non-exclusive sense in our logic texts while leaving it ambiguous in ordi-
nary language’ (Nagel 2007, p. 795). In general, in explication there is
not the ‘back-and-forth’ dynamics that is typical of the reflective method.

3.3 Clarifications of the Method: Lewis'’s
Reflective Equilibrium

3.3.1 Credibility and Systematicity

In this last section on RE, I will handle the version of the method proposed
by Lewis in Counterfactuals (1973), in On the Plurality of Worlds (1986),
and in the introduction to the Philosophical Papers (1983a). Lewis’s dis-
cussion on the method is interesting as it helps to better explain a series of
aspects: (1) the relation between two important features a philosophical
theory should have in order to be a good theory—consistency with our
intuitions and systematicity; (2) the problem of respecting the common
sense; and (3) the maxim of honesty.

In Counterfactuals (Lewis 1973) Lewis introduces the thesis of modal
realism: the idea according to which possible worlds are real entities in
the exact same way the world we happen to inhabit is.

I believe there are possible worlds other than the one we happen to inhabit.
If an argument is wanted, it is this. It is uncontroversially true that things
might have been otherwise than they are. [...] Ordinary language permits
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the paraphrase: there are many ways things could have been besides the
way that they actually are. On the face of it, this sentence is an existential
quantification. It says that there exist many entities of a certain description,
to wit, ‘ways things could have beeny’. I believe things could have been dif-
ferent in countless ways. I believe permissible paraphrases of what I believe;
taking the paraphrase at its face value, I therefore believe in the existence of
entities which might be called ‘ways things could have been’. I prefer to call
them ‘possible worlds’. (Lewis 1973 p. 84)

Afterwards, Lewis gives an overview of alternative conceptions to modal
realism and rejects them. In brief, his argument in favour of modal
realism could be sketched as follows: the fact that ‘things might have
been otherwise than they are’, and in particular that they ‘could have
been different in countless ways’, is one of our common convictions;
modal realism is a satisfactory exposition of this conviction; moreover,
unlike non-realist conceptions, modal realism does not have problematic
consequences; therefore, modal realism is the expression of the correct
view on the nature of possible worlds.

As already mentioned, Lewis outlines and highlights the limits of
alternative conceptions. I will not delve here into the arguments Lewis
advances for proving this point. Neither, I will assess the plausibility of
modal realism itself. Rather, the question I am going to deal with is: why
should the fact that we express certain convictions concerning what things
are, or could have been, be decisive in order to ascertain the correctness of
a specific theoretical proposal on the nature of possible worlds? Or, more
generally, why should our convictions (what we say or think about any
X)be relevant in order to establish the correctness of a theory on X? My
concern is a methodological one.

In Counterfactuals, Lewis advances some considerations in response to
this question:

One comes to philosophy already endowed with a stock of opinions. It is not
the business of philosophy either to undermine or to justify these preexisting
opinions, to any great extent, but only to try to discover ways of expanding
them into an orderly system. It succeeds to the extent that (1) it is systematic,
and (2) it respects those of our pre-philosophical opinions to which we are
firmly attached. In so far as it does both better than any alternative we have
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thought of, we give it credence. There is some give-and-take, but not too
much [...] So it is throughout metaphysics; and so it is with my doctrine of
realism about possible worlds [...] Realism about possible worlds is an
attempt, the only successful attempt I know of, to systematize preexisting
modal opinions. (Lewis 1973, p. 88)

Our pre-philosophical (‘preexisting’) opinions—Lewis continues—not
only favour realism about possible worlds, but also inform us about
which version of realism we should prefer.

In sum: the metaphysician’s work consists in looking for the theoreti-
cal framework that better systematizes our pre-theoretical opinions. In
particular, the process leading from the initial question—What is X?—to
a well-established theory on X is conceived in terms of a procedure, in
which our pre-existing convictions are balanced with our theoretical ones.
Pre-theoretical opinions play a central role not only in the constructing
phase, but also while evaluating a proposed theory: each theoretical
hypothesis is assessed on the basis of its coherence with intuitions (condi-
tion 2), as well as on the basis of its systematicity (condition 1).

In “The incredulous stare’ (On the Plurality of Worlds 1986), Lewis
seems to be less confident about the intuitiveness of modal realism. Since
Lewis’s defences of modal realism have been typically met by incredulous
stares, we may think that the very thesis he stood by was largely counter-
intuitive. If so, he needed to make explicit the consistency between his
theory and the alleged pre-theoretical intuitions. So, Lewis’s first step is
to acknowledge the striking counterintuitiveness of his proposal. The sec-
ond step is to try to explicitly state which is the (alleged) counterintuitive
consequence of modal realism.

Modal realism does disagree, to an extreme extent, with firm common sense
opinion about what there is. (Or, in the case of some among the incredu-
lous, it disagrees rather with firmly held agnosticism about what there is).
When modal realism tells you—as it does—that there are uncountable
infinite donkeys and protons and puddles and stars, and of planets very like
Earth, and of cities very like Melbourne, and of people very like yourself,
... small wonder if you are reluctant to believe it. And if entry into philoso-
phers’ paradise requires that you believe it, small wonder if you find the
price too high. (Lewis 1986, p. 133)
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The third (and crucial) step is to ask: what do non-philosophers mean
when they say that they cannot believe that ‘uncountable infinite donkeys
and protons and puddles and stars, and of planets very like Earth, and of
cities very like Melbourne, and of people very like yourself™ exist?

Lewis distinguishes two opinions: the first one he agrees with, the sec-
ond one he does not agree with. The point, Lewis argues, is that it is not
clear at all whether it is the first, or the second, opinion that the layman
has when he or she expresses his or her incredulity. In particular, it seems
that non-philosophers are not able to say whether, by claiming that they
cannot believe uncountable infinite donkeys exist, they mean ‘that there
do not actually exist an uncountable infinity of donkeys’ (Lewis 1986,
p- 133) [first opinion], rather than ‘that there do not exist an uncountable
infinity of donkeys—with the quantifier wide open, entirely unrestricted,
and no “actually” either explicit or tacit in the sentence’ (Lewis 1986,
p. 133) [second opinion]. Hence, if this is true, it is then difficult to con-
clude that the thesis of modal realism effectively contradicts a common-
sense intuition: which thought is contradicted? The first? The second?
Both?

In general, philosophers make distinctions where laypeople do not;
that is the reason why their opinions and theses seem to diverge from
common sense. They appear to diverge, but it is not obvious they do.
Philosophers, concludes Lewis, are entitled to ignore judgements like ‘I
cannot believe uncountable infinite donkeys exist’.

Lewis asks if ignoring layman’s judgements might be a trouble for
those who believe that common sense should be respected. This is his
answer: common sense, Lewis explains, has a certain but not absolute
authority in philosophy. As regards the centrality (authority) of common
sense, he highlights two aspects: on the one hand, our pre-theoretical
convictions are the only possible starting points of our inquiry (unique-
ness of the starting point); on the other hand, intuitions are important
for the acceptance of the theory: namely, a theory cannot be credible if
patently contradicts our pre-theoretical opinions (credibility). However,
the plausibility of a (real) theory is also given by its systematicity and
simplicity. So, for a gain on the side of systematicity, opinions must, at
times, be abandoned. Apropos, Lewis introduces a less binding version of
the maxim ‘respect common sense’: no matter if a philosophical theory



3 Reflective Equilibrium 55

accounts for anything the layman thinks or says; what really matters is
that the theory does not contradict what the philosopher (who embraces
it)thinks or says in his or her ‘least philosophical and most commonsen-
sical moments’ (Lewis 1986, p. 135). This is, Lewis specifies, a simple
maxim of honesty.

In conclusion: the agreement of the theory with intuitions does not so
much consist in the agreement between the philosopher’s theses and the
layman’s convictions, as in the agreement between the theses a person, as
a philosopher, proposes and the convictions this same person has, regard-
less of his or her engagement in the philosophical field.

In the introduction to the Philosophical Papers, Lewis largely reathrms
what has been said up to here. The metaphysician’s work consists in look-
ing for the theoretical picture which best systematizes our pre-theoretical
opinions. The procedure leading from the initial question—what is X?—
to a ‘mature’ theory on X is described as balancing our pre-theoretical
and theoretical convictions. In this place, Lewis speaks of opinions: both
intuitions and theories are described in terms of opinions. The idea seems
to be the following: given that intuitions are opinions, theories (that are
based on intuitions) cannot be other than opinions in turn. Certainly,
theories are much more articulated and present a higher degree of gener-
ality than intuitions; however, their nature must be similar to that of the
data composing the basis they rest on.

At every stage of the procedure of bringing (intuitive and theoretical)
opinions into equilibrium the metaphysician measures the price: the cost
of a loss, in face of a gain. In no (or almost no) case, is it a matter of
finding zhe argument (the crucial, the decisive argument) in favour of; or
against, a certain theoretical option. Speaking of the theories exposed in
the essays collected in the volume, Lewis writes:

The reader in search of knock-down arguments in favour of my theories
will go away disappointed. [...] Philosophical theories are never refuted
conclusively. (Or hardly ever. Gédel and Gettier may have done it.) The
theory survives its refutation—at a price. Perhaps that is something we can
settle more or less conclusively. But when all is said and done, and all tricky
arguments and distinctions and counterexamples have been discovered,
presumably we will still face the question which prices are worth paying,
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which theories are on balance credible, which are the unacceptably coun-
terintuitive consequences and which are the acceptably counterintuitive
ones. On this question we may still differ. (Lewis 1983a, p. x)

Lewis concludes: ‘once the menu of well-worked-out theories is before
us, philosophy is a matter of opinion’ (Lewis 1983a, p. xi).

3.3.2 ‘What Good Are Counterexamples?”

In the last part of this chapter, I will analyse an article by Weatherson,
“What good are counterexamples?” (2003). The author moves from the
methodological theses described by Lewis and analyses the consequences
of the application of Lewis’s conception to a specific problem: the problem
of whether it is legitimate to reject the JTB theory of knowledge on the
basis of Gettier’s intuition. Contrary to the opinion of the large major-
ity of the epistemologists (and of Lewis himself), Weatherson claims we
should reject Gettier’s intuition and keep the JTB theory of knowledge.

Weatherson’s article offers an example of how we can understand
Lewis’s view on the compromise between a theory’s credibility and its sys-
tematicity. Furthermore, it will serve as starting-point for our discussion
of one of the main criticisms of the appeal to intuitions in philosophy:
the objection that using intuitions as evidence is incompatible with the
aims and results of philosophers’ inquiries.

First, Weatherson asks: how do we assess the correctness of a theory? In
particular, how do we come to establish that a certain theory of knowl-
edge is true? One knows if a theory is correct by evaluating whether this
theory meets the following conditions (a) and (b).

The true theory of knowledge is the one that does best at (a) accounting for
as many as possible of our intuitions about knowledge while (b) remaining
systematic. A ‘theory’ that simply lists our intuitions is no theory at all, so
condition (b) is vital. And it is condition (b), when fully expressed, that
will do most of the work in justifying the preservation of JTB theory in
face of the counterexamples. (Weatherson 2003, p. 7)

According to Weatherson, the idea of the priority of (b) over (a) is com-
mon to different disciplines. Let us take, for instance, logic:
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If we just listed intuitions about entailment, we could have a theory on
which disjunctive syllogism (4 and -4 " B entail B) is valid, while ex fa/so
quadlibet (A and ~A entail B) is not. Such a theory is unsystematic because
no concept of entailment that satisfies these two intuitions will satisfy a
generalized transitivity requirement: that if Cand D entail £, and F entails
D then Cand Fentail E. (This last step assumes that ~4 entails -4 " B, but
that is rarely denied). Now one can claim that a theory of entailment that
gives up this kind of transitivity can still be systematic enough, and Neil
Tennant (1992) does exactly this, but it is clear that we have a serious cost
of the theory here, and many people think avoiding this cost is more
important than preserving all intuitions. (Weatherson 2003, pp. 7-8)

Weatherson goes on specifying conditions (a) and (b) in two further
sub-conditions each: the agreement with a significant part of our intu-
itions (test 1), a limited presence of counterintuitive consequences (test
2),theoretical importance (test 3) and simplicity (test 4). Since (b) has
a priority over (a), in the following paragraphs, I shall focus on the two
sub-conditions that specify it: theoretical relevance (test 3) and simplicity
(test 4). First, I will explain the role that, according to Lewis, these two
sub-conditions play in the process of determining the meaning of terms.
Secondly, I will present the consequences of this view for the problem
Weatherson is interested in.

First, it is interesting to notice that Weatherson’s references are neither
Counterfactuals, nor the introduction to the Philosophical Papers—rtexts
in which Lewis presents his methodological theses, but rather ‘New work
for a theory of Universals’ (1983b) and ‘Putnam’s Paradox’ (1984)—
articles where Lewis introduces the notion of naturalness and explains
its role in the process of determining the meaning of terms. This is not
accidental. In fact, Weatherson conceives the process of construction of
a theory on X as the process of determining the meaning of the term
X’. Let us take the case under inquiry—the problem of defining what
knowledge is and establishing whether a proposed theory of knowledge is
correct or not: what does the epistemologist do when he or she asks what
knowledge is? And how does he or she assess the correctness of a certain
theoretical hypothesis about its nature? According to Weatherson, the
epistemologist asks what the meaning of the term ‘knowledge’ is, that



58 The Role of Intuitions in Philosophical Methodology

is to say, which is the property that, once its uses have been considered,
turns out to be the most natural. Apropos, in ‘New work for a theory of
Universals’, Lewis writes:

Reference consists in part of what we do in language or thought when we
refer, but in part it consists in eligibility of the referent. And this eligibility
to be referred to is a matter of natural properties. (Lewis 1983b, p. 371)

And here is how Weatherson presents Lewis’s thesis:

The meaning of a predicate is a property in the sense described by Lewis
(1983b): a set, or class, or plurality of possibilia [...] The interesting
question is determining which property it is. In assigning a property to a
predicate, there are two criteria we would like to follow. The first is that it
validates as many as possible of our pre-theoretic beliefs. The second is that
it is, in some sense, simple and theoretically important. [...] Lewis can-
vasses the idea that there is a primitive ‘naturalness’ of properties which
measures simplicity and theoretical significance, and I will adopt this idea.
(Weatherson 2003, p. 11)

So, in view of the determination of the meaning of a term X’, Lewis
identifies two criteria: (1) the agreement with our intuitions on X (or
our uses of X’); and (2) naturalness. According to some interpretations
of his theory (Weatherson 2013; Brown 2012), naturalness—which is
primitive—can be identified on the basis of two characteristics: theo-
retical significance and simplicity, that is to say, the two conditions that,
according to Weatherson, specify (b). So, let us suppose that a certain
property, picked out on the basis of the uses of the term X, turns out to
be theoretically useful and simple. If so, we are allowed to conclude that
that property is the most natural one, and therefore the meaning of X’.

I will return to naturalness later. Let us now see the consequences of
this conception—Lewis’s methodological theses plus the idea of natural-
ness—to the question Weatherson is interested in: should we consider the
JTB theory of knowledge refuted by GC or could we ‘still keep an open
mind to the question of whether it is true’ (Weatherson 2003, p. 10)?
This is the way Weatherson argues.
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My main claim is that even once we have accepted that the JTB theory
seems to say the wrong thing about Gettier cases, we should still keep an
open mind to the question of whether it is true. The right theory of knowl-
edge, the one that attributes the correct meaning to the word ‘knows’, will
do best on balance at these four tests. Granted that the JTB theory does
badly on test one, it seems to do better than its rivals on tests two, three and
four, and this may be enough to make it correct. (Weatherson 2003, p. 10)

The idea emerging from this passage and broadening in the rest of the
article is this: if it is true that condition three and four count, then one
cannot take for granted that the JTB theory of knowledge should be
modified or abandoned in the light of Gettier’s intuition. On the contrary,
the theory could prevail on the intuition. However, given that condition
three and four have priority, the theory should prevail over the intuition.
Hence, in the passage we have just quoted, Weatherson seems to be open
to both possibilities: (1) rejecting Gettier’s intuition in the name of the-
ory relevance and systematicity; (2) adjusting or abandoning the classical
theory in the name of the consistency with our intuitions. However, as
the argument proceeds, he is much more inclined to embrace (1): as the
JTB theory analyses knowledge ‘in terms of a short list of simple and sig-
nificant features’ (Weatherson 2003, p. 11), and accounts for many oth-
ers of our intuitions, then the classical theory of knowledge is the correct
theory about knowledge. Gettier’s intuition can be set aside.

In order to further support (1), Weatherson also deals with the ques-
tion of ‘rival’ theories: as far as simplicity and relevance are concerned,
no alternative theory can compete with the JTB theory of knowledge.
Moreover, each alternative is, in turn, subject to further counterexamples.

Weatherson makes this point with some emphasis. However, this is
not decisive for the concerns of his discussion: even if it is true that the
JTB theory of knowledge does better than all alternative theories with
respect to the compromise between the two factors (or among the four
tests), the problem is not deciding which among the alternative theories
proposed is the best, but whether the best among those alternatives can
be legitimately adopted in the face of a contrasting intuition.
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Weatherson’s idea is that the JTB theory should be considered correct
in spite of Gettier’s intuitions. This is the motivation:

Let’s say I have convinced you that it would be better to use ‘knows’ in such
a way that we all now assent to ‘She knows” whenever the subject of that
pronoun truly, justifiably, believes. You may have been convinced that only
by doing this will our term pick out a natural relation, and there is evident
utility in having our words pick out relations that carve nature at some-
thing like its joints [...] I have implicitly claimed above that if you concede
this you should agree that I will have thereby corrected a mistake in your
usage. (Weatherson 2003, p. 10)

Naturalness is the key: namely, why should a theory describing the
appropriate natural property (or relation) that the term X’ denotes be
challenged by a judgement that is the mere description of what we would
say / be inclined to say in a specific situation?

Weatherson insists on the ‘evident utility in having our words pick
out relations that carve nature at something like its joints’. The idea of
naturalness looks promising, indeed. It is true that, in order to explain
what X is, philosophers start from what we say or think that X is. It is also
true that, in order to assess whether a specific theoretical hypothesis on X
is acceptable, philosophers have to ascertain that this hypothesis coheres
with a significant part of our intuitions. However, in a perspective in
which our research on X is an inquiry on what X is for real (and not just
on what we think or say that X is) there are further criteria (simplicity
and theoretical importance) that constrain the correctness of a theory
with respect not only to what we say or think, but to how things stand
in the world.

Weatherson’s conclusions, however, are questionable. It is obvi-
ous that a philosophical theory cannot be equated to a chaotic set of
intuitions: beliefs constituting a theory are consistent with each other,
well-articulated; by contrast, our pre-theoretic beliefs are inaccurate and
incoherent with each other. Therefore, it is true that philosophical theories
appear to be extremely distant from a layman’s beliefs (and also from the
beliefs the philosopher had before starting his or her inquiry). However,
the mere fact that theoretical beliefs on a matter are well-articulated and
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consistent with each other does not seem sufficient to make these beliefs
substantially different from the beliefs they are grounded on. After all,
in order to be a theory, any theory should be systematic (no matter the
nature of its object); and in order to be a good theory, any theory would
better be simple and fruitful.

Secondly, as the rea/story of the Gettier case and the JTB theory of knowl-
edge shows, Gettier cases counted as counterexamples. Epistemologists
thought that the theory was refuted by Gettier’s intuition. Apparently,
they didn’t think that theoretical significance and simplicity were reasons
enough to reject the intuition and keep the theory. Let us think about RE:
the method allows us to reject the intuition in favour of the theory. On
which occasions? In all cases when a theory is strong enough to ‘cause’ in
people embracing it a sort of Gestalt switch—to make them ‘see’ (judge) a
specific situation accordingly to the theory, and differently from the way
in which they would have judged the situation before embracing it. One
could point out that this is not even the case with Weatherson: namely,
he criticises the decision to revise the JTB theory of knowledge and nev-
ertheless recognizes the force of Gettier’s intuition, that is, he embraces it.
According to the supporters of reflective equilibrium, Weatherson’s posi-
tion is untenable. Also Lewis claims something along this line when he
states the ‘maxim of honesty’ and when he writes:

If our official theories disagree with what we cannot help thinking outside
the philosophy room, then no real equilibrium has been reached. Unless
we are doubleplusgood doublethinkers, it will not last. And it should not
last, for it is safe to say that in such a case we will believe a great deal that
is false. (Lewis 1983a, p. x)

Last, if one acknowledges, as Weatherson does, that intuitions are the basis
we build our theory on and we test theoretical hypotheses against, then
it is hard to explain why a specific theoretical hypothesis—just because
its simple, fruitful and at an advanced stage of the reflective process—
shouldn’t be put into discussion when its inconsistency with an intuition
was shown. In order to prove that the theory is ‘immune’ from the attack
of intuitions, one should demonstrate that that theory is correct regard-
less of intuitions. It is hard to imagine how one could in the case at hand.
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In general this last argument could be used against any philosopher
aiming to answer Socratic questions who replies to other philosophers
showing a mismatch between his or her theory and an intuition with: ‘it’s
just an intuition!’, or ‘I am not committed to look for reasons for reject-
ing that specific judgement because that judgement is a mere intuition (a
judgement on what we think or say that X is), whereas the theory is the
correct theory on X (a theory that tells what X really is)’.

A philosopher claiming that is not only refusing to take the disagree-
ing intuition seriously, but seems to be asking the philosopher who is
presenting the counterexample to produce an argument in favour of the
fact that a simple intuition could falsify a theory: an argument proving
the robustness of that judgement, or, in general, of the epistemic status
of intuitions.

According to the perspective I defend, the philosopher exhibiting the
counterexample is not committed to do anything like that. Rather, it
is the person refusing to consider the counterexample who has to show
us that his theoretical picture is correct irrespective of intuitions. It is
unlikely that the last one will find a way out. By trying to demonstrate
that his or her theory on X is correct, one could not do anything other
than appeal to the fact that his or her theory agrees with many other
intuitions on X and to the fact that it presents the characteristics that we
all believe a good theory should present. Hence, unless one tries some
sort of ad hoc move, he or she will be obliged to face the unwelcome
intuition and to reopen the negotiation that has led to the theory he or
she embraces.

In this section, I argued against Weatherson and in favour of the stan-
dard praxis. However, as I anticipated at the beginning of the section,
Weatherson’s view is interesting also because it serves to introduce one of
the most important criticisms of the appeal to intuitions in philosophy:
the objection that casts doubt on the possibility for judgements of inzui-
tive nature to support or attack philosophical theories.

In the next chapter (‘Introduction to Part Il and Part III’), I will explain
why Weatherson’s thesis on the priority of the JTB theory over Gettier’s
intuition can be considered an example of this general objection to the
use of intuitions as evidence in philosophy.
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Part Il

What Is Philosophy?



a4

Introduction to Part Il and Part Il

4.1 The Legitimacy of the Appeal
to Intuitions: Two Big Questions

In the last section, I analysed “What good are counterexamples?” In
that article Weatherson criticizes the decision to revise the JTB theory
of knowledge in the face of Gettier's counterexamples: as opposed to
the opinion of the majority of epistemologists, Weatherson thinks one
should reject the intuition and keep the theory. This choice is due to the
role Weatherson assigns to characteristics such as simplicity and theo-
retical significance: a theory that is built from our uses of X’ and that
is simple and theoretically useful, is a theory describing the appropriate
natural property (or relation) that the term X’ denotes. The JTB theory
of knowledge is a simple and theoretically significant theory, or better
yet, it is the only simple and theoretically significant theory of knowledge
we have. So, the question Weatherson raises is the following: why should
a theory describing a natural property (or relation) be questioned by a
judgement that is the mere description of what we would say/be inclined
to say in a single specific situation?
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It is not difficult to see that this question goes much further than the
issue of what impact Gettier cases should have on the JTB theory of
knowledge. First, the issue raised appears to question the legitimacy of
the practice of attacking simple and fruitful theories on the basis of imag-
inary or real cases. The problem is: is it correct to reconsider the valid-
ity of a well-established theory in the light of an intuition elicited by a
case? Would it not be better to dismiss the intuition and keep the theory
unchanged—at least in some cases? Dismissing the intuition would not
amount to rejecting it ‘in force’ of the theory (that is, because the theory
allows us to ‘se¢’ things differently), but rather it would amount to deny-
ing the effectiveness of the judgement elicited by the case as that judge-
ment is ‘just an intuition’.

Problems do not stop here. The qualms about the role of intuitions
elicited by thought experiments (TEs) could be extended to the appeal
to intuitions in philosophy zout court, that is to say, they could be used to
call into question the legitimacy of the use of intuitions both in theory-
building and in theory-justification. Namely, if we reject intuitions in
some specific case, why should we endorse them in others? Here is the
question which describes, in general terms, the problem: why should
intuitions (what we would say/be inclined to say about X in specific cir-
cumstances), be relevant in order to construct, justify or attack theories
aiming to establish what X really is (as different from or exceeding what
we say or think that X is)? The problem is, ultimately, a problem of com-
patibility between the nature of the aims and results of the philosophical
inquiry, and the nature of the evidence philosophers appeal to.

As we will see in Part IT (Chaps. 5 and 06), this is a question for all of
those who advocate the legitimacy of the methodology philosophers do
in fact adopt, that is, the possibility of achieving the expected results
moving from judgements of the sort of those expressed at the end of TEs.

In Chapter. 5, I will take into account Williamson’s position.
Like Weatherson, Williamson faces the question of the compatibil-
ity between the nature of the evidence and the nature of the aims
and results of philosophical inquiries from the perspective of TEs. He
asks: how can the judgement we express on X at the end of a TE be
used to attack a theory that is supposed to state necessary truths about

the entity X?
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Williamson thinks that the practice of attacking theories on the basis
of judgements of this kind is perfectly legitimate. For instance, the judge-
ment epistemologists express at the end of Gettier examples falsifies the
JTB theory of knowledge. His solution? Denying that when dealing with
this kind of judgement, one has to do with intuitions; rather, one has
to do with facts. Williamson argues that the knowledge we acquire by
thinking about real or imaginary cases should not be described in terms
of what it seems to us that X is, that is, in terms of knowledge of our
mental states, but rather as knowledge of X, the non-psychological object
of our inquiry. For example, by thinking about Gettier cases, one has
access to the fact that the subject does not know; not to the fact that it
seems to one as the subject does not know (see Williamson 2007, p. 211).
This thesis does not concern Gettier’s verdict exclusively nor, in general,
the verdicts expressed at the end of TEs, but all judgements philosophers
characterize as intuitive and treat as evidential basis for their inquiries.

Williamson presents the discontinuity between the nature of intuitions
and that of a theory as a conflict between judgements of a psychological
kind and results of a non-psychological kind. However, his objection is
directed towards any position on the matter which refers to uses or con-
cepts, and therefore against the most obvious and acknowledged view on
the nature of intuitions, that is, the idea that judgements are the expres-
sion of what we would say or think about X in a series of cases. In short,
Williamson’s thesis is this: if we want the actual method, the armchair
method of philosophy, to provide us with evidence pro or contra philo-
sophical theses of a non-psychological/non-linguistic/non-conceptual
subject matter, then we have to recognize the non-psychological/non-
linguistic/non-conceptual nature of the evidence we obtain by thinking
about the cases.

I criticize Williamson’s decision to re-describe the so-called insuitive
judgements in factual terms and propose to maintain the classical view
on judgements about cases: the idea that intuitions are the expression
of what we would say about X, in the light of our linguistic (or concep-
tual) competence, or, depending on the object under inquiry, in light of
our inferential competence, our moral capacity and so on. In addition, I
propose to conceive the request of a theory on X as a demand for explicit
norms for the use of the term X’/for the application of the concept X.
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Sections 5.1.2 and 5.1.3 expound the criticisms Williamson would
probably make of this idea, in particular, the reasons he advances against
the renegotiation of the nature of the aims and results of philosophi-
cal inquiry in conceptual terms. Williamson believes that conceiving the
object of philosophical inquiry as conceptual amounts to conceiving it as
psychological, and that, therefore, research on concepts cannot satisfy the
expectations that philosophers have when they ask for a theory on X (see
Williamson 2007, p. 211).

Hence, Sect. 5.2 is a defence of my proposal against these two criti-
cisms. Specifically, Williamson’s second criticism will be re-phrased and
discussed along the following broad lines: judgements philosophers move
from in order to build and justify their theories are the expression of what
we would say (or think) about X in the light of our linguistic (conceptual)
competence (or, depending on the object under inquiry, our inferential
competence, moral capacity, and so on). However, philosophical results
cannot be described as mere systematizations of what we say (or think)/
would say (or think) about X: in fact, most (perhaps, all) philosophical
theories are corrective of our uses and judgements. Moreover, given the
way philosophers present their goals and results, theories should be the
expression of what X really is—as different from or exceeding what we
say or think that X is. But, when so, how can the appeal to intuitions
match the expectations philosophers have on a theory on X?

I will argue that, in order to answer this question, one needs to con-
sider: (1) the exact nature of the non-psychological object of philosophy;
(2) the philosophical method of inquiry; and (3) the evidence philoso-
phers appeal to. I will claim that the appeal to intuitions is legitimate if
one satisfies three conditions: (a) one conceives the request of a theory on
X as a demand of coherent and precise norms for the use of X’/for the
application of X; (b) one takes reflective equilibrium (RE), a descriptive
and revisionary (corrective and enhancing) method, as the method for
theory construction and justification; and (c) understands intuitions as
the expression of what should be said, that is, of what philosophers think
is correct to say in light of their competence and reflection.

The arguments concerning points (a) and (b) are presented at the end of
Chapter. 5. The arguments supporting the idea that intuitive judgements
have a normative aspect (point (c)) are developed in Chapter. 6. To defend
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(c), I appeal to the common assumption that the linguistic (inferential)
practice is normative and consider the reflection which is needed to assess
(at least prima facie) the possibility that a certain use (a certain inference) has
to be explained by a norm, that is, by a consistent and accurate framework.
To explain why, in spite of their apparently descriptive aspect, intuitive
judgements have a normative nature, I introduce a parallel with Millikan’s
Pushmi-Pullyu Representations.

In Part 111, I will claim that (c), the normative approach to intuitions,
and (b), the idea of RE as a descriptive and revisionary method, are also
effective against the second big criticism of the appeal to intuitions in
philosophy, that is to say, experimental philosophers’ objection to intu-
itions’ variability and disagreement.

Although experimental philosophers sometimes hint at the first prob-
lem (that is, at whether what we would say about the cases could be
legitimately used in order to build, justify or attack theories that are not
descriptive of our way of judging), their main interest lies ‘at the roots’
of the appeal to intuitions. On closer inspection, the judgements phi-
losophers express at the end of TEs are hypotheses on the way in which
people would respond to the cases. Are these empirical hypotheses well-
grounded? Experimental philosophers maintain that philosophers can
legitimately appeal to intuitions only if intuitions describe people’s actual
responses to cases. However, they continue, that is not something that
can be assessed from the armchair. They conclude that philosophers need
to verify empirically the correctness of so-called intuitions.

Experimentalists’ claims are discussed in Chapter. 7. My arguments
against experimental philosophers’ results and main tenets are presented
in Chapter. 8. In detail, Sect. 8.2 is devoted to the discussion of some
general issues concerning the methodology of experimental psychol-
ogy and to the analysis of experimental philosophers’ studies under this
aspect. Apropos, it is argued that experimental philosophers™ inquiries
should not be considered conclusive evidence for any theory about how
Westerners and East Asians, women and men, and so on, tend to judge
philosophically relevant cases. Two conclusions in particular cannot be
drawn: (i) that the way people judge depends on/is shaped by their gen-
der, culture, and so on; (ii) that philosophy is a prerogative of groups of
persons having specific characteristics (‘the Philosophy club’). Moreover,
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I cast some doubts about the possibility of qualifying these studies as
really informative surveys. Finally, I introduce an alternative explanation
for the (apparent) tendency of a large proportion of people belonging
to under-represented categories in the philosophical community to give
non-standard answers to TEs. This explanation is based on the notion
of stereotype threat and on the phenomenon of the confirmation of the
negative stereotype (Gendler 2011).

In Section. 8.3, I argue that empirical investigations such as those car-
ried out by experimental philosophers are not philosophical and, more
interestingly, not necessary to philosophy. In particular, studies showing
a mismatch between non-philosophers’ and philosophers’ judgements
would not be reason enough to question the reliability of philosophers’
judgements. Namely, philosophers™ verdicts are neither hypotheses on
how laymen would judge the cases, nor hypotheses on how people would
use a term (would reason, behave, and so on) in those circumstances.
Philosophers’ judgements are, rather, verdicts of correctness concerning
a certain use (reasoning, action), developed on the basis of philosopher’s
competence and reflection.
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5

The Nature of the Philosophical
Enterprise

5.1 The Philosophy of Philosophy
5.1.1 Philosophy Versus Psychology

What is the nature of the evidence provided by thinking about hypo-
thetical cases, such as those presented in thought experiments (TEs)? Is
it psychological, as those who speak about intuitions seem to think, or
not? This problem is closely related to that of the nature of the sub-
ject matter of philosophy, which most philosophers tend to conceive as
non-psychological.

In the seventh chapter of 7he Philosophy of Philosophy (2007),
Williamson argues against a position that he dubs ‘the psychological
view’. He takes the psychological view to be the mainstream stance on
the nature of the verdicts expressed at the end of the TEs and, in general,
of all the verdicts that philosophers treat as the evidential basis for their

This chapter is the extended version of an article, ‘Williamson on the psychological view’,
forthcoming in Argumenta (Nicoli 2016).

© The Author(s) 2016 73
S.M. Nicoli, The Role of Intuitions in Philosophical Methodology,
DOI 10.1057/978-1-137-56715-4_5



74 The Role of Intuitions in Philosophical Methodology

inquiries. His presentation of the view and argument against it can be
briefly reconstructed as follows.

Many contemporary analytic philosophers ‘think that, in philosophy,
ultimately our evidence consists only of intuitions (to use their term for
the sake of argument). Under pressure, they take that to mean not that our
evidence consists of the mainly non-psychological putative facts which
are the contents of those intuitions, but that it consists of the psychologi-
cal facts to the effect that we have intuitions with those contents, true or
false. On such a view, our evidence in philosophy amounts only to psy-
chological facts about ourselves” (Williamson 2007, p. 235). What phi-
losophers are then supposed to do is ‘to infer to the philosophical theory
that best explains the evidence. But since it is allowed that the philosoph-
ical questions are typically not psychological questions, the link between
the philosophical theory of a non-psychological subject matter and the
psychological evidence that is supposed to explain becomes problematic’
(Williamson 2007, p. 5). In particular, as Williamson argues, the psy-
chological view ends up encouraging scepticism, since ‘psychological evi-
dence has no obvious bearing on many philosophical issues” (Williamson
2007, p. 234), which mainly concern non-psychological matters. This
view, and intuitions-talk altogether, should therefore be abandoned.
Indeed, philosophers should recognize the non-psychological nature of
the evidence they have access to: ‘our evidence in philosophy consists
of facts, most of them non-psychological, to which we have appropriate
epistemic access’ (Williamson 2007, p. 241).

Let us take, for instance, the Gettier cases and the theory these cases
are supposed to provide evidence against—the justified true belief (JTB)
theory of knowledge. A genuine counterexample to the JTB theory of
knowledge would be a case of a justified true belief without knowledge,
not, as tradition presents it, the fact that it seems to one that this is the
case. This would, in fact, raise ‘the challenge of arguing from a psycho-
logical premise, that I believe or we are inclined to believe the Gettier
proposition [the proposition that the Gettier subject has a non-knowl-
edge justified true belief] to the epistemological conclusion, the Gettier
proposition itself. The gap is not easily bridged’” (Williamson 2007,
p. 211). So the psychological proposition that it seems to one as if the
subject in the Gettier case has a non-knowledge justified true belief is not
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and cannot be a counterexample to the JTB theory of knowledge (call
this ‘the gap problem’). What is rather needed, for the argument to work,
is the fact itself: the fact that the subject does not know.

Therefore, Williamson concludes, if we want to keep the idea that TEs
can in fact provide us with evidence pro or contra certain generalizations,
we have then to acknowledge that, thinking about the scenarios described
in the TEs, we have access to the relevant facts themselves. More specifi-
cally, in the Gettier case we have access to the fact that the subject does
not know, which is expressed through the (non-psychological) proposi-
tion that the subject lacks knowledge, or better, given that the scenario
presented is a counterfactual, through the counterfactual judgement that
if someone was in a Gettier case, than she would have a justified true
belief without knowledge.

As Brown (2011) points out, a similar way to argue is set out by
Deutsch (2009). Discussing Kripke’s Godel case (see Section 7.1, p. 000),
Deutsch argues that a genuine counterexample to the descriptive theory
of reference would involve a claim about a term and its referent, rather
than claims about anyone’s intuitions. He writes:

The predictions of the theory of reference concern terms and their refer-
ents, not competent speakers and their intuitions. For example, D [the
descriptivist theory of reference] predicts that, in Kripke’s fiction, the rele-
vant speakers’ uses of ‘Godel’ refer to Schmidt, not Godel. If the prediction
is false, so is the theory, but the theory makes no predictions at all concern-
ing who will intuit what. Hence, in presenting the Gédel case, Kripke does
not, and need not, make any claims about competent speakers’ intuitions.
He need only say, as he does, that the speakers” uses of Godel, in the cases
he describes, do not refer to Schmidt, contrary to the prediction about the
case implied by D. (Deutsch 2009, p. 445)

Briefly, this is how Williamson’s and Deutsch’s argument can be sum-
marized: given the fact that the subject matter of philosophy is non-
psychological and that the way to investigate it is widely based on
judgements expressed at the end of TEs, how should we conceive the
nature of those judgements? Not as psychological—we would in fact
expose ourselves to the sceptical challenge—but as directly concerning
the object of our inquiry.
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Williamson’s and Deutsch’s argument is straightforward, but neverthe-
less suspicious. One could in fact object that, by arguing that the evi-
dence must be conceived as non-psychological in order to make a certain
kind of project plausible, they are addressing the wrong problem: the
problem does not consist in deciding how the evidence provided by arm-
chair methodology should be understood in order to avoid the sceptical
challenge. On the contrary, what we should ascertain is whether the data
collected through thinking about actual and hypothetical cases could in
fact provide evidence for the relevant object of inquiry. Namely, what we
are trying to understand is whether the actual methodology is suitable
for a certain kind of project, or not. We could end up answering yes,
that given the nature of the evidence provided by thinking about what
we would say in actual and counterfactual situations, one could in fact
engage in that kind of project; or no, that one could not. If the latter was
the case, we would have two choices: we could conclude—as the sceptics
do—that the actual methodology is inappropriate, and that philosophy,
as it is pursued, is a hopeless enterprise; or we could conclude that the
methodology is appropriate, but we have characterized the object of phil-
osophical inquiry in the wrong way.

An attempt to avoid the move Williamson makes is proposed by
Brown (2011). Brown agrees with Williamson on the two points we have
just considered: the nature of the subject matter of philosophy and the
characterization of its method. However, Brown denies that arguing in
favour of the possibility of this method providing evidence for the object,
so conceived, forces us to review the classical position about the nature of
the evidence provided by TEs (and by armchair methodology in general):
if the only problem with the classical view on intuitions were its vulner-
ability to the sceptical challenge, then, in order to go on supporting it, it
would be sufficient to find a good argument against the sceptics.

Let us see how Brown argues. First, she proposes an analogy with the
question of the nature of perceptual evidence. Then, she examines the
different strategies supporters of the psychological view for perception
adopt against scepticism and consider their effectiveness for the matter
at issue. I will not take into account the detailed report of the internalist
solutions that Brown makes and the reasons she gives for rejecting them,
but I will move directly to the approach she favours: reliabilism.
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Pursuing the parallel between perception and intuition, she argues in
this way: suppose that the method of forming beliefs about the external
world—about the non-psychological facts of philosophy—on the basis
of perceptual experiences—on the basis of psychological/intuited propo-
sitions—is reliable, then beliefs formed in that way—perceiving or intu-
iting—are correct. But how can we establish if a certain belief-forming
method is generally reliable? Usually, she answers, by evaluating whether
the appropriate external relations hold. Here is an example: ‘suppose that,
when one has the experience as of a large barking dog in front of one,
one forms the belief that there is a large barking dog in front of one. On
the externalist approach to justification, such as reliabilism, as long as the
appropriate external relations hold, the beliefs so formed are justified’
(Brown 2011, p. 513). Applying this remark to the case we are interested
in—the Gettier case—gives the following answer: suppose that, when
one has the intuition that the subject in the Gettier case does not know,
one forms the belief that subject does not know. According to reliabilism,
as long as the appropriate external relations hold, the beliefs so formed
are justified. Therefore, in order to affirm (not just to suppose) that a
belief-forming method is reliable and the particular belief so formed is
correct, the challenge is to check whether the external relations, that is,
the relations in the world corresponding to those expressed by the major-
ity of the beliefs formed by that beliefs-forming method, generally hold.

Unfortunately, Brown does not go further: she does not explain either
how these relations are conceived, nor how one is supposed to check if

they hold.

5.1.2 Substantial Inquiry Versus Conceptual Analysis

In the following section, I introduce a third solution to ‘the gap problem’,
which is alternative to Williamson’s and Brown’s. At the beginning, how-
ever, | present an attempt to implement Brown’s suggestion.

Let us go back to Gettier cases. The argument is traditionally presented
in the following way: if the JTB theory of knowledge were true, it would
follow that the subject in the Gettier case would know that p, but it is
clear that we would not say that he does. Here, the idea is that, given the
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way we use ‘knowledge” (or given our concept of knowledge), this belief
would not be called ‘knowledge” (would not be categorized as knowledge).

Let us then face the question at issue: what does entitle us to say that
Gettier’s conclusion is not wrong? How do we know that the judgement
Gettier or, in general, epistemologists express at the end of the case is
correct? One can answer that we can legitimately believe that the judge-
ment they express is correct—can in fact provide evidence for the object
under inquiry, where the object under inquiry is the norm governing
the use of the word ‘knowledge’ (or the norm governing the applica-
tion of the concept knowledge) in our community—on the basis of their
semantic (conceptual) competence, that is to say their ability to use the
word ‘knowledge’ (to apply the concept knowledge) in a manner that
tends to reflect the way that word is used (that concept is applied) in the
community.

So, let us generalize this proposal and see how it can be applied to
Brown’s suggestion: the particular judgement on X the philosopher
expresses at the end of the TE is correct—it gives the inquirer legitimate
evidence about X, where X (the non-psychological object of our inquiry)
is the norm that governs the use of the term X’ in our community—
under the proviso that the way the inquirer herself forms judgements on
X is generally reliable. But how do we know that the way the inquirer
forms her judgements on X is generally reliable? Usually, by consider-
ing whether she is semantically (conceptually) competent—that is to say,
capable of using X’ in inferences that connect X’ with other words (that
connect the concept X with other concepts) and able to apply the word
X’ (the concept X) in correspondence to real and imaginary situations,
in a way that tends to reflect the way that same word is used in the
community. Hence, if the way she usually uses X’ actually matches the
way the same word is used in the community—if these external relations
hold—then we could say that she is competent. Furthermore, being the
particular judgement she expresses at the end of the TE yielded by her
competence, we can conclude that this judgement is correct. Namely,
competence, the ability that guides one in everyday life, enabling one to
be successtul, is the same ability that guides one in the imaginary case.

At this point, two remarks are needed: the former concerns compe-
tence and the idea that the capacities involved in the evaluation of the
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cases described in the TEs are ordinary capacities. The latter concerns the
way in which the nature of the non-psychological object, the psycho-
logical data at our disposal are supposed to provide evidence for, can be
conceived.

First, saying that the ability we use to evaluate a case like Gettier’s is an
ordinary ability means recognizing—as Williamson does—that no special
faculty is involved in the evaluation of TEs. In this respect, my position is
close to his. Williamson, however, would refuse to describe the ordinary
capacity (or better, one of the ordinary capacities) involved in the evalua-
tion of TEs in terms of linguistic or conceptual competence: notably, all
the first part of 7he Philosophy of Philosophy is devoted to argue against
the idea that philosophy is committed with something peculiarly concep-
tual or linguistic. Later on, I will illustrate Williamson’s criticisms of the
idea of philosophy as conceptual analysis. In the next paragraphs, I shall
merely illustrate the differences between my position and his, insofar as
the evaluation of the imaginary scenarios described in TEs is concerned.

Williamson argues: imagining counterfactual scenarios and inferring justi-
fied and informative conclusions from them are not the results of a myste-
rious sui generis faculty, but rather of an activity that is based on the
application of ordinary cognitive capacities. I, too, reject the idea of a spe-
cial faculty of intuition. Nevertheless, there is an important difference
between my description of the judgement-formation process and
Williamson’s. In particular I think that the abilities involved in the evalua-
tion of Gettier case-like scenarios, even if mundane (that is, not peculiarly
philosophical), are in fact different from those involved in the evaluation of
other kind of scenarios, that is, scenarios that nobody takes to be of any
philosophical interest. To explain this point, it will be useful to look Glock
(2010). As Glock points out in ‘Discussion: from armchair to reality?’
Williamson’s proposal is based on a three-step argument: first, philosophers
can attain knowledge of metaphysical necessity and possibilities through
knowledge of counterfactuals. Thus, we can achieve the insight that it is
possible for a subject S to have a justified true belief that p without know-
ing that p by appreciating that if § were in a Gettier-type situation, S would
have true justified belief yet lack knowledge. Secondly, the ability to attain
knowledge of such counterfactuals is a straightforward extension of our
ability to know empirical counterfactuals such as ‘If the bush had not been



80 The Role of Intuitions in Philosophical Methodology

there, the tumbling rock would have ended up in the lake.” Thirdly, in both
cases we rely on the use of imagination. (see Glock 2010, p. 347)

So, according to Williamson, we evaluate a philosophical counterfactual
like (1) ‘If S were in a Gettier type situation, S would have true justified
belief yet lack knowledge’, in the same way as we evaluate an empirical
counterfactual like (2) ‘If the bush had not been there, the tumbling rock
would have ended up in the lake’, that is to say by ‘using a mixture of
imaginative simulation, background information and logic’ (Williamson
2007, p. 2). Now, Glock argues, ‘this is ingenious but not entirely con-
vincing’. One of the several reasons he pits against Williamson’s proposal
is the following:

even if empirical and philosophical counterfactuals have the same form,
distinct cognitive capacities could be required for establishing them. Even
if a verdict like (2) is based on estimate rather than measurement and cal-
culation, that estimate relies on empirical beliefs, e.g., the weight of the
rock, the gradient and constitution of the slope and the sturdiness of the
bush; and it is honed through experience of similar events. By contrast,
verdicts on Gettier cases do not depend on empirical knowledge. (Glock
2010, p. 347)

So, we could say: while the imaginative development of the consequent
of (2) is based on (and constrained by) our knowledge of empirical
facts, or, as Williamson would say, is based on (and constrained by) folk
physic, that of the consequent of a counterfactual as (1) is based on our
knowledge of the facts concerning the use of the word ‘knowledge’ in our
community. In this process there is nothing peculiarly philosophical at
stake: our semantic (or conceptual) competence is all we need. This abil-
ity is, in fact, an ordinary ability; however, it cannot be easily likened, as
Williamson does, to those involved in the evaluation of (2).

Let us now pass to the question of the nature of the non-psychological
object, the psychological data at our disposal are supposed to provide
evidence for.

I see my solution as a development of Brown’s idea but in no way do 1
mean to suggest that she would endorse it. I said that the judgement on
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X stated at the end of the TE is correct as long as a person is semantically/
conceptually competent, that is, capable of using X’ in a manner that
tends to reflect the way the word is used in the community she and we
belong to. But at this point, one could point out the following: this solu-
tion works under the assumption that what we are in fact looking for are
the norms for the use of word X’ (norms for the application of concept
X). Yet, this is in tension with Williamson’s assumption: that what we
are looking for are the necessary true propositions about the entity X. In
other words, it is pretty clear (although, as I will point out in Section 5.2,
not trivial) how competence can provide mostly reliable data about the
object under investigation when the query of it is understood in terms
of a query of rules for the usage of the term in question. By contrast, it
is not clear how competence could provide any evidence if the object of
our inquiry were substantial, were the entity itself, as Williamson puts it.

Later on, I say more about how an inquiry starting from our compe-
tence is supposed to lead us to the norms for the use of X’. For the time
being, it is important to remark that Brown would probably disagree
with the way in which [ tried to substantiate her proposal. She in fact
believes, as Williamson does, that, when we ask “What is X?’, we are ask-
ing about the necessary truths about the entity X. Brown does not men-
tion the possibility of conceiving the aims and results of philosophical
inquiry differently. However Williamson does.

In the seventh chapter of 7he Philosophy of Philosophy, Williamson
asks: could a reinterpretation of the nature of the aims and results of the
philosophical inquiry in conceptual terms lead to an alternative resolu-
tion of the gap problem? Here is his answer:

Attempts have been made to close the gap by psychologizing the subject
macter of philosophy. If we are investigating our own concepts, our appli-
cation of them must be relevant evidence. But this proposal makes large
sacrifice for small gains. As seen in eatly chapters, the subject matter of
philosophy is not distinctive in any sense. Many epistemologists study
knowledge, not just the ordinary concept of knowledge. Metaphysicians
studying the nature of identity over time ask how things persist, not how
we think or say they persist. (Williamson 2007, p. 211)
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This consideration is made in the wake of the criticisms Williamson
made in the first part of 7he Philosophy of Philosophy. There he argued
against the idea of philosophy as a conceptual inquiry on the basis of two
points: (1) the incapacity to discriminate between allegedly conceptual
questions and obviously non-conceptual ones; and (2) the non-viability
of the notion of analytic truth, that he sees as the best explication of the
notion of a conceptual truth.

Let us briefly illustrate these points and start with (1): most philoso-
phers would consider such a question as “Was Mars always either dry or
not dry?” to be conceptual. They would say this question is about the
predicate ‘dry’, or the concept dryness, and that its explicit content is
‘Is the concept of dryness vague?’. However, Williamson objects, there
are no criteria on whose grounds we can prove this question is differ-
ent from “Was Mars always either uninhabited or not dry?”—a question
that is obviously factual. It is important to remark that Williamson does
not deny that, in order to answer the first question, linguistic and con-
ceptual considerations do in fact play a central role. In other words: he
agrees with the common denominator of the traditional approaches to
vagueness, that is, addressing the features of the logic adopted. However,
Williamson disagrees with the traditional accounts of vagueness on what
the problem is about: although linguistic and conceptual considerations
play a central role in the solution of the problem, we do not need to
regard the question to be about language or thought. On the contrary,
the problem, “Was Mars always either dry or not dry?’ concerns what in
fact it seems to concern: the physical object (Mars), and the property it is
literally about (dryness).

The necessity to take philosophical questions and claims literally is a
central concern for Williamson: philosophical questions, he thinks, are
not about language or thought, unless they are so explicitly. The refusal of
the thesis of the intrinsic linguistic or conceptual nature of philosophical
questions is connected to the refusal of the thesis of isolationism about
philosophy, that is then specified in the positive thesis of the continu-
ity between philosophy and natural science. Philosophy, like science,
investigates reality, the one and same reality, or, otherwise expressed, phi-
losophy, like science, aims to provide substantive knowledge of the world.
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Bug, if this is the idea, it is then clear that Williamson does not take reality
to coincide only with the physical world. Reality, for Williamson, ‘would
include numbers and other logical and mathematical entities, as well as
knowledge, truth, time, and more’ (Marconi 2011, p. 97). Once again,
it is important to stress that, despite defending the thesis of the continu-
ity between philosophy and science regarding to the subject matters of
their inquiries, Williamson recognizes the peculiarity of the philosophical
method with respect to the scientific one: philosophical investigations are
usually performed from the armchair, whereas experimental investiga-
tions of science are generally not. It is exactly from the relation of this
point with the thesis of the substantiality of the subject matter of philoso-
phy that the problem here at issue stems: how can the method actually
applied by philosophers provide philosophers with knowledge about the
objects of their inquiries?

5.1.3 Armchair Reflections: Is Philosophy
Like Mathematics?

Williamson’s main argument in favour of armchair methodology is built
on a parallel with logic and mathematics: mathematicians and logicians
acquire substantive knowledge of the world by theorizing from the arm-
chair, and philosophers do likewise. This argument, however, is question-
able: namely, that logical and mathematical reflection in fact provides
substantive knowledge of the world is not an issue that we can regard as
settled. As Glock rightly points out ‘it is a moot point whether they [logi-
cians and mathematicians] provide knowledge about reality, rather than
explicating mathematical concepts’ (Glock 2010, p. 341). In defence of
Williamson one could argue that, after all, this is not really important: the
nature of the results is not an issue that needs to be decided preliminarily.

We can say that epistemology is about knowledge (not about the concept
of knowledge or the word ‘knowledge’) or that ethics is about the good
even without having preliminarily established that knowledge and the
good are physically respectable entities. It is not obvious that there are only
physically respectable entities (Marconi 2011, p. 98-99)
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Nevertheless, this consideration only partially supports what Williamson
says: what Williamson was in fact trying to do, by appealing to math-
ematics and logic, was exactly to defend the possibility of the philosophi-
cal method providing substantial knowledge of the world. Hence, he
should rather justify or, at least give some reasons in favour of, the thesis
that logical and mathematical knowledge are in fact substantial. But, as
Frascolla (2011) notices, no attempt of that kind is made:

Williamson makes use of some fairly questionable arguments in that they
assume as unproblematic claims that are, in effect at least as problematic as
those for which they should furnish support. For instance, in favour of the
claim that, for all that it is restricted to the methodology of armchair
thought, philosophy is able to furnish ‘substantive knowledge of the world’,
Williamson appeals to the overwhelming evidence that would be given by
the way mathematics and logic, two typical disciplines based on the same
methodology, are able to provide very rich information about how things
stand in the world. Now, even if Williamson is right when he notes that
no-one (not even Wittgenstein or Carnap) has ever managed to make con-
vincing defence of the claim that mathematics and logic are ‘trivial” or
‘non-substantial’, it is still the case that the idea that ‘thinking just as much
as perceiving is a way of learning how things are’ (Williamson 2007, p. 47)
looks to me like a claim that cannot be simply taken for granted. Indeed, it
looks to me like a claim in urgent need of defence, at least as much as does
the claim of the non-substantialness. (Frascolla 2011, p. 89)

Apart from these considerations, there is at least one other possible argu-
ment against the parallel between the philosophical and the mathemati-
cal methods. Mathematicians reach conclusions as to what mathematical
objects are; however they do it on the basis of axioms: they do not say
what a set is, but rather what a set is in the Zermelo—Fraenkel system, or
in Von Neumann’s, and so on. Philosophers are in a different position:
what are the axioms of philosophy? Could they be something different
from registrations of linguistic uses? Let us take, for instance, a sentence
like ‘Propositions that are known are true’: could it mean something
different from ‘we do not call a propositional content “knowledge” if
we do not take it to be true?’ (I shall return to this in Section 5.2.1.)
Furthermore, mathematicians can create the objects they argue about,
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philosophers cannot. So, whereas a mathematician can study objects such
as groups or circles by examining particular structures, that person knows
such structures are groups or circles (they meet the definition provided of
them), a philosopher cannot study the good by studying specific behav-
iours: in fact, one does not know these behaviours to be good (there is no
set of axioms characterizing good things), one only knows they are called
‘good’, considered good, and so on.

What about (2), that is, Williamson’s idea that the notion of ana-
lytic truth is the best explication of the notion of a conceptual truth?
As Marconi (2011) argues, the idea that a conceptual investigation
amounts to the search for conceptual truths and that conceptual truths
are analytic truths is, from a historical point of view, ‘somewhat out of
focus’: ‘the idea that philosophy is an attempt at establishing analytic
truths—truths such as are expressed by “Rectangles have four sides” or
“Groundhogs are woodchucks™—is not easily reconciled with our pic-
ture of what Wittgenstein, Ryle, or Strawson were up to’ (Marconi 2011,
p- 91). For instance, according to Wittgenstein, the results of conceptual
analysis are the so-called grammatical ‘propositions’, which ‘are not to be
identified with the analytic propositions (e.g. Baker and Hacker 1985;
Andronico 2007), even though it has been argued that the two sets have a
non-empty intersection (Schroeder 2009, pp. 102-105)’ (Marconi 2011,
p- 92). I will return to this in the next section.

For time being, it is important to remark that, despite being in the
wake of the reasons against conceptual analysis Williamson provides in
the pars destruens of his book, the objection presented in his seventh chap-
ter appears to be slightly different from (1) and (2). Here the idea is that
conceptual analysis is not viable because what philosophers are looking
for, when they ask what knowledge, identity, reference, causation are, is
something non-psychological. Conceptual analysists look rather for con-
cepts, so, Williamson says, something mental and therefore uninteresting
for the concerns of philosophy, when they are properly understood.

In what follows, I am going to argue against the problems he raises
in the seventh chapter. So, more specifically, against the idea that (3)
conceiving the object of the philosophical inquiry as conceptual neces-
sarily amounts to conceiving it as psychological, and the idea that (4) a
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research on concepts cannot satisfy the expectations that philosophers
have when they ask for a theory on X.

5.2 What Kind of Conceptual Analysis?
5.2.1 Philosophers’ Aims

Let us start with (3). First of all, claiming that the aims and results of the
philosophical inquiry are conceptual does not necessarily amount to say-
ing that they are psychological: indeed, some rules are not. In particular,
rules which are outlined and adjusted on the basis of Gettier case-like
judgements (that is, judgements stating what we would say in specific
circumstances) are not.

At this point a clarification of what I mean exactly by saying that phil-
osophical theories are (non-psychological) norms is in order. To explain
it, I will follow the arguments proposed by Marconi in “Wittgenstein and
Williamson on conceptual analysis’ (2011). There, Wittgenstein’s view of
philosophy as conceptual analysis and Williamson’s view of philosophy as
substantial inquiry are compared.

From an historical point of view, the conception of philosophy as
an activity devoted to the discovering of norms can be brought back to
Wittgenstein and can be presented in the following way. Let us take an
uncontroversial result of epistemology as that expressed by (al) ‘Knowledge
entails truth’, or by the equivalent: (2) ‘Propositions that are known are
true’. Wittgenstein (1974, p. 415) would refuse to describe these expres-
sions as propositions stating necessary connections between entities (or
properties), that is, the entity/property Knowledge and the entity/property
Truth, as Williamson does; but he would neither present them in terms of
propositions about the concept under inquiry, as Williamson thinks any
friend of conceptual analysis would do. So, if (1) and (2) are not proposi-
tions stating necessary connections between entities (or properties), and
neither propositions on concepts (conceptual truths), what are they?

In the perspective Wittgenstein defends, statements like (1) and (2)
express rules/explicit instructions for the use of the words ‘knowledge’
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and ‘truth’ (or, as he would also say, rules for the application of the con-
cepts knowledge and truth); or better, rules that set connections among
X’ and other words (among X and other concepts). Among, for instance,
the notion of knowledge and the notion of truth; or, as in the case of
the complete formulation of the JTB theory of knowledge, the notion
of knowledge, on the one side, and that of belief, truth and justification,
on the other. So, being norms, (1) and (2) could be formulated as ‘Call
a proposition “a piece of knowledge” only if you are prepared to call it a
truth’, or ‘Only apply the concept of knowledge to contents to which you
are prepared to apply the concept of truth’. Such connections ‘are called
“grammatical” because the rules that establish them are similar to rules of
grammar, such as “Medial verbs do not allow manner adverbials” or “The
passivization marker is SV-internal” (Marconi 2011, p. 92).

It is important to remark that what epistemologists discover is a fact:
they discover that, in the practices in which ‘know’” and ‘truth’ are used,
speakers use these words in a way that leads them to conclude that they
do not generally call a propositional content ‘knowledge’ if they do not
take it to be true. Like any other fact, this kind of fact can be discovered,
Wittgenstein says, by observing (or by describing) how in fact things go,
and specifically how, as a matter of fact, we use the words ‘knowledge’
and ‘truth’. So, discovering how in fact we use the words, we also gain
knowledge of how we ought to use them.

Hence, let us go back to Williamson’s argument. s it true that, in order
to defend the armchair methodology of philosophy, we must reconsider
the nature of the evidence obtained by thinking about the cases? The
answer is no. Namely, while the evidence is psychological, it can lead us
to discover something that is not (at least not entirely) psychological:
facts about how we use concepts and words. In other terms: if the object
of the philosophical inquiry is norms governing the use of X’ in the com-
munity, and if intuitive judgements are the expression of the competence,
that is, the capacity to use X’ in a manner that tends to reflect how the
term is used in the community, then the appeal to them is justified.

Of course, that is not to say that the position I have just defended
is without its own problems. Indeed, this view has several well-known
problems, especially in the ‘crude’ version I provided above—a version in
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which it seems that only by observing and describing uses can something
like a norm can be achieved.

For instance, a classic objection is the following: everyday linguistic
behaviour includes errors and idiosyncratic uses; it is then difficult to say
how, by observing and describing uses, or just by considering judgements
that are descriptive of the way people (would) use a certain term X’, one
could define a theory on X, that is, a norm for the use of X’. What one
obtains will be, eventually, a list of all the idiosyncrasies within the speak-
ers’ community. Furthermore, uses are often incoherent or inaccurate. So
one can ask: how could they then be subsumed by a theory that, in order
to be a theory, has to be consistent and accurate?

Moreover, the idea that philosophical theses and theories are just
description of uses, or of judgements on uses, or, in a broader sense, the
registration of the received opinion on X, seems to be plainly false. First,
describing our uses or our intuitions is not what philosophers say they are
doing when they investigate X: ‘many epistemologists study knowledge,
not just the ordinary concept of knowledge. Metaphysicians studying the
nature of identity over time ask how things persist, not how we think or
say they persist’ (Williamson 2007, p. 211). Moreover, describing what
we say or think, or what we suppose is correct to say or think, is not
what philosophers have done up to now: many (perhaps all) philosophi-
cal theories are corrective of our uses and competence. In particular, they
are seen as—and in fact are—means to discriminate between what is
really correct to say and what we just say or we just think is correct to say.

So, in order to make the third solution plausible, one has to answer the
question of how an inquiry starting from judgements that are the product
of one’s competence can lead to a theory that: (1) has the characteristics
a theory has to have in order to be a theory (consistency, accuracy); and
(2) satisfies the expectations philosophers have for a theory on X, that is,
those expectations that are plausibly subsumed by claims such as ‘phi-
losophers want a theory on X, not just on what we think or say that X is’.

In the remaining part of this chapter, I will delve into the questions I
have just mentioned and start outlining a strategy for supporting the view
just described. In my arguments, two aspects are going to play a central
role: the nature of intuitions and the structure of the method leading
from intuitions to theory.
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In short: against the first battery of objections, I am going to insist on
the fact that the evidence philosophers appeal to in order to build, sup-
port or attack theories is not the actual use of the relevant words/applica-
tion of relevant concepts by ordinary speakers/thinkers, but judgements
of competent speakers/thinkers. Moreover, these judgements do not
consist in mere descriptions of usage, nor in predictions on how peo-
ple would use a term (or respond to a question asking whether it is
appropriate or not to use such a term) in a given situation. An intuitive
judgement is rather the description of what a very competent speaker
would take to be the correct usage of that term. In other words: intuitions
are hypotheses of correctness that philosophers develop in the light of
their competence and reflection. Against the second battery of objec-
tions, I am going to point out that norms are not the results of a plain
generalization from an initial set of intuitions, but rather the results of
the descriptive and revisionist (corrective and enhancing) dynamics of
reflective equilibrium (RE).

5.2.2 Describing, Correcting and Enhancing

Let us start with the first battery of objections: how could one come to a
theory on X just by observing and describing uses, or just by considering
judgements that are descriptive of the way people (would) use X’ [ques-
tion 1]? Furthermore, in the light of the errors and idiosyncrasies, does it
make any sense to speak about the practice as a norm-governed practice
[question 2]?

Let us tackle [question 2]. First, it is worth noticing that it does not
make any sense to face the objection by denying the fact itself: in fact, the
practice is not wholly uniform, that is, usage includes errors and idiosyn-
crasies. A reasonable reply to [question 2] consists in pointing out that
the idea of a norm-governed practice does not presuppose a complete
uniformity of behaviour: it just requires the existence of a shared assump-
tion of normativity about the practice (Marconi 1997, Chapter V).But
how can the existence of a shared assumption of normativity support the
thesis of the linguistic practice as a norm-governed practice? The main
point appears to be the following: any speaker generally aims to conform
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his or her speech to the same constraint as the others. So, for instance, by
using X’, any of us generally assumes that he or she is using the word X’
more or less in the same way the others use it, that is to say with respect
to the same cases (not necessarily all cases: agreeing on the most ‘central’
ones is generally enough), and that he or she shares with the others a
certain number of beliefs which contain the word X. It is then plausible
to think that the fact that everyone seeks to conform their speech (and
thought) to the same constraint as others actually shapes the way in which
people speak (and think). In other terms, the fact that any single speaker
is inclined to speak as others in the community do makes one speak as
others do. An obvious consequence is that uses end up converging.

In the next chapter, I am going to further assess this. For now, the cen-
tral point is the following: in spite of errors and idiosyncrasies, it is possi-
ble to conceive linguistic practice as a norm-governed practice. Moreover,
in light of the effect of this common assumption (that is, convergence),
it seems that the standpoint of this objection (the risk of deviant behav-
iours), is exaggerated. In conclusion, [question 2] turns out to be less
incisive than expected.

Let us now tackle [question 1]. I have just said that every speaker gen-
erally aims to conform his or her speech to that of others. But, obviously,
this does not mean that, at times, it would not be preferable to willingly
decide not to do so; nor that, despite aiming to do so, one actually suc-
ceeds; nor that any of us is able to do so as successfully as some others.
Is this a problem for those who aim to define a norm (and not just a list
of idiosyncrasies)? I argue it is not: supporters of conceptual analysis do
not present their activity as research on some particular person’s use of
language—or, more generally, people’s use of language—but rather as a
reflection starting from the judgements of correctness of very competent
speakers. The emphasis on judgements and competence ought to help
contain the problem of error and idiosyncrasies. Furthermore, intuitive
judgements should not be seen as mere descriptions of usage—nor as
empirical hypotheses about usage—but as descriptions of what compe-
tent speakers would take to be the correct usage. Therefore, judgements
philosophers express at the end of TEs—judgements of the form ‘given
the way we usually use “X”, this ¥ would (or wouldn’t) be categorized as
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X —should be read as: ‘given the way we usually use “X”, this ¥ should
(or shouldn’t) be categorized as X'.

In Chap. 6, I will examine this thesis in depth and argue that the nor-
mative aspect of judgements is connected, on one hand, to the assump-
tion of normativity about usage, and on the other hand, to the idea of the
theory (of the norm) as a consistent and accurate structure.

After this brief anticipation of some of the points connected to the
normativity of judgements, let us go back to the point at issue. It is worth
noticing that the appeal to the intuitions of a competent speaker is use-
ful not only because it offers a solution to the objection of the error and
idiosyncrasies, but also because it enables us to ‘enlarge’ our reflection on
X. Let us imagine a philosopher asking himself or herself “What is X?* A
possible way to proceed is by describing the explicit and implicit connec-
tions speakers set between X’ and other terms. An epistemologist who
tries to answer the question “What is knowledge?” will look, for instance,
at the way the term ‘knowledge’ is used, especially in connection with
other terms, such as ‘belief’, ‘truth’ and ‘justification’. On the basis of his
or her observations and reflections on usage, the epistemologist could
conclude that knowledge is justified true belief. Nevertheless, as is clear
from the Gettier cases, this conclusion is not correct: being justified and
true is necessary for a belief to be knowledge, but is not sufficient. Apart
from the significance these cases have for epistemology, what Gettier
examples teach us is that reflection on uses of ‘knowledge’ in situations
we generally come across is not enough. That is why philosophers, besides
reflecting on cases close to home, try to imagine other cases—unusual or
imaginary cases—and ask themselves: what would we say in this situa-
tion? Would we call this belief knowledge’ or not? Clearly, the answer
to this question will not consist in the description of some particular
person’s use of ‘knowledge’, but in a verdict of who is asking the question
(the epistemologist) about the applicability of the term ‘knowledge’ to
that situation.

It is interesting to notice how the reasons for the indispensability of
the appeal to intuitions in epistemology are identical to those in favour of
the appeal to intuitions (of acceptability/unacceptability) in linguistics.
As Schiitze (2010) argues, in linguistics the observation of the use is not
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enough for two reasons: it is possible that we never come across certain
uses that are considered acceptable, and especially it is possible that we
never come across uses that are considered unacceptable. Furthermore,
spontaneous use (even our own use) includes errors that we, by ourselves,
would judge to be errors. That is why acceptability judgements are taken
to be superior to usage (Schiitze 2010, p. 210).

Let us now consider the second kind of objection presented earlier:
those criticisms according to which, given the expectations philosophers
have of a theory on X and the kind of results they do in fact reach, a
methodology based on intuitions cannot be adequate. What philoso-
phers are looking for—critics say—is a theory on X, not about what we
say or think that X is (Williamson’s objection (4)). Moreover, by looking
at the theories philosophers build or have built in the past, it is clear that
they are not descriptions of what we say or simply think is correct to say:
in fact, theories are correctives of our uses and intuitions. In sum, theories
are seen as—and are—means to discriminate between what is really cor-
rect and what we just say or we just think is correct.

The problem can be presented also in this way: when we speak about
norms what we seem to presuppose is a clear distinction between what
seems right and what is right. So normative claims about correct use can-
not be derived from facts about actual usage or from simple intuitions of
correctness. The very notion of normative constraint opens a gap between
how X’ is used (or how we think it is correct to use it) and how X’
should be used (or how it is correct to use it). A gap that, in a perspective
founded only on the exercise of the competence only, cannot be bridged.

What kind of strategy could be adopted against objections of this kind?
My answer consists in an appeal to the method the reflective equilibrium
(RE). In Chap. 3, I pointed out that philosophical theories which are the
product of RE cannot be seen as the results of a plain generalization from
an initial set of intuitions. They are rather the result of an articulated
process, in which different theoretical hypotheses—obtained by infer-
ence to the best explanation (IBE) from the initial set of intuitions—are
confronted with other intuitions, that have not been taken into account
before and which emerge from the reflection on factual or counterfactual
cases. Usually, when a theory disagrees with these intuitions, then the
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theory is modified or eventually abandoned. The same thing, however,
can happen to intuitions. Namely, we may happen to find a certain the-
ory especially persuasive and the way we normally would have judged the
case changes: we start seeing things the way the theory predicted.

Generally speaking, the process taking the analyst from his or her intu-
itions to the norm can be described as a procedure which, through IBE
and through corrections and improvements, aims to set an equilibrium (a
reflective equilibrium) between the norm and the intuitions. Eventually,
also other beliefs (for instance scientific ones), we think are relevant to the
problem at issue, can be used in this process.

So, to conclude and to answer to objection (4): it is clear that the
product of a process of this kind cannot be seen as the simple description
of what we think or say about X, and neither as the simple description
of what we believe is correct to say about X. The norm that we obtain is
corrective and enhancing of what we think and say. In particular, it can
be used to discriminate between what is correct and what we just thought
or said was correct. And this—it can be argued—is enough to satisfy
the expectations philosophers have when they ask for a theory on X, as
opposed to a theory merely describing what we believe X to be.

It is worth noticing that the process described above, that is, a process
which is corrective and enhancing of the products of our competence, is
different from the one presented in the section devoted to Wittgenstein,
that is, a merely descriptive procedure. Still, it could be argued that the
way a conceptual philosopher like Wittgenstein in fact works is much
more similar to the way lined up by the supporters of RE:

The kind of reflection that Wittgenstein has in mind, which is to a large
extent reflection about, or from, one’s own semantic competence rather
than about some particular person’s ‘use of language’, does not just amount
to exercising one’s semantic competence. As we know from Wittgenstein’s
writings, it involves reflection of considerable ‘length and depth’: it includes
recourse to thought experiments and the creation and comparison of many
examples; it does not rule out appeal to scientific results and to logic; and
it exercises ordinary reasoning and, to a vast extent, imagination. (Marconi

2011, p. 95)
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After this brief digression, let us go back to the main argument of this sec-
tion: I replied to objections that lay claim to the necessity of distinguish-
ing correct uses from only seemingly correct uses, by explaining how the
results of RE procedure do in fact allow us to make this distinction. In
the light of the characterization of the analyst’s method that I have pro-
vided, it would then equally be possible to conclude that those who have
undertaken a procedure of that kind really do have a complete mastery of
the norm. In fact, they are not only able to use X’ in a way that approxi-
mately matches how others use it, but know—are able to tell—whart is
the rule for a correct use of X’. In particular, they know which, among
our effective uses and uses that we tend to judge as correct, are really cor-
rect, which are not, and why. I will call these persons ‘experts’.

Hence, the correctness of a particular use, or of a particular intuition,
will be determined on the basis of the rules resulting from a process of
RE, or, if we prefer, on the basis of the convergence with the uses experts
would sanction to be correct. These uses match, to a significant extent,
the uses of the speakers of the community the expert is in, but they also
partially differ from them for reasons that the experts, having conducted
the process of negotiation typical of the reflective dynamics, know and
are able to provide.

However, objection (4) might be suggesting something stronger than
that which we answered to by saying that particular uses or only seem-
ingly correct uses can be corrected in light of authoritative uses, or on
the basis of the results of the reflective process. The objection might be
suggesting that to make sense of the notion of normative constraint,
norms for the use of X’ should be conceived as norms that determine
whether X’ should be applied (or not) to a specific case, independently
of what any of us—experts included—actually judge or will judge. In
other words, it may be that one should, on the basis of these rules, judge
that X (or judge that non-X), even if everybody in fact judges (or would
judge) otherwise. As a reply to the objection, it can be asked where, if
not from our use and intuitive application of X’, we could start from
to define the rules for its use. In addition, if the alleged norms for the
application of X’ (let us say ‘knowledge’) can be unrelated to how we in
fact apply ‘knowledge’, then it is natural to ask: why should anyone adopt
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these rules? As the question underlines, these rules would be essentially
impossible to comply with, and, after all, useless, with respect to what we,
by asking ourselves ‘what is X?’, were plausibly looking for, that is, precise
and explicit rules that enable us to distinguish which of our uses are really
correct and which are not.
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6

The Nature of Intuitive Judgements

6.1 Intuitions: Empirical Hypotheses or
Judgements of Correctness?

In Chap. 5, I claimed that when one asks “What is X?’, one is asking
about explicit norms for the usage of X’ (for the application of the con-
cept X): norms that can be used to discriminate between correct uses
of X’ and only seemingly correct uses of X’. This view was presented
in juxtaposition to Williamson’s—a position according to which, what
philosophers are looking for when they ask what knowledge, reference,
justice are, are necessary truths about entities (the entity Knowledge, the
entity Reference and so on). In advocating my position, I pointed out
that, by describing the object of the philosophical inquiry in terms of
norms that are corrective and enhancing of our intuitions, one can satisfy
the expectations implicit in such requests as: ‘we want a theory on X,
not a theory on what we say or think that X is’. Furthermore, I showed
how this conception allows us to avoid the problem Williamson has to
face: explaining in which way judgements like those stated at the end of
thought experiments (TEs) can legitimately provide evidence in favour
or against theories of a non-psychological subject matter. As regards
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this issue, I argued that, in the attempt to keep hold the idea that the
object of the philosophical inquiry is substantial (in the sense of non-
psychological, but also non-conceptual/non-linguistic) and the idea that
the method philosophers in fact use is legitimate, Williamson ends up
adopting a perspective on judgements conflicting with the most obvious
and acknowledged view on their nature. But what is this view exactly?

By explaining the value of the Gettier examples for epistemology, I pre-
sented Gettier’s argument in the following way: if the JTB theory of knowl-
edge were true, it would follow that the subject in the GC would know that
> but it is clear that we would not say he does. I also argued that, though
formulations such as (1) ‘we wouldn’t say that the subject knows that p’
or (2) ‘given the way we use “knowledge” (or given our concept of knowl-
edge), this belief wouldnt be called “knowledge” (wouldnt be categorized as
knowledge)’ may sound like empirical hypotheses (1) on how people would
answer the question ‘does the subject know that p?’, or (2) on how people
would use the term ‘knowledge’ (or apply the concept knowledge) if they
were experiencing a real-life Gettier case, they are not. Judgements of this
kind are the expression of what philosophers think is correct to say in that
situation. For instance, a Gettier judgement is a hypothesis of correctness
about the use of the term ‘knowledge’ (application of the concept knowl-
edge) that epistemologists elaborate in light of both their acquaintance with
the practice (their own semantic/conceptual competence) and their capac-
ity to reflect on it. In general, expression like ‘given the way we usually use
“X”, this Y would (or wouldn’t) be called “X™ should be read as: ‘given the
way we usually use “X”, this Y should (or shouldn’) be called “X”.

What motivated the decision to speak of intuitions in those terms was
the objection of errors and idiosyncrasies in usage: how could one come to
a norm for the use of X’ just by observing and describing uses, or just by
considering judgements which are descriptive of the way people (would)
use X’? Very briefly, my strategy consisted in specifying that doing analy-
sis does not amount to describing some particular person’s use of the lan-
guage, or the whole of speaker’s uses of the language, but to a descriptive
and revisionary practice that, moving from the uses competent speakers
sanction as correct, using logics and, perhaps, scientific knowledge and
common sense, leads to the formulation of the norm. In other words: the
process leading to the definition of the norm is based on judgements of
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correctness of experts; not on judgements aiming to describe the use of
ordinary agents.

While in Chap. 5 I focussed on the method, in the next sub-sections
I shall deepen the question relative to the normative aspect of intuitive
judgements. In order to argue in favour of the normative view on intu-
itions, I will appeal, on the one hand, to the common assumption that
the practice is normative. This assumption explains why descriptions of
the practice tend to be conceived as prescriptions. In particular, it explains
why judgements like ‘given the way we use “X”, this Y would (or wouldn’t)
be called “X” count as hypotheses on the correct use of the term “X™,
rather than as predictions on speakers’ usage. On the other hand, I will
consider the reflection which is needed to assess (at least prima facie) the
possibility thata certain use (a certain inference, if we consider logic) has to
be explained by a theory, that is, by a consistent and accurate framework.

Before doing this, I shall propose a parallel between intuitions and
Millikan’s Pushmi-Pullyu Representations (PPR)—representations that,
as well as intuitions, have a prescriptive function, in spite of a descriptive
content. This analogy will help me introduce some topics that are impor-
tant for my discussion.

6.2 The Twofold Nature of Intuitive
Judgements

I have suggested that an intuitive judgement should be understood as the
expression of what the philosopher thinks one should say in the relevant
circumstances, rather than as the expression of what the philosopher sup-
poses people would say. In other words, the judgement aims to convey a
prescription, not (just) a description of some state of affairs.

Because of their twofold nature, intuitions resemble Pushmi-Pullyu
Representations (PPR). PPR, as Millikan describes them; they are those
representations—human, but also animal—simultaneously fulfilling
two purposes: describing and prescribing. Or better, they are the kind
of representation that, while describing a state of affairs, aims to pre-
scribe or inform someone about a certain norm of behaviour. Here is how
Millikan introduces them:
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PPRs have both a descriptive and a directive function, yet they are not
equivalent to the mere conjunction of a pure descriptive representation and
a pure directive one but are more primitive than either. [...] Perhaps the
most obvious PPRs are simple signals to conspecifics used by various ani-
mals—Dbird songs, rabbit thumps, and bee dances, for example. But PPRs
also appear in human language and probably in human thought.
Hlustrations in language are ‘No Johnny, we don’t eat peas with our fingers’
and “The meeting is adjourned’ as said by the chair of the meeting [...] Our
inner representations by which we understand the social roles that we play
as we play them are probably also PPRs. The natural way that we fall into
doing ‘what one does’, ‘what women do’, what teachers do’, and so forth,
suggests this. I suspect that these primitive ways of thinking are an essential
glue helping to hold human societies together. (Millikan 1995, p. 186)

In which sense is the content of a statement like ‘we don’t eat peas with
our fingers’ similar to the content of an intuition? Here is my answer: just
as with a statement describing a social behaviour that is more or less wide-
spread (‘we don't eat peas with our fingers’), we do not wish to inform
our interlocutor about some state of affairs, but rather about a norm of
behaviour (‘it is not allowed to eat peas with fingers’), with a statement
describing a disposition speakers are supposed to have, we do not intend
to make a prediction on the behaviour speakers would actually have, but
to point out the behaviour speakers should have in that case.

First and foremost, it is clear that, in the case of most PP statements,
the descriptive aspect, though syntactically salient, is secondary with
respect to the prescriptive aspect. Furthermore, although it is true that we
think it is inappropriate to eat peas with fingers, it is not true that every-
body does in fact avoid eating peas with their fingers. On the contrary,
the behaviour of some members of our community may not conform to
the behaviour the judgement describes. So the question is: does the fact
that a PP statement is not entirely adequate as a description jeopardise
its truth? The PP statement truth would be challenged, if the statement
was in fact descriptive (if by saying ‘we don't eat peas with our fingers’, a
mother wanted to give her child an empirical information). But, since the
statement has a prescriptive/normative value (a mother intends to teach
her child good manners), then the empirical untruth of the PP statement
is beside the point—at least, within certain limits.
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It needs to be acknowledged that while I have offered a broad outline
of the relationship between normative and descriptive aspects of PP state-
ments, there can be large variations in various cases. For example, there
can be instances in which the descriptive interpretation is roughly true
and has to be true for the norm to be sound (for example, ‘in Italian,
“un’amica” is written with the apostrophe’), and cases in which the
descriptive interpretation is glaringly false and the normative reading of
the statement prevails (for example, ‘taxes are paid’, ‘sentences are not to
be discussed, but to be executed’).

But let us focus on the general aspect of the thesis. I said that a PP
statement’s truth needs not be challenged by forms of behaviour not con-
forming to the one described in the judgement. The same thought seems
to apply to intuitions. As a PP statement such as ‘we do not eat peas with
our fingers’ needs not to be challenged by the presence of people in our
community that eat peas with their fingers, likewise an intuition like
‘this belief wouldn’t be called “knowledge™ needs not to be challenged by
people in our community that use ‘knowledge’ to describe the belief of
the subject in the Gettier case.

In the previous sections, I proposed to rephrase the judgement a phi-
losopher expresses, when confronted with a particular case, in the fol-
lowing way: ‘given the way we use “X”, this Y would/should (wouldn’t/
shouldn’t) be called “X™. It is interesting to remark that a similar dis-
course can be done apropos of the judgements logicians employ to justify
inferential rules, and can therefore be used to complete the discussion of
Goodman’s proposal, that is, the suggestion of describing the process of
construction and legitimation of inferential rules as ‘the delicate one of
making mutual adjustments between the rules and accepted inferences’
(Goodman 1955, p. 67).

I am not going to recall here the workings of the process leading from
accepted inferences to a possible rule, and then back from the rule to
accepted inferences to check whether the rule is satisfactory or not; but
I will just focus on the nature of the evidence provided by the so-called
‘accepted inferences’ or, as Goodman also says, by the ‘judgements reject-
ing or accepting particular inferences’.

Itisworth noticing that Goodman speaks about judgement of acceptance/
non-acceptance and that when he speaks about the practice, that is about
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the inferences actually made, he specifies they are accepted inferences. So, it
is the fact of sanctioning a particular inference as legitimate that is central
in his understanding of the nature of the evidence, not the practice directly.

Hence, suppose that a logician engaged in the endeavour of constructing
and justifying rules is confronted with a singular case and expresses a judge-
ment like: ‘given the ordinary inferential practice, this particular inference
would (or wouldnt) be deemed valid’. What does the logician aim to express
by a verdict of this kind? Not a prediction on the way in which, either in
everyday life or in an experimental context, people would in fact judge, but
rather a hypothesis of validity/invalidity about a certain reasoning: given the
way we usually infer, this inference should (or shouldn) be judged as valid.
Indeed, what the Goodmanian logician does in these situations is similar
to what a philosopher does when judging the applicability of X’ in a given
context: the logician supposes a certain practice—in this case, the inferential
practice—is mostly a rule-governed practice and, on the basis of his or her
competence and reflection, concludes that is reasonable to conceive that
particular inference as conforming (or not) to that rule.

Hence, the philosopher/the logician seems to be guided by the follow-
ing idea: there are norms for the use of X’/norms of reasoning and, aside
from errors and idiosyncrasies, it makes sense to think that these norms
govern a significant part of our uses/of the inferences we make.

In conclusion, concerning the analogy between philosophers’ intuitions
and PP statements (that is, statements having a prescriptive role but a
descriptive content), I pointed out that an intuitive judgement such as ‘this
Y would (or wouldn’t) be called “X™” does not aim to describe the manner in
which the term X’ would actually be used in relation to a specific case—even
if the phrasing of the judgement undoubtedly suggests so. Rather, claiming
that this Y would (or wouldnt) be called X’ amounts to claiming that, in
such a case, X’ should (or shouldn’t) be used to refer to Y. So, according to
this perspective, the verdict is not the description of a mere regularity, or a
prediction on a not-yet-observed use of the term in light of already-observed
uses of the term. The verdict is rather the description of a norm/rule, or bet-
ter, a hypothesis on the correctness of a certain use. The same seems to apply
to logicians’ judgements rejecting or accepting particular inferences.

In the next sections, I am going to illustrate the difference between a
regularity and a rule (between regular and rule-guided behaviour) and
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the distinction between failing to comply with a practice and violating
a norm. [ will then explain the reason why some practices—like the lin-
guistic one—are conceived as rule-guided practices and some others are
not. Finally, I shall deal with the assumption of normativity about the
linguistic practice and its consequences. Regarding this last point, I shall
explain how this assumption is put into effect in the conception phi-
losophers have of their goals, in the methodology they adopt and in the
characterization of the evidence they appeal to.

6.3 Normative Assumptions, Normative Aims
and the Normative Aspect of Intuitions

So, what is the difference between a regular and a rule-guided behaviour?
First, ‘regular’ and ‘ruled’” are not co-extensive. There are practices that
are perfectly regular but not ruled (the motion of planets) and practices
that are completely ruled but not regular (drivers’ behaviour). Linguistic
practice is a roughly regular practice that we tend to conceive as rule-
guided. What makes us judge some regular (to some extent) practices
as rule governed, and others as not rule governed? Or, coming back to
the problem of the ambiguity between the descriptive and the normative
aspect in judgements: what is it that makes a description of some praxis
the description of a rule, and a description of some other praxis the mere
description of a praxis? For example: what does distinguish the praxis of
using ‘spoon’ to denote spoons, from the local Turinese praxis of having
dinner between 8 p.m. and 9 p.m.? More precisely, why do we consider
the use of ‘spoon’ to denote cups as violating a norm, whereas we regard
having dinner in Turin at 10 p.m. as simply disregarding a custom?

To answer these questions let’s consider the following scenario. Let’s
suppose that we conduct a survey among the community of the chess
players and that we notice that, before making a move, every chess player
(or the majority of the chess players) scratches their nose. Would we con-
clude that ‘one scratches one’s nose before making a move’ is the descrip-
tion of a norm, in the same way as a statement like ‘the bishop moves
diagonally’ counts as the description of a norm? Obviously, we would not.
However, what does distinguish the praxis of moving the bishop in diag-
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onal from that of scratching one’s nose before moving? More specifically:
how is it possible that the statement describing the former is seen as a
prescription and the statement referring to the latter as a simple descrip-
tion? The consideration that is usually made is this: while we would say
that those who do not move the bishop diagonally are not playing chess
(our game of chess), we would not say that those who do not scratch their
nose before making a move are not playing chess. In other terms: while
we conceive moving bishops in certain manners as constitutive of playing
chess, we do not conceive scratching one’s nose as such.

Let us then return to the example I introduced at the beginning of this
section: why are we committed to using ‘spoon’ the way English speakers
use it, whereas, when in Turin, we are not committed to dine between
8 and 9 p.m.? As in the case of the chess players’ community, the idea is
this: while we would say that those who do not use ‘spoon’ in the same
way English speakers do are not speaking English, we would not say that
those who are having dinner in Turin between 8 p.m. and 9 p.m. are not
having dinner in Turin. Namely, using an English term in a certain way
(in the way English people use it) is constitutive of speaking English. On
the contrary, having dinner in Turin between 8 p.m. and 9 p.m. is not
constitutive of having dinner in Turin.

The idea just stated could also be expressed by conditionals like ‘if you
want to play chess, then move the bishop so and so’; ‘if you want to speak
English, then use “spoon” to denote spoons (or, in general, as English
people do)’, and so on. This is appropriate, provided that conditionals
of this kind are not assimilated to conditionals like ‘if you want to get
from Turin to Milan in less than one hour, then take the Freccia Rossa
train’, that is, conditionals that convey technical or instrumental norms,
which only count if one has certain desires or ends. Differently from ‘if
you want to get from Turin to Milan in less than one hour, then take the
Freccia Rossa train’, a conditional like ‘if you want to speak English, then
use “spoon” to denote spoons’ does not convey a technical or instrumen-
tal norm, but a constitutive condition: using the term ‘spoon’ in the same
manner English speakers do is not just a means to speak English (it is not
a means to an end); it is constitutive of it.!

'To deepen the discussion on the normativity of meaning see Gliier and Wikforss (2015).
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Apropos, the parallel of Hattiangadi (2006) between conditionals
expressing semantic norms and conditionals expressing moral norms (she
calls them categorical prescriptions) is especially fitting. Let us consider
the conditional: ‘if you are a moral agent, you ought to maximise hap-
piness’ (Hattiangadi 2006, p. 228). Aiming to maximize happiness is
not a means to being a moral agent (in contrast with taking a Freccia
Rossa train, which is a means to get from Turin to Milan in less than one
hour), but a constitutive condition of being one. Equally, using ‘spoon’ to
denote spoons is not a means to being an English speaker, but a constitu-
tive condition of being one.

In conclusion: presenting semantic norms as conditional and constitu-
tive norms is a way to describe the normativity of linguistic use and, in
general, a means to clarify the difference between (more or less) regular
praxes, whose descriptions count just as descriptions of facts, and (more
or less) regular praxes whose descriptions (also) count as prescriptions.

Hitherto, I have observed that linguistic usage is a roughly regular
practice that we tend to conceive as rule-guided and I clarified in which
sense some practices are seen as rule-guided and others are not. In the
next section, I will deepen the issue about the relation between regular
and rule-governed in regards to language.

In Chap. 5, I dealt with the normativity of usage. There, I addressed
the question of whether it makes sense to think of the linguistic prac-
tice as a norm-governed practice in the light of errors and idiosyncrasies.
The response to this question consisted in pointing out that the idea of
a norm-governed practice does not presuppose a complete uniformity
of behaviour, but merely requires the existence of a shared assumption
of normativity about the practice: of speakers thinking of the linguistic
practice as a norm-governed practice (Marconi 1997, Chapter V). This
assumption is revealed by a fact: by speaking (or thinking), any of us
assumes to conform one’s speech (or thought) to the same constraints
that others conform to when they intend to speak (or to think) correctly.
One of the immediate consequences of this attitude is the convergence of
uses: by assuming to speak in the same way as others do, speakers end up
using terms in a similar way. According to this view, the relation between
regular and rule-governed should be thought of in the opposite direc-
tion to that which is usually imagined. It is not because of the (relative)
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uniformity of our uses (or, in general, behaviour) that we believe our
language is a norm-governed structure; it is rather because we conceive,
from the beginning, the practice of our language being used in a rela-
tively uniform way to be norm-governed. In other words, the convictions
that there are correct criteria for the use of “X’, that one’s own behaviour
conforms to these criteria, and that these criteria guide, at least broadly,
others’ behaviour, directs everybody’s behaviour towards uniformity.

The normativity of usage can be used to explain the normative
aspect of intuitive judgements as well. Judgements of the form: ‘given
the way we use “X”, this Y would (or wouldn’t) be called “X™ should
not be conceived as mere empirical hypotheses, but rather as hypoth-
eses of correctness about a certain use of X’. The reason lies in the
normative assumption on usage: given that a philosopher’s judgements
are the products of his or her capacity to use the term in a manner
that tends to reflect the way the term is used in the community, and
given that usage is the source of the norm, such verdicts will count as
prescriptions (as well as descriptions).

However, in order to account for the conception philosophers have of
their goals, for the way they see themselves as proceeding in the attempt
to give an explicit formulation of the rule and for their conception of the
evidence they appeal to, the assumption of normativity about usage is not
the sole aspect that should be considered.

I said that philosophers’ goal is the outlining of norms, that is, consis-
tent and accurate frameworks. I also pointed out that, even though the
practice is conceived as rule-governed (and, therefore, as the source of the
norm), there are irregularities in it: errors and idiosyncrasies, on the one
hand, incoherencies and inaccuracies, on the other. Let us concentrate
on incoherencies and inaccuracies. In the case in which ordinary usage
would be the only source of the norm, using X’ inconsistently or inaccu-
rately would not necessarily amount to making a mistake (in the sense of
making an idiosyncratic or deviant use of the word with respect to other
speakers’ uses). Namely, an incoherent or inaccurate use of X’ made by
an individual speaker might reflect trends that are actually present in the
community. Anyway, let us put ourselves in the philosopher’s shoes, that
is, from the perspective of one who works to make norms for the use of
X’ explicit. It is then clear that, in this case, inconsistent or inaccurate
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uses of X’ will be problematic: one looks for norms, that is, consistent
and accurate frameworks.

Hence, for a philosopher who wants to use X’ correctly, it will not be
enough to abide by the meta-norm ‘comply with usage’. The philosopher
should also determine whether uses of the term can be brought back to
an accurate and coherent framework. The corrective and enhancing (as
well as descriptive) method of reflective equilibrium (RE) offers a strategy
for determining that (see Chap. 3 and Sect. 5.2.2).

Finally, the idea of the norm as non-reducible to usage is also reflected
in the conception philosophers have of the nature of the judgements they
appeal to.

Intuitions, as I have claimed, are hypotheses of correctness, not mere
hypotheses on usage. My first attempt to explain this was based on a par-
allel with the PPR and on the thesis of the normativity of usage: judge-
ments appearing to be mere descriptions of a state of affairs should be
understood as normative because of the assumption of normativity about
usage. However, in the light of the arguments raised in the preceding
paragraphs, my claims should be put in a slightly different way.

Let us imagine a philosopher considering a case, asking himself or her-
self whether it would be legitimate to use a certain term (apply a certain
concept) in a certain situation. In the framework I am proposing, the
question would be: would it be correct to use the term (apply the con-
cept) in this situation? In a perspective that recognizes both the centrality
of the practice and the revisionary work of philosophers, the question
would be expressed as: could this use of the term (application of the
concept) be explicated by a norm, that is, by a consistent framework
accounting for a significant part of our uses (applications)?

It is clear that, to answer this question, the exercise of one’s compe-
tence is not enough; a lot of reflection is needed—on the practice in
general, and on the case in particular.

Reflecting upon the practice means considering whether a particular
use is convenient (or not) in light of the circumstances in which this use
is made. Moreover, it requires comparing different cases. According to
some philosophers engaged in the debate on the method, such as, for
instance, Kauppinen (2007), Jackman (2009), and Casati (2011), a phi-
losopher struggling with a case usually imagines similar or only slightly


http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-56715-4_3

108 The Role of Intuitions in Philosophical Methodology

dissimilar cases to the one he or she is concerned with and tries to make
his or her intuitions about all those cases consistent. As Casati (2011)
puts it: philosophers reason in a parametric way.

Rather than starting from the ‘updated’ idea of normativity, this same
idea could be stated by referring to philosophers’ goals. In the perspec-
tive of research aiming to define a consistent and accurate theory on X,
the judgements this theory is going to be built on cannot be the results
of competence alone. They will also come from reasoning: from some
sort of negotiation ‘prior’ to RE’s negotiation phase. In short, my sugges-
tion is this: even before passing to the phase of the RE process in which
one compares and negotiates among competing instances, the philosopher
expresses his or her judgement on the applicability of the term (of the
concept) on the basis of his or her competence, of the comparison of the
case with other case and, also, of general criteria (as those relative to the
conditions under which a proper exercise of the competence can be done).

Hence, there are two aspects that one should take into account: the
level of acquaintance with the practice of the person who expresses the
judgements and one’s capacity to reflect upon such practice. Now, the
skill that enables the philosopher to become acquainted with the practice
could be described as ‘an anthropologist’s skill’: it is a matter of observ-
ing the practice, of having the broadest possible overview of usage. By
contrast, the other skill (that of reflecting on the practice) appears to be
‘typically philosophical’, that is, acquired by training or, more generally,
by exposure to the modus operandi that is typical of the discipline.

The point raised in the preceding paragraphs will be central in my
discussion of experimental philosophers’ theses (Sect. 8.3). Namely,
though it is plausible that non-philosophers (for instance, a sizeable pro-
portion of the subjects interviewed by the experimental philosophers)
are sufficiently competent in respect to the usage of several terms (such
as ‘knowledge’), it is unlikely that non-philosophers will undertake a
reflection of the sort we have just presented if asked to evaluate a philo-
sophical TE. The reason is simply that non-philosophers are generally
not engaged in the kind of project philosophers are engaged in— the
enterprise of outlining norms.

As Jackman points out in ‘Semantic intuitions, conceptual analysis,
and cross-cultural variation’:
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The preference for philosophers’ intuitions is not because philosophers are
especially good at detecting what is already there, but rather because they
are the only ones actively concerned with the sort of consistency-driven
construction that conceptual analysis involves (Jackman 2009, p.13)

The idea is that philosophers’” constant search for accurate frameworks
shapes their judgements. Asking themselves whether a use could be expli-
cated by a norm, philosophers know they must reflect on the practice,
consider the situation they are evaluating in the light of other cases,
negotiate their intuitions to make them consistent, consider the possible
consequences of their responses, and so on. This is something the sub-
jects interviewed by experimental philosophers plausibly don’t, and can',
do. Therefore, non-philosophers’ evaluations of TEs will register, in the
best-case scenario, their disposition to use the relevant term (apply the
concept) in the light of the way in which, in everyday contexts and with
no particular concern about coherence and precision they use the term
(apply the concept).
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7

Empirical Inquiries Versus Armchair
Investigations

In the previous two chapters I dealt with the question of whether—and
how—a method largely based on intuitions could lead to the kind of
results philosophers wish. The problem is, ultimately, a problem of com-
patibility between the nature of the aims and results of the philosophical
inquiry, and the nature of the evidence philosophers appeal to. Here is
the question which describes, in a more detailed manner, the dilemma:
why—and how—should intuitions (what we would say, or be inclined to
say about X in specific circumstances), be relevant in order to construct,
justify or attack theories aiming to establish what X really is (as different
from or exceeding what we say or think that X is)?

In Chap. 5, I wondered about the way in which it would have been
more appropriate to conceive this goal: what does looking for a theory
on X amount to? Does it amount to the search of necessary truths
about the entity X, as Williamson claims? Or to the search of coher-
ent, accurate and intersubjectively binding norms, which can be used
to discriminate between correct uses of X’ and only seemingly correct
uses of X2 I claimed that, if one wants to hold the most obvious and
acknowledged view on the nature of intuitive judgements, then the
latter way is preferable.
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At the end of Chap. 5 and at the beginning of Chap. 6, I explained
in which sense this alternative is viable, that is, I showed how an inquiry
starting from our intuitions can indeed lead to norms. Apropos, I claimed
that two aspects should be taken into account: (1) the structure of the
method; and (2) the normative aspect of the intuitive judgements.

Concerning the second topic, I argued that judgements philosophers
express are neither mere registrations of what philosophers feel inclined
to say in specific cases, nor empirical hypotheses on what speakers say or
would say in those cases. Rather, intuitive judgements are the expression
of what philosophers think is correct to say in the light of their compe-
tence and of their capacity to reflect. The point is that intuitive judge-
ments have a normative aspect that is not immediately evident which
allows them to legitimately perform their role in the process of theory-
building and justification. I also claimed that this argument would have
been useful to counter experimental philosophers’ criticisms of the tradi-
tional methodology of philosophy.

Hence, in this chapter, I shall address experimental philosophers’ the-
ses. In Chap. 8, I shall explain how, through our characterization of the
nature and the role intuitive judgements play in reflective dynamics, one
can take on their challenges to the armchair methodology of philosophy.

7.1 Experimental Philosophy: Who, How,
When and Why

Over the last fifteen years, experimental philosophers have been among
the most influential participants in the debate on philosophical meth-
odology: they have questioned the traditional armchair methodology of
philosophy and presented their project as an alternative to—or, at least,
as an essential integration of—the work of armchair philosophers.
‘Normativity and epistemic intuitions’ (2001), a paper by Weinberg,
Nichols, and Stich (WNS), is generally taken as the manifesto of the
movement in its contemporary form. Although experimental philosophy
is quite a recent creation, the sceptical questions it is founded on were
elaborated two decades earlier by one of the fathers of the movement:
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Steven Stich. In the 1980s, Stich wrote two articles (Stich and Nisbett
1980; Stich 1988) in which he criticized the methodological proposal of
reflective equilibrium (RE), as described by Goodman (1955) and Rawls
(1951 and 1971). His focus was already on the risk of intuitions’ (trans-
cultural) variability. However, I will not take into account Stich’s articles
from that period, rather, I will discuss and criticize experimental philoso-
phers’ theses as they have been presented in the last fifteen years, that is,
since the manifesto of 2001.

First, it is worth underlining that, although experimental philosophers
sometimes hint at the question debated in the previous two chapters
(whether what we would say could be legitimately used in order to build,
justify or attack theories that are not descriptive of our way of judging),
their main interest does not lie here, but ‘at the roots’ of the appeal to
intuitions. On closer inspection, X-Philers maintain, judgements phi-
losophers express at the end of thought experiments (TEs) are empirical
hypotheses on the way in which people would respond to cases (apply
a concept or use a term, judge a moral scenario, and so on). Intuitions
are, therefore, empirically testable. But, though being testable, they have
never been tested: no philosopher has ever taken upon himself or herself
the task of checking whether matters effectively stand in the way they
claim, that is, whether their judgements actually are the expression of
what people would actually say about such and such cases.

Experimental philosophers focus on the responses to TEs. However,
the problem they raise does not concern exclusively the appeal to the
verdicts philosophers express when assessing TE scenarios, but intuitions
of the folk in general. Are the intuitive judgements philosophers appeal
to the expression of what we—all of us, philosophers and non—would
respond to cases (would apply a concept or use a term, judge a moral
scenario, and so on)?

In short, experimental philosophers™ attack to armchair philosophy is
the following: the appeal to intuitions could be legitimate only if intu-
itions did in fact describe people’s responses to cases. But, this cannot be
assessed ‘from the armchair’. What one should do is check, empirically,
whether people’s responses to cases match what philosophers predict they

would be.
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For 2500 years, philosophers have been relying on appeals to intuition. Bur
the plausibility of this entire tradition rests on an unsubstantiated, and until
recently unacknowledged, empirical hypothesis—the hypothesis that the phil-
osophical intuitions of people in different groups do not disagree. Those
philosophers who rely on intuition are betting that the hypothesis is true.
If they lose their bet [...], then a great deal of what goes on in contempo-
rary philosophy, and a great deal of what has gone on in the past, belongs
in the rubbish bin. (Stich 2009, p. 232)

A parenthetical remark: I said that the experimentalists’ criticism is
‘at the roots’ of the question whether judgements of intuitive nature
could legitimately be used to build and justify philosophical theories.
This fact is strictly connected to another. Experimental philosophers
neither take any particular stance about the problem of compatibility
between the nature of intuitions and that of the aims of the philo-
sophical inquiry, nor declare a leaning toward a certain description
of philosophical goals rather than to any other: given their main con-
cerns, they do not need to do so.

Furthermore, in the last decades, anyone who has been interested in
methodological questions, and resolved to argue in favour of the legiti-
macy of philosophers’ work, felt ‘forced’ to take a stand against experi-
mental philosophers’ theses. Everyone did it, regardless of his or her
position on the nature of the philosophical aims and results.

Two things can be gathered from these facts: first, in spite of disagree-
ing on what practising philosophy amounts to (do philosophers make
metaphysic in a classical sense? Revisionary metaphysics a la Strawson?
Analysis of language?), the majority of philosophers seem to agree on the
way in which philosophy is conducted. Second, the characterization that
X-Philers give of intuitive judgements seems to be agreed upon.

A couple of remarks about these last two claims. As a matter of fact,
there is no actual agreement on the way in which philosophy is per-
formed. General methodological questions are little discussed by experi-
mental philosophers: the debate is focused mainly on the use of intuitions
in TEs, and when the broader dynamics in which intuitions are involved
must be explained, the parties involved limit themselves to extremely
concise remarks. These remarks are similar to those made by WNS in
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their manifesto: ‘an IDR [Intuition Driven Romanticism] strategy can be
viewed as a “black box” which takes intuitions (and perhaps other data)
as input and produces implicitly or explicitly normative claims as output’
(Weinberg et al. 2001, p. 8); or similar to those made by Buckwalter and
Stich (BS): ‘Philosophical theories that are compatible with the content
of the intuition are supported, and philosophical theories that are incom-
patible with the content of the intuition are challenged’ (2014, p. 311).
On this very general idea—on a version of the method in which no men-
tion of the inner mechanisms of the ‘black box” is made—there seems to
be an agreement.

A similar question can be raised apropos of the second aspect. By say-
ing that experimentalists’ characterization of the judgements is more or
less agreed upon, I am not claiming that characterizations of intuitions
that critics of experimental philosophy offer are in fact identical to those
offered by X-Philers. What I want to say is that many supporters of arm-
chair philosophy take the idea at the basis of the experimentalists’ project
as true: they agree that the reliability of intuitions depends on the fact
that they are widely shared or, at least, shareable.

In the following sections, I shall explain in detail why experimental
philosophers believe that empirical research is needed. In order to do
that, I will start by pointing out that X-Philers” general remarks could be
countered by appealing to an argument that was advanced by Jackson in
From Metaphysics to Ethics: A Defence of Conceptual Analysis.

My responses—]Jackson claimed—are reliable (that is, they reveal the
folk conception) ‘in as much as I am reasonably entitled, as I usually am,
to regard myself as typical’ (Jackson 1998, p. 32). According to this the-
sis, verifying the effective diffusion of philosophers intuition is useless.

Jackson’s argument recalls one of the considerations I advanced in
Chap. 5, when, discussing the reliability of the judgements on X that
philosophers express at the end of TEs, I argued that those judgements
are reliable in so far as philosophers are competent, that is, able to use
X’ (to apply concept X) in a way that tends to reflect the way it is used
(applied) in the community. In other terms: the fact that a philosopher
usually uses X’ in a way that actually matches the way it is used in the
community guarantees his or her assessment about the single case.
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Experimental philosophers could reply in the following way: Jackson
has many good reasons for regarding himself as typical; in general, any
philosopher, being an adult and educated member of his or her com-
munity, is justified in judging himself or herself competent. Hence, it is
perfectly plausible that their judgements actually are grounded hypoth-
eses on how people will respond to the case. However, why not check
whether it is really so, that is, whether people actually judge in the way
philosophers suppose they would? After all, empirical research could sub-
stantiate philosophers” hypotheses. In particular, adding the work of the
experimental philosopher to that of the traditional philosopher could
help philosophy, could offer philosophers a valuable chance to further
test their theories.

It is worth pointing out that the remark I have just made—a ‘prudential’
remark—is not the kind of remark experimentalists usually advance when
arguing for the suitability of their project. On the contrary, they refuse
arguments & /a Jackson and claim that integrating (or even replacing) the
armchair with experimental work is necessary. In other terms: according
to the experimental philosophers, one does not check what people say just
for doubt’s sake, but because there are reasons to suspect that philosophers’
judgements do not match those of non-philosophers at all.

This idea could be stated in two ways: the first is the way in which Pust
and Goldman present it; the second is that of the experimentalists.

Let us start with Pust and Goldman. In ‘Philosophical theory and
intuitional evidence’, they introduce the problem of theory-ladenness
as regards philosophers’ intuitions: ‘a second possible source of error is
theory contamination. If the person experiencing the intuition is a philo-
sophical analyst who holds an explicit theory about the nature of E this
theory might warp her intuitions about specific cases’ (Pust and Goldman
1998, p. 183). This is the reason why one should prefer ‘informants who
can provide pre-theoretical intuitions about the targets of philosophical
analysis, rather than informants who have a theoretical “stake” or “axe to
grind” (Pust and Goldman 1998, p. 183).

Unlike X-Philers, Pust and Goldman support the use of intuitions
in philosophy. Furthermore, they present the philosophical project as a
descriptive enterprise: philosophers describe concepts and concepts are
psychological entities. In this respect, their position is distant from mine
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and from that of X-Philers. Nevertheless, Goldman and Pust’s objection
can be examined also in relation to our problem: it is possible that judge-
ments philosophers present as neutral (as descriptions of what speakers
would say when presented with the cases) are the upshot of some theory
they embrace. Anyone who engages in a process leading him or her to
embrace certain theses could come to conceive as neutral judgements
which, as a matter of fact, are the upshot of their theses. According to
this perspective, philosophical training is not an added value, but rather
an obstacle to the acquisition of the relevant data.

Let us now consider the reasons experimental philosophers adduce
to motivate their scepticism towards philosophers’” judgements, and to
argue, thereby, for the necessity of empirical surveys. Experimental phi-
losophers advance the following hypotheses.

First (Hypothesis A) it is possible that intuitions philosophers present as
‘correct’, that is, as obvious and widely shared, are the expression of the way
of thinking (or speaking) of a very limited portion of the population (and
in particular of that portion of the population philosophers belong to).

Moreover (Hypothesis B) it is possible that intuitions vary in connec-
tion with a series of philosophically irrelevant factors, as, for instance,
culture, gender, socio-economic status, level of education of the person
who assesses the case. In addition to the characteristics of the subject (the
so-called demographic factors), intuitions could vary accordingly to the
characteristics of the experiment, that is, according to the order in which
the cases are presented, to the negative or positive framing of the single
cases, to the environmental conditions in which the subjects are while
assessing the case (order effects, framing effects, environmental effects).

Hence, what does the empirical inquiry X-Philers have in mind consist
in? Although the literature on the surveys they have designed is pretty large,
their way of proceeding could be summarized as follows. Experimental
philosophers take into account a series of well-known TEs and present
a version of them to groups of non-experts. After having presented the
story, experimental philosophers do not report the expected outcome (let
us name it ‘), but rather a question which can be answered with ‘/ or
‘non-A. X-Philers generally don’t give further options and don’t ask sub-
jects to motivate their choice. In some cases, they pose another question
in order to verify that subjects have really understood the case. Secondly,
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experimental philosophers select the sample of subjects they interview
in a way that should help them check whether the differences eventually
occurring in people’s responses are somehow connected to their degree
of education, cultural background, gender, and so on. In order to do so,
they take two groups of people that differ in the aspect that they want
to investigate (gender, culture, and so on), and check whether the reac-
tions of the subjects belonging to one group differ from those of the
people belonging to the other. In other cases, experimental philosophers
do not work on the characteristics of the subjects, but rather on those of
the experiment. In this circumstance, two different versions of the same
case are designed (for example, one version in which the case is posi-
tively framed and another in which is negatively framed). One version
is presented to half the subjects of the sample and the other one to the
other half. Finally, it is checked whether there are significant differences
between the answers of the subjects of the first group and those of the
second group.

The presentation I have given is extremely general. I will not enter
here into the merits of all the different tests experimental philosophers
have designed, but I will illustrate one of them as an example. Here is the
description of the Godel-Schmidt case (Kripke 1980) given by Mallon,
Machery, Nichols, and Stich (MMNS) in ‘Semantics, cross-cultural style’.

Suppose that John has learned in college that Gédel is the man who proved
an important mathematical theorem, called the incompleteness of arith-
metic. John is quite good at mathematics and he can give an accurate state-
ment of the incompleteness theorem, which he attributes to Gédel as the
discoverer. But this is the only thing that he has heard about Gédel. Now
suppose that Godel was not the author of this theorem. A man called
‘Schmidt, whose body was found in Vienna under mysterious circum-
stances many years ago, actually did the work in question. His friend Godel
somehow got hold of the manuscript and claimed credit for the work,
which was thereafter attributed to Gédel. Thus he has been known as the
man who proved the incompleteness of arithmetic. Most people who have
heard the name ‘Gédel” are like John; the claim that Gédel discovered the
incompleteness theorem is the only thing they have ever heard about
Godel. When John uses the name ‘Gédel’, is he talking about:
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(a) the person who really discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic? or
(b) the person who got hold of the manuscript and claimed credit for the
work? (Macherie et al. 2004, pp. 6-7)

As in the TEs in general, a mismatch is shown between the way in which
we judge and the way in which a theory would require us to judge.
According to the descriptivist theory of meaning for proper names, a
name, /V, as used by a certain speaker, S, refers to the object/person which
is the denotation of all, most, some of the definite descriptions S asso-
ciates to V. Hence, if descriptivism were true, in the Godel-Schmidt
case, ‘Godel’ would refer to the denotation of the definite descriptions
(in this case of the unique definitive description: ‘the man who discovered
the incompleteness of arithmetic’) most of the people associate to the
name ‘Godel’, that is, Schmidt. However, Kripke said, it isn’t so, or bet-
ter, it doesn’t seem correct to us to say it is so. What we would say is that
‘Godel’ refers to Godel. Descriptivism is challenged.

MMNS presented the case to a group of undergraduate students from
Rutgers University (31 people) and to another group of undergraduates
from the Hong Kong University (42 people). As the choice of the sample
suggests, there were two hypotheses X-Philers wanted to test: whether
non-experts’ intuitions diverge from experts’ and whether Westerners’
and Fast Asians’ intuitions about reference differ. In other terms, the
question MMNS addressed was: is Kripke’s intuition (b) typical of our
cultural context solely, or not?

What emerged from their survey? First, a significant number of the
subjects did not answer in the manner Kripke predicted. More specifi-
cally, whereas a great proportion of the subjects with a Western cultural
background (56.5 per cent) answered in the way in which the great
majority of Kripke’s colleagues answered (b), the majority of the subjects
with an Asian cultural background turned out to be inclined towards the
opposite option (only 31.5 per cent of them chose (b)).

Beyond this specific survey, analogous results were obtained in all
other experimentalists’ studies: a complete convergence on the verdicts
philosophers express at the end of TEs never occurred. In particular, in
each case, a significant percentage of the subjects did not answer in the
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way philosophers do. Furthermore, it turned out that there are factors
(characteristics of the subjects or of the experimental setting) affecting
the trend of the answers. For instance, cultural background seemed also
to influence people’s intuitions relative to the Gettier cases (Weinberg
et al. 2001). Other studies showed that intuitions are sensitive to peo-
ple’s socio-economic status (Haidt et al. 1993) or to their emotional
state (Wheatley and Haidt 2005), or to the order the cases are presented
(Swain et al. 2008).

What conclusions do X-Philers draw from these data? In general,
X-Philers take their data to prove that their work is needed: traditional
philosophers make improper generalizations from their perspective. Their
activity cannot do without the work of experimental philosophers.

Some experimental philosophers (Stich 2009) also take their data as
a demonstration of the bankruptcy of the armchair methodology: if it
is true that philosophers build, support, and attack theories on the basis
of intuitions, then variability of intuitive judgements (a pervading and
wide-ranging fact) shows how an intuition-based activity can only give
rise to partial and relative theories. Take the example above, that is, a
TE which elicits different intuitions about reference in different subjects:
some people (mainly Westerners and few East Asians) have an intuition
which is consistent with the causal-historical theory of reference, other
people (mainly East Asians and a few Westerners) have the opposite intu-
ition, that is, the intuition agreeing with the descriptivist view of refer-
ence. Now, if one holds the idea according to which a theory is built,
supported or challenged on the basis of intuitions, then, in the light of the
variability of intuitions, one should recognize the futility of the appeal to
them. In this case, for instance, one cannot conclude what Kripke claims
to have established: that descriptivism is false and the causal-historical
alternative should be preferred. This is true for all intuitions and theories:
in the light of the disagreement on intuitions, no choice among compet-
ing theories can be made.

Finally, data do not show a generic kind of variability. There are fac-
tors in correspondence to which intuitions vary systematically (in our
example, culture is the determinant factor). Bug, if this is true, then either
one abandons the idea according to which the agreement with intuitions
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determines the correctness or the incorrectness of theoretical options, or
else, if one maintains it, then one is committed to accept that theories are
group-specific (in our example, culture-specific).

Yet, (cultural) relativism is not the worst consequence. The fact that
philosophical intuitions (about reference, meaning, causation, moral
right and wrong, and so on) change in connection with the change of
philosophically irrelevant factors (culture, gender, and so on) reveals
the dependence of these intuitions on these factors: having an intu-
ition that A, rejecting a theory which contradicts A and embracing
one which is coherent with A, seems to be determined by the mere
fact of belonging to a certain group of people having certain charac-
teristics, or by some characteristics of the experimental setting. But,
if this is true—if intuitions are the result of these accidents—then
it would seem that any decision in favour of a theory, rather than
another, would be arbitrary.

I have said that the variations experimental philosophers register are
wide-ranging: they investigate different fields of philosophical inquiry and
depend on different factors. In particular, as Buckwalter and Stich (2011
and 2014) have recently pointed out, philosophical theses, and the intu-
itions supporting them, seem to be the result of the mindset of a commu-
nity (‘the philosophy club’) which is formed by people having specific and
clearly recognizable characteristics: Westerners, males and highly educated.
In fact, whereas Westerners’, males’ and highly educated people’s intu-
itions generally match philosophers’ intuitions, non-Westerners’, females’
and poorly educated people’s intuitions tend to diverge from them. The
most general consequence has already been stated: theories systematizing
philosophers” intuitions cannot fulfil the aspirations of generality which
philosophers have about their theories. But another consequence could
be that these intuitions and theories end up constituting an unintentional
filter by means of which people having certain characteristics (the same
characteristics as philosophers of previous generations) are selected as new
philosophers, while persons whose spontaneous reactions diverge from
those of established philosophers are excluded from the games. Obviously,
this would happen neither patently nor purposely, but by means of a mis-
guided methodology based on intuitions.
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7.2 Experimental Philosophers: Empirical
Branch of Armchair Philosophers
or ‘Saboteurs’?

I said that experimental philosophers regard their data as supporting the
importance of carrying out empirical investigations, and that some of
them also see such data as demonstration of the bankruptcy of the tradi-
tional methodology. Let us linger on this topic for a little longer.

First it is worth pointing out that experimental philosophers have not
had (still do not seem to have) a completely straightforward attitude
towards the armchair methodology of philosophy and, consequently, an
unequivocal idea of their own role as philosophers investigating the actual
agreement on intuitions. According to experimental philosophers’ initial
declarations of intent, the empirical methodology they proposed should
have merely represented an important integration of the armchair one:
experimental philosophers would have checked which, among traditional
philosophers’ judgements, were well-confirmed hypotheses and which
were not. Traditional philosophers would then have accepted experimen-
tal philosophers’ results and limited their work to the well-confirmed ones.
However, experimental philosophers’ attitude towards armchair philoso-
phy appears to have turned out to be much less accommodating than the
one I have just described: they seem to have ended up claiming that, in
light of an ascertained and wide-ranging disagreement on intuitions, arm-
chair philosophers’ theses and methodology should be abandoned.

An interesting article analysing the different approaches experimental
philosophers have to their own project is “The past and future of experi-
mental philosophy’ (2007). Here Nadelhoffer and Nahmias distinguish
three different branches: Experimental Descriptivism (ED), Experimental
Analysis (EA) and Experimental Restrictionism (ER). ED is a psycho-
logical project: the focus is on philosophical intuitions, but the goal is to
explore human psychology, that is, the psychological processes and cogni-
tive mechanisms generating those judgements. EA and ER are described
as philosophical projects. The goal of EA is to use empirical data to sup-
port philosophers in their work: experimental philosophers determine
which intuitions are widely shared; traditional philosophers should then
use these judgements to build (or privilege) theories enjoying ‘squatters’
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rights’. On the contrary, ER uses empirical data to criticize philosophers’
work. The idea is that, since intuitions are unreliable, they cannot be used
to build and to justify philosophical theories.

By showing that experimental philosophy is not a monolithic project,
Nadelhoffer and Nahmias aim to counter some objections to the experi-
mental project (Kauppinen 2007). I will not analyse these objections and
Nadelhoffer and Nahmias” arguments, but I will just focus on the plausi-
bility of the distinction between EA and ER.

The distinction between EA and ER is definitely grounded in the decla-
ration of intents of the different members of the experimental movement.
However, in light of the data experimental philosophers have collected,
what is to be said about the ‘destiny’ of EA? If one takes those data to be
reliable, than it is hard to see how one could claim they could be used to
support philosophers’ work. Namely, even in those cases in which there is a
statistically significant majority responding in one way, there is still a non-
trivial minority responding in other ways. How is a traditional philosopher
supposed to treat this disagreement? Why should he or she privilege some-
one’s intuitions to someone else’s? Or, why should he or she privilege the
intuitions of the majority over those of the minority? As Nado points out in
‘Intuition, philosophical theorizing, and the threat of skepticism’, in light of
an ascertained and wide-ranging disagreement on intuitions, ‘the skeptical
interpretation seems to be the default one’ (Nado 2015, p. 206). In conclu-
sion, experimental philosophy, allegedly the empirical branch of traditional
philosophy, in fact undermines philosophical armchair investigations.

I shall return to this problem in the first section of the next chapter,
when I will explain why the experimental philosophers’ project can nei-
ther be regarded as integrative, nor as substitutive of that of armchair
philosophers. In the last part of this section, I will consider a fourth
possible way to characterize the experimental philosophers™ project and
to describe its relation to armchair philosophy. According to this view,
experimental philosophy can be considered a naturalistic project and,
more importantly, an attempt to naturalize our discipline.

This thesis is defended by Bishop in ‘Reflections on cognitive and
epistemic diversity: Can a Stich in time save Quine?” (2009). In his arti-
cle, Bishop acknowledges that Stich in ‘Naturalizing epistemology: Quine,
Simon and the prospects for pragmatism’ (1993) explicitly rejects the idea
that a normative discipline—like epistemology or philosophy—can be
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reduced to a descriptive discipline. However, Bishop argues that Stich’s and
experimental philosophers’ empirical arguments against analytic philosophy
do in fact ‘vindicate Quine’s moribund naturalism’ (Bishop 2009, p. 133).

When Bishop speaks of ‘Quine’s moribund naturalismy’, he refers to the
idea defended by Quine in ‘Epistemology naturalized’ (but repudiated by the
majority of the epistemologists and later rejected by Quine himself) according
to which ‘epistemology, or something like it, simply falls into place as a chapter
of psychology and hence of natural science’ (Quine 1969, p. 82-83).

How do experimental philosophers” empirical arguments against ana-
lytic epistemology (and philosophy) vindicate Quinean naturalism? First,
by claiming that philosophers need to ‘use experimental methods to fig-
ure out what people really think about hypothetical cases’ (Knobe 2004,
p. 37), experimental philosophers assume that philosophical investiga-
tions (should) consist, for a large part, in ethnographical (or social psy-
chological) researches, and

[...] to identify the core of analytic epistemology with ethnography is to
suggest that it is empirical. Of course, analytic epistemology is not entirely
empirical. Analytic philosophers extract lots of normative, epistemological
claims from their descriptive, ethnographic theories. If this is right, then
the method of contemporary analytic epistemology has been broadly
Quinean all along. (Bishop 2009, p. 119)

Furthermore, experimental philosophers describe their own project as
philosophical. But since the main goal of experimental philosophy is to
explore the way in which people would respond to cases—that is, to col-
lect empirical data—then experimental philosophers can be considered,
for all intents and purposes, Quinean naturalists.
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8

Against Experimental Philosophy

8.1 Experimental Philosophy:
A Non-philosophical Project (Part I)

Experimental philosophers’ sceptical conclusions—explicitly acknowledged
(Experimental Restrictionism) or not (Experimental Analysis)—are the start-
ing point from which I will develop the first of my criticisms of their project.

According to experimental philosophers, for the general reasons illus-
trated earlier: group-specificity and arbitrariness of the theories built
on intuitions, and for the (political) reasons connected to the system-
atic exclusions of certain categories from the philosophical community
(Sect. 7.1), the theories philosophers elaborated, together with the intu-
itions supporting them, should be abandoned. Hence, my question is: in
favour of what should these theses and intuitions be abandoned? Maybe in
favour of the theories which could be build starting from the intuitions of
people who are generally left out of the games (women, East Asians, and so
on)? Obviously not. If one takes the data that experimental philosophers
have collected to be reliable, then it seems that an intersubjectively accept-
able theory (a theory enjoying the universality philosophers wish) could

not be constructed in any case.
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At this point, one could claim that philosophy should be a relativistic
enterprise, in which anyone, depending on one’s gender, social status,
and so on (depending on his or her intuitions) builds or embraces the
most congenial theory for him or her. However, this does not seem to be
the X-Philers’” idea: what they suggest should be abandoned are not pri-
marily the theses and intuitions supporting them, but rather traditional
philosophers’ activity itself. In other words: what belongs to the ‘rubbish
bin’ (Stich 2009) are not only the results philosophers achieved, but the
philosophical enterprise as it has been conceived up to now.

Hence, the question is: how should philosophy be conceived? And,
more importantly: could it be conceived otherwise? Even though experi-
mental philosophers frequently ask for a revision of a methodology hav-
ing the defect of being largely based on intuitions, they do not give any
precise indication of what this revision should consist of: shall we restrict
our appeal to intuitions to just some of them? If so, how can we deter-
mine which are the intuitions that we can legitimately appeal to? It would
seem that any decision in favour of the intuition of a certain group, rather
than of that of other, would be arbitrary. Hence, should we abolish the
appeal to intuitions entirely? If so, what would be the alternative? None
of these questions finds a clear answer in X-Philers’ texts.

The reply to the last claim may be the following. It is not true that
experimentalists only make generic admonishments in favour of a revision
of the actual methodology. On the contrary, they propose an alternative
to armchair philosophy. They also show us, in practice, what this consists
in: experimental philosophy itself, together with its empirical methodol-
ogy, is the alternative that we need. This move, however, is precluded:
if one acknowledges X-Philers’ conclusions, then one cannot think of
experimental philosophy as a possible substitute for traditional philoso-
phy. In which way could experimental methodology replace armchair
methodology, given that X-Philers collect people’s intuitions, register
important and systematic differences among people’s reactions to cases,
and conclude that theories founded on them cannot fulfil the aspirations
of generality that philosophers have about their theories? If anything,
experimental methodology could have represented an important integra-
tion of the armchair one. However, in order to do so, it had to have
maintained the aspect of neutrality it originally had. But, as I pointed
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out in Sect. 7.2, data showing widespread disagreement and variability
emerged from experimental philosophers’ studies and the sceptical aspect
of the project prevailed.

All these considerations count as objections to experimental philoso-
phy in so far as it is presented as an alternative, a replacement, or an
integration of armchair philosophy, or, more generally, in so far as it is
described as a philosophical project. But, obviously, they cannot be con-
sidered a reply to the challenges X-Philers advanced to armchair method-
ology: they do not constitute an answer to the problem of the variability
of intuitions. Furthermore, they do not disqualify experimental philoso-
phy as a non-philosophical, that is, psychological, project.

Henceforth, 1 shall start defending traditional philosophy from
X-Philers’ criticisms. My strategy will develop along two fronts: a critique
of the methodology of experimental philosophers, and a critique of the
idea that motivates their project.

In Sect. 8.2, I shall introduce arguments in support of the first line of
argument. The thesis I will endorse is the following: experimental phi-
losophers’ inquiries should not be considered conclusive evidence for any
theory about how Westerners and East Asians, women and men, and
so on, tend to judge philosophically relevant cases. Two conclusions in
particular cannot be drawn: (1) that the way people judge depends on/
is shaped by their gender, culture, and so on; and (2) that philosophy
is a prerogative of groups of persons having specific characteristics (‘the
Philosophy club’). Moreover, I cast some doubts about the possibility of
qualifying these studies as really informative surveys.

In Sect. 8.3, I shall present the arguments in support of the second line
of argument. In particular, I will claim that the kind of inquiries experi-
mental philosophers intend to do are irrelevant for philosophy: finding
out that non-philosophers’ reactions to the cases differ from philosophers’
ones neither proves the unreliability of the judgements of the latter, nor
the wrongness of philosophers’ theses. That is to say, the very idea that
motivates the experimental project—the idea that in order to ascertain
the validity of philosophers” judgements, one should check people’s reac-
tions to the cases described in TEs—is misleading.

As can be expected, my strategy will not consist in questioning the assump-
tion that intuitions play a central role in philosophers’ work—as Cappelen
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in Philosophy Without Intuitions (2012) and Deutsch in ‘Experimental
philosophy and the theory of reference’ (2009) did—consequently under-
stating the importance of experimentalists’ surveys and the import of intu-
itional variability on philosophers’” work. On the contrary, I will defend
my suggestion (Chap. 4) that judgements we appeal to are not empirical
hypotheses about the way in which people would assess the case, but rather
judgements of correctness that philosophers formulate in the light of their
competence and reflection.

In sum, while I will show with the first battery of objections that
the results of experimental philosophers’ studies do not prove intu-
itions’ variability (neither in a specific sense—cultural variability,
gender variability and so on—nor in a generic one), with the second
battery of objections I will explain the sense in which the kind of
variability X-Philers draw attention to would not pose a threat to the
reliability of philosophers’ judgements or to the theoretical conclu-
sions they come to.

8.2 Experimental Philosophy:
A Non-experimental Project

Are the results obtained by means of the kind of surveys conducted by
experimental philosophers reliable? Can these data be used to support
the claim that (epistemic, semantic, moral) intuitions depend on factors
such as gender and culture, or on other philosophically irrelevant factors
such as framing, order, and so on? In particular, can they be used to draw
conclusions on the way in which non-experts and experts, Westerners
and East Asians, women and men tend to judge, and, hence, the idea that
Western academic philosophy, as it has been conceived up to now, is a
prerogative of groups of persons having specific characteristics?

In this section, I will argue that the data experimental philosophers
have collected could be used for these purposes only if the tests which
produced them were real experiments, that is, studies that allowed us to
conclude that there is a relation of statistically reliable causality between
the independent (gender, culture, socioeconomic status of subjects)
and the dependent (subjects’ responses to the cases) variables. However,
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no relationship as such can be established on the basis of experimental
philosophers’ inquiries. Namely, no ‘experiment’ where the independent
variable is a subjective variable (for instance, gender or culture) can be
considered a ‘real’ experiment, that is, a tool for determining whether
there is a relation of statistically reliable causality between the indepen-
dent and the dependent variables—in the case of experimental philoso-
phers, between gender, culture, socio-economic status of subjects and
subjects’ responses to the cases.

Specifically, after an opening part where I shall introduce the concepts
of experiment, independent variable, dependent variable and internal
validity, I will explain why X-Philers’ researches cannot be considered
experimental, and hence why they cannot provide adequate evidence for
any theory about how Westerners and East Asians, women and men, and
so on, tend to judge philosophically relevant cases.

8.2.1 Real Experiments and Quasi-experiments

Let’s start by introducing an experiment from social psychology: the
study conducted by Latané and Darley (LD) on the phenomenon of the
diffusion of responsibility.

At the end of the 1960s, the two social psychologists elaborated the
notion of the diffusion of responsibility after hearing of the murder of
a woman that happened in a densely populated area of New York. The
attack lasted 45 minutes and none of the residents gave the alarm. Many
of them afterwards admitted to have heard a woman screaming and to
have rushed to their window. LD wondered what could be the reasons
for this behaviour. By focusing their attention on the context in which
people witnessed the murder, they elaborated this hypothesis: it is possi-
ble that each of the woman’s neighbours, knowing that many others were
witnessing the emergency and assuming that someone else had called the
police, did not felt obliged to help or to give the alarm.

Hence, the observation of a fact allowed the two psychologists to
formulate an interesting general hypothesis on people’s behaviour in
emergency situations: the greater the number of persons witnessing an
emergency is, the less likely it is that any of them intervenes.
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Once the hypothesis was formulated, the psychologists proceeded
to test whether it was effective: whether a causal relationship existed
between the number of the bystanders and the helping behaviour. In
order to do that, LD used the experimental method. I will not report
in detail the preparation and execution of their experiment, but just
illustrate its structure in general terms, so that we can understand how
the relation of causality between different phenomena can be experi-
mentally established.

LD kept under control the variable (the number of witnesses) that was
supposed to be the cause of a certain behaviour (the helping behaviour).
Some subjects in the study were exposed to a certain stimulus—that is,
believing to witness an emergency (an epileptic attack) alone—and oth-
ers to another stimulus—that is, believing to witness the emergency in
a small group (four persons in all: the victim, the subject and two other
witnesses), or in a larger group (six people in all: the victim, the sub-
ject and four other witnesses). By changing only one aspect (group size),
researchers were able to assess whether this factor was the cause of the
problematic behaviour, or not.

In technical jargon, the number of witnesses, that is, the factor which
is thought to be the cause of (or to have an effect on) a certain behaviour,
is the independent variable; whereas the helping behaviour, that is, the
factor on which the independent variable is supposed to cause a change,
is the dependent variable. The goal of the experiment—of this and of any
other experiment of this type—was to assess whether a relationship of
statistically reliable causality existed between these two factors, or better,
whether (and to what extent), by changing or varying the independent
variable, the dependent one changed or varied in turn.

Did LD confirm their hypothesis? Did the independent variable (the
number of the bystanders) affect the dependent variable (the helping
behaviour)? LD observed that in the cases in which participants believed
that four other people were witnessing the emergency, only 31 % of them
helped. When they believed that two other bystanders were there, 62
% of them gave the alarm. Finally, when the participants believed they
were the only bystander, 85 % of them helped (see Aronson, Wilson, and
Akert (AWA), 1997, pp. 46-47).
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In light of these results, the answer to the initial question could seem
to be obvious: LD confirmed their hypothesis. However, this is not so:
data can confirm (or disconfirm) a certain hypothesis, only if the study
which produced them was designed in a way which allows us to rule out
(a) that other variables are causes of the behaviour we are interested in;
(b) that results are accidental, that is, obtained by pure chance, and that
in other situations (different subjects, settings, times) they would not be
replicated; (c) that there are other theoretical explanations of the data
which are more plausible than that we believe is corroborated by the
research. In sum, one tries to rule out the presence of the most common
threats to internal, external, statistical and construct validity.

Condition (a) is extremely important. Let us take LD’s experiment:
how can one be sure that differences in the rate of help across the differ-
ent experimental settings were due to the size of the group of witnesses
and not to other factors, such as the different personalities of the par-
ticipants, their previous experiences as regards emergencies in general,
or this particular kind of emergency, and so on? This problem is a prob-
lem of internal validity: for an experiment to be (internally) valid, one
should make sure that no other factor besides the independent variable
(the group size) affects the dependent variable (the modifications in the
‘degree’ of helping).

As regards LD’s study, experimental psychologists agree that it is a valid
experiment. Namely, while designing and running the experiment, LD
made sure that the procedures were the same in all different conditions:
all subjects received the same instructions and the description of the
experiment; furthermore, the rooms in which they received the stimulus
and the way to convey it were identical, and so on. The only aspect which
changed was the aspect experimenters were interested in: the number
of subjects taking part to the experiment. Moreover, LD proceeded by
randomly assigning the participants to the conditions which they had
previously defined: witnessing to the emergency alone, with two other
possible helpers and with four other possible helpers.

Let us dwell on this aspect. It is pretty obvious why the control of
the conditions in which subjects perform their task is functional to
this goal: putting participants in the same environmental conditions
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and presenting the stimulus to them in the same way enables one to
rule out that environmental factors, or factors relative to the stimulus,
determine (or significantly contribute to determining) the differences
in participants’ behaviour. Furthermore, there is random assignment.
Random assignment is one of the most efficient techniques experimen-
tal psychologists have to neutralize (or at least to drastically reduce) the
impact of personal and background differences among the participants
on the experimental outcome. In this specific case, it allows them to
exclude (or at least to minimize) the possibility that the responses of
the participants are due to a greater or lesser inclination of the sub-
jects to help, to their previous experiences as regards emergencies, or to
any other aspect of their personality, education and past experience (see
AWA 1997, pp. 49-50).

In other terms, random assignment is advantageous as it guarantees
that the confusion of subject-related variables with the experimental
variable occurs just by chance: ‘only chance can cause the groups to be
unequal with respect to any and all potential confounding variables
associated with the group members’ (McBurney and White (MW)
2004, p. 196). Obviously, the possibility that these characteristics
were not distributed in a perfectly even manner across conditions
cannot be completely ruled out. However, it is drastically reduced.
Furthermore, thanks to the casual assignment, this possibility becomes
statistically measurable. As we will see, the problem with the random
assignment is not in the technique itself, but rather in the fact that
this is a strategy that is impossible to adopt in specific circumstances.
I will return to it later.

Beyond random assignment of the subjects to experimental condi-
tions, there are other strategies for keeping the action of ‘unwelcome’ fac-
tors under control. One of these is building nuisance (or confounding)
variables into the experiment: the experimenter designs the experiment
so that factors which could interfere with the independent variable
become independent variables in the study as well. Hence, one will have
an experimental design with more than one variable.

In conclusion (1) random assignment of the subjects to the conditions
that the experimenter has previously defined (the two or more values of
the independent variable), and (2) the possibility for the experimenter
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to control confounding variables, are the two aspects characterizing the
experimental method as such and distinguishing it from observational
and correlational methods (see AWA 1997, p. 50).

This last consideration allows me to introduce an important distinc-
tion for experimental psychology and for the arguments that will fol-
low: the distinction between experimental and non-experimental (or
quasi-experimental, or correlational) research. This is the way in which

McBurney and White describe it:

The distinction between experimental research and nonexperimental
research is based on the degree of control that the researcher has over the
subjects and the conditions of the research. The key words are manipula-
tion and assignment versus observation. An experiment is a kind of inves-
tigation in which some variable is manipulated. The researcher has enough
control over the situation to decide which participants receive which con-
ditions at which times. [...] Nonexperimental research is often called cor-
relational research. [...] What makes research correlational in the common
usage is the inability to manipulate some variable independently. (MW
2004, pp. 214-215)

Still apropos of the distinction between quasi experiments and true
experiments, they write:

Whereas it is possible to assign subjects to conditions in a true experiment,
in a quasi experiment it is necessary to select subjects for the different con-
ditions from previously existing groups. [...] Another way to look at the
difference between true experiments and quasi experiments is to note that
in true experiments we manipulate variables, whereas in quasi experiments
we observe categories of subjects. When we take two pre-existing groups
and consider a difference between them to be the independent variable, we
are not manipulating a variable but simply labelling groups according to
what we think is the important difference between them. (MW 2004,
pp- 330-331)

Let us suppose ourselves to be interested in establishing which one
of two teaching methods (A and B) is the best, that is, which is the
method causing better performances in terms of scores among students.
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‘Robust’ scientific research would require the experimenter to set up
the conditions and to assign subjects to them (that is, to constitute, by
means of random allocation, two groups ex 7ovo and to treat the mem-
bers of the first group with method A and those of the second group
with method B), in order to nullify or at least minimize the effect of
subject-variables on the outcome of the study, and to justify the conclu-
sion that it is exactly a difference in methods that has caused a differ-
ence in the performances of the students belonging to the two groups.
However, let us suppose that the social scientist does not have this pos-
sibility and that the two groups are already formed (in technical terms,
are ex post or post factum). In particular, let us suppose that the researcher
has to deal with existing classes. In that case, he or she will be allowed to
state that there are differences in the quality of students’ performances in
the two classes (if there are any differences), however, he or she will not
be licensed to draw conclusion of the following kind: students treated
with the method A show better performances than students treated with
method B, therefore method A is more effective than method B. In other
terms: the researcher could highlight a correlation between method A
and the performances of the students treated with A, but no cause—
effect relation between them. Namely, the cause of a difference in learn-
ing between the students exposed to method A and those exposed to
method B could have been any pre-existing difference between the two
classes. For instance, students of the class in which the method A is used
could have a higher average 1Q than students exposed to method B.

In regards to this specific inquiry, the impossibility of manipulating
the variable and randomly assigning subjects to the conditions is due to
contingency: the social scientist does not have the resources and/or the
time necessary to form two new classes and to treat them with the two
different teaching methods. In principle, however, this could be done:
one could proceed by constructing a real experiment.

The point I have just highlighted is important: namely, there are
studies that cannot be ‘transformed’ into real experiments. These are
all the inquiries that take as an independent variable demographic fac-
tors (gender, age, socioeconomic status, and so on): inquiries in which
the independent variable is not accidentally, but rather intrinsically
post factum.
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Let us imagine we are interested in gender differences in detecting
hidden figures (embedded figures task).! No statistic cause—effect rela-
tionship can be established between a subjective factor, such as gender,
and a specific attitude or behaviour, such as the way people detect hid-
den figures, as one can (1) neither manipulate the independent variable
nor (2) randomly allocate the subjects in the two groups: ‘the experi-
ment takes place long after the subjects become males and females’
(MW 2004, p. 331). Namely, without random assignment one cannot
rule out (or, at least, drastically reduce) the possibility that other factors
besides the independent variable (gender) affect the dependent variable
(determine a difference in the responses to the cases). Hence, one can-
not conclude that the distinguishing factor one has singled out as salient
between the (two) groups has caused a modification in the dependent
variable. In principle, any other difference between the subjects of the
two groups could have done so.

Another problematic aspect of the researches in which the indepen-
dent variable is a subjective variable is the problem of so-called con-
founded variables.” Let’s imagine we are interested in studying gender
differences in colour preference. We observe that colour preferences do in
fact vary with gender. Does it mean that females prefer certain colours,
since they are females, and males other colours, since they are males? This
is (at least) dubious. A difference in colour preference between males
and females could be the result of past experience and not of gender
(see MW 2004, p. 171). Any inquiry into the differences in psychological
processes between men and women is equally debatable: in our society
(and in many others), males and females are subject to greatly differing
influences from the time they are babies and ‘all the innumerable experi-
ences and the resulting learned attitudes and skills are confounded in the
simple term gender differences. To the extent to which these confounded

'In the embedded figures test, the research participant is shown a complex background figure and
asked to describe it. After this, the participant is shown a target (such as the outline of a triangle)
and asked to locate the target amid the background figure).

*Confounded variables should not be confused with nuisance (or confounding) variables: whereas
the nuisance variable is a factor which varies independently from the independent variable and can
be controlled by projecting, for instance, a factorial design, the confounded variable varies together
(co-varies) with the independent variable in a way that their separate effects cannot be
distinguished.
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variables contribute to the sex differences found in research is the crux of
the sex difference controversy’ (MW 2004, p. 171).

The point made about gender is valid for any other subjective fac-
tor, and hence for the majority of experimental philosophers’ studies:
as in the case of gender, in the case of studies involving any subjec-
tive factor whatsoever as independent variable, one cannot talk of rea/
experiments. The problem I am raising is not merely verbal. I am not
claiming merely that experimental philosophers’ studies should not be
called experiments, or that experimental philosophers should stop using
the adjective experimental. What I am claiming is that no conclusion
on the way in which Westerners and East Asians, women and men tend
to judge philosophically relevant cases can be drawn on the basis of
experimental philosophers’ studies.

Secondly, by saying that experimental philosophers’ studies cannot
be considered real experiments (tools for determining whether there is
a relation of statistically reliable causality between gender, culture, socio-
economic status of subjects and subjects’ responses to the cases), it might
seem that I claim that X-Philers explicitly state that their studies seek
to confirm or disconfirm causal hypotheses. They do not explicitly state
this and I do not intend to claim they do. However, if one considers the
conclusions experimental philosophers draw on the basis of their surveys
(that is, group-specificity of philosophical theories, arbitrariness of any
position adopted on intuitions basis, philosophy as a prerogative of a
group of persons having specific characteristics, and so on), then it seems
that they assume that these causal connections exist and that their studies
prove them. Again, by showing that experimental philosophers™ studies
are not real experiments, my goal is to argue that these studies should not
be considered appropriate evidence for any theory about how Westerners
and East Asians, women and men tend to judge philosophically relevant
cases. Two conclusions in particular cannot be drawn: (1) that the way
people judge depends on/is shaped by their gender, culture; and (2) that
philosophy is a prerogative of groups of persons having specific character-
istics (‘the Philosophy club’).

What I have claimed up to this point applies to studies of demographic
factors in general. In addition to these observations, one could raise more
specific concerns about particular studies.
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Let us look again at the Mallon, Machery, Nichols, and Stich (MMNYS)
study. The study cannot be used to draw conclusions on cultural relativism
for the reasons I adduced previously: MMNS take as independent vari-
able a subjective factor (the cultural background of the interviewed sub-
jects). Consider two groups which are different in respect to the desired
characteristic (a group of undergraduates from Rutgers and a group of
undergraduates from Hong Kong University); present them with a writ-
ten story (the Godel-Schmidt case) followed by a multiple-choice ques-
tion (with an option describing the intuition shared by the philosophical
community and another option describing the opposite response); regis-
ter the answers of the two groups; observe there is a certain discontinuity
between the preferences of the members of the first group and those of
the second group (more than half of American university undergraduates
agreed with the prevailing philosophers’ evaluation and little more than a
half of Hong Kong University students with the opposite one); and con-
clude that culture is determinant in respect to the way persons intuit: cul-
ture shapes their semantic intuitions and determines the semantic theory
they will embrace.

We know that studies taking a subject variable as independent variable
do not enable the experimenter to control the independent variable, nor
to randomly assign the subjects to the conditions describing it. Moreover,
these studies are characterized by the dilemma of confounded variables.
But then, MMNS (and all experimental philosophers carrying out stud-
ies of demographic factors) are wrong in characterizing their studies as
experiments and in claiming that cultural background (or any distin-
guishing factor they single out as salient between the two groups) shapes
the way people judge.

There are also specific reasons to doubt the conclusions MMNS draw
on the basis of this study. First, MMNS tell us that the subjects recruited
in order to assess the influence of culture on semantic intuitions are,
respectively, 31 undergraduates from Rutgers and 41 from the University
of Hong Kong. Aside from the perplexities about the size and represen-
tativeness of the sample,® one could point out that MMNS’s choice of
the sample reminds us of the experimenter who, in order to assess the

3T will discuss this point when dealing with the problem of sampling.
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effectiveness of different teaching methods, studies two classes that are
already formed. As in that case, MMNS focus their attention on pre-
existing groups, take a difference between the two groups (the cultural
background) as salient and connect the differences in the ways the mem-
bers of the two groups answer their question to this factor. This con-
clusion is illegitimate: between the students attending the University of
Hong Kong and those attending Rutgers, there could be many other dif-
ferences (not specifically cultural) affecting the trend of the answers—for
instance, a difference of the average IQ of the students of the two groups
or a difference in their capacity to read and understand written texts.

Secondly, experimental philosophers claim that subjects’ intuitions can
vary according to a series of demographic factors: culture, gender, socio-
economic status and subjects’ level of education. MMNS focus on the
culture factor and conclude that culture shapes people’s intuitions on ref-
erence. But if one has reasons to think that also other factors might shape
our inclination to judge, then this conclusion cannot be drawn. Consider
that participants in MMNS’s survey were 18 females and 13 males from
Rutgers, 25 females and 16 males from Hong Kong University. In pro-
portion, the Hong Kong group contains more females than Rutgers. The
sample is unbalanced. Let us suppose that the idea that intuitions vary
according to gender is confirmed. Then, it could be the case that the
greater proportion of women in the Hong Kong group determine a wider
presence of descriptivist intuition in the group, rather than (just) sub-
jects’ cultural background.

The point is general: if one has reasons to think that more than one
factor could have an impact on a certain behaviour, then, when design-
ing an inquiry meant to check the effect of just one of these factors, one
should make sure that the two groups forming the sample are balanced
in all the other aspects.

Finally, as Sytsma and Livengood (2011) point out, there might be an
ambiguity in the question MMNS ask. MMNS do not indicate whether
the choices should be read from the narrator’s epistemic perspective or
from John’s perspective:

From the narrator’s point of view, ‘the person who really discovered the
incompleteness of arithmetic’ denotes Schmidt and ‘the person who got
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hold of the manuscript and claimed credit for the work’ denotes Godel;
but, from John’s perspective ‘the person who really discovered the incom-
pleteness of arithmetic’ denotes Gédel. (Sytsma and Livengood 2011,
pp. 320-321)

Furthermore, the test might be ambiguous with regard to speaker’s refer-
ence and semantic reference:

Assuming that ‘Gédel’ actually refers to Godel (semantic reference), John
might nonetheless be taken to intend to be talking about Schmidt (speak-
er’s reference). A participant might therefore answer (A) despite sharing
Kripke’s intuitions about the semantic reference of the name ‘Godel’; she
does so because she thinks that John intends to be talking about Schmidt.
(Systma and Livengood 2011, p. 321)

In sum, for general reasons concerning studies having a demographic fac-
tor as independent variable, and for specific concerns about the sample
and the ambiguities of the question MMNS ask, no conclusion about the
cultural relativity of our semantic intuitions can be drawn on the basis of
their study.

8.2.2 Inquiries

In the last section, I argued that because of the impossibility of randomly
assigning subjects to conditions, given the risk of confounded variables,
and because of the absence of alternative strategies aimed at controlling
possible ‘disturbing’ factors, experimental philosophers’™ studies cannot
be qualified as real experiments. This fact, however, does not rule out
the possibility that their studies could highlight a correlation between
subjects’ gender, culture, and the way they evaluate TE scenarios. And, in
fact, experimental philosophers’ experiments resemble surveys.
Surveys—together with observational research, archival research and
case studies—belong to the field of non-experimental (or correlational)
research. The primary goal of a survey is that of collecting people opinions.
MW suggest that ‘a major function of surveys is to dispel myths’ (MW
2004, p. 238). Indeed, one of the declared goals of the experimentalist is
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to dispel the myth of a general agreement on philosophers’ judgements.
This characterization may suggest that X-Philers’ studies belong to the
field of correlational research. However, correlational research has its own
methodological standards as well. Do experimental philosophers’ studies
meet them? Are they real surveys?

One of the most important aspect of surveys is sampling: ‘surveys
differ greatly in value according to how respondents are sampled” (MW
2004, p. 247). Given that answers to a survey are not useful if they only
reflect the opinions of the subjects who are actually tested, the selection
of subjects constituting the sample has to be made so as to enable the
generalization of results to the population. Let us imagine we are inter-
ested in generalizing the results of a certain survey Y to a population X:
what we should do is randomly select the elements of our sample from
the population X, that is, proceeding in a way such as any person in
that population has an equal and independent chance of being selected
for the survey Y. Only in the case in which a sample has been randomly
selected it is possible to assume that subjects’ responses are reasonably
similar to those of the entire population. Random sampling is also
called probabilistic sampling as it allows the researcher to apply various
statistical techniques and to calculate the probability that any person of
a certain population has of being in the sample (see MW 2004, p. 244).
Among the different strategies of sampling only the probabilistic one is
fully satisfactory.

The problem with the studies of experimental philosophers is that
they do not use any form of probabilistic sampling. Their studies use
convenience samples. Usually, a convenience sample consists in a selec-
tion from students enrolled in introductory psychology courses—in the
case of experimental philosophers, philosophy courses (see MMNS’ study
sample)—or in a selection from the population of researchers’ home
city (see Weinberg, Nichols, and Stich’s survey sample). Indeed, this is a
form of sampling which is widely used in psychology, for merely practi-
cal reasons: convenience sampling is economically convenient. Adopting
a convenience sampling isn't a wrong choice in itself. However, in the
case in which one decides to proceed in this manner, it is necessary (1)
to have solid reasons for claiming that, as regards to the question(s)
one is interested in, the restricted population from which the sample is
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extracted (student population) is uniform with the population to which
one wants to generalize the results (for instance, the entire adult popula-
tion of North America); (2) to sample randomly at least from within the
restricted population (see MW 2004, p. 207).

What about experimental philosophers’ surveys—for example,
MMNS’s survey? Do we have good reasons for believing that, as regards
the question X-Philers are interested in, the student population is uni-
form in respect to the population they want to generalize the results to
(a population with a Western cultural background on one side, a popula-
tion with an East Asian cultural background on the other)? Moreover,
could the sample X-Philers used (Rutgers undergraduates and Hong
Kong University undergraduates) be considered a randomly selected
sample from the student population? The answer to the second question
is no: the study takes into account only a group of undergraduates from
Rutgers and a group of undergraduates from Hong Kong University. This
consideration alone could be enough to doubt the statistical validity of
MMNS’s survey.

However, the first question is also interesting as it allows us to deal
with another serious shortcoming of this and other X-Philers’ studies.
According to MMNS, the trend registered among Rutgers students should
be extended to the population with a Western cultural background, and
that registered among Hong Kong University students to the population
with an East Asian cultural background. However, they do not specify
who belongs to the population with a Western cultural background and
who to the population with an East Asian cultural background.

Apart from sampling, there is another important aspect one must con-
sider when running a written survey: one must be able to exclude the
possibility that a significant proportion of the interviewed subjects have
difficulties in understanding prose writings (in general), or prose writ-
ings of a certain degree of complexity. X-Philers’ data reveal that a large
proportion of interviewed subjects make a judgement opposed to the
one philosophers believe is correct. Experimental philosophers conclude
that their epistemological, semantic, etc. opinions diverge from those of
professional philosophers. Are they justified in concluding this? Could it
not simply be the case that some participants fail to understand the text
of the experiment?
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When I presented the way experimental philosophers transform a
philosophical TE into a test for non-philosophers (Sect. 7.1.), I specified
that (in some cases) they pose another question before the philosophi-
cally relevant one. According to them, this question alone should confirm
that subjects have really understood the case. They call it a comprehension
check. One might argue that this is not enough, that experimental phi-
losophers need to run specific preliminary studies aimed at (1) determin-
ing the degree of comprehensibility of the texts used in the survey, and
(2) testing participants’ comprehension skills of written texts.*

Moreover, there is reason to think that in the case of at least some
experimental philosophers’ surveys, non-experts’ non-standard responses
to the cases are due to insufficient comprehension of texts, rather than
to different conceptions of knowledge, reference, and so on. Contrary
to ‘classic’ surveys, experimental philosophers’ studies do not consist of
lists of simple questions by means of which people’s opinions about spe-
cific concerns are registered (for instance, simple items, such as ‘women
should be permitted to decide for themselves whether to continue a preg-
nancy’, followed by a rating 7-point scale going from point 1, ‘agree’,
to point 7, ‘disagree’), but questions presupposing the reading and the
comprehension of pretty complex stories. Hence, in their case, the chief
risk in a comprehension problem does not involve the question solely
(or primarily), but rather the written story which the subjects are asked
to assess. Furthermore, the cases X-Philers propose to non-philosophers
describe scenarios we very rarely come across (or hardly think about).
These cases ask for reflection on aspects such as the epistemic status of a
subject, the reference of a proper name and so on; that is, issues which
non-philosophers are not likely to think about.

Apart from the risk of misunderstanding the text, another hypothesis
can be advanced to explain the discontinuity between philosopher’s judge-
ments and those of the interviewed subjects: laymen’s diverging answers

4Beyond conjecturing that diverging judgements are, at least in part, the result of a failed compre-
hension of the texts, one could argue there are quite strong reason to doubt that things really go in
this way. Namely, there are studies (for instance, ALL — The Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey)
attesting to an important fact: the difficulties that a significant part of the adult and educated of
Western (and non-Western) countries have in understanding prose writings, including very easy
ones.
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could be due to their natural tendency to load texts with implicatures. In
other terms: subjects might experience no particular difficulties in under-
standing written texts, but the TE’s text, as it is formulated, might sug-
gest unwanted implicatures that subjects who have not been trained to
‘stick to the letter’ (that is, non-philosophers) may very well be inclined
to pick up. That is, some experimental philosopher’s tests may be analo-
gous to the well-known Linda case (Tversky and Kahneman 1983): some
of the interviewed subjects load the text with implicatures, ending up
responding to the case in the wrong way.

Let us briefly illustrate the Linda case and the theory of error I have
just mentioned. The case Tversky and Kahneman (TK) elaborated is
the following: Linda is 31 years old, single, outspoken, and very bright.
She majored in philosophy. As a student, she was deeply concerned with
issues of discrimination and social justice, and also participated in anti-
nuclear demonstrations.

After having read this short story, the subjects were asked to guess
which kind of life Linda conducts, or, better, to list a series of hypotheses
from the most probable to the less probable one. Among the options
TK gave, the interesting ones (the options which are useful in identify-
ing the mistake subjects make) were: ‘Linda is a bank teller’ (7), ‘Linda
is active in the feminist movement’ (F) and ‘Linda is a bank teller and
is active in the feminist movement’ (7" & F). In the original experiment
TK conducted (and in all subsequent re-proposals of the same case) the
majority of the interviewees (more or less 80-90 %) order these options
in this way: £, 7°& F, T. In other terms, after having judged that Linda
is more likely to be a feminist, rather than a bank teller (or only a bank
teller), the majority of the subjects claims that that is more probable that
Linda is a bank teller and feminist, rather than a bank teller. This is a pat-
ent violation of the conjunction rule: that law of probability holding ‘that
the mathematical probability of a conjoint hypotheses (4 & B) cannot
exceed that of either of its constituents, that is, p(4 & B) < p(A), p(B)
(Hertwig and Gigerenzer 1999, p. 275). On the basis of these (and other)
results, TK concluded that the majority of humans are not very good at
reasoning in accord with the rules of probability.

In the following years, different theories of error were produced.
Among them was the theory we hinted at previously. According to this
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theory (see Marconi 2008, p. 108), subjects judge 7" & F to be more
probable than 7 because they read 7"as 7" [& ~F]. Literally, 7 only says
that Linda is a bank teller, that is, it does not rule out that Linda is any-
thing else, for instance, a feminist. However, the structure of the case sug-
gests that 7 says that Linda is only a bank teller (hence, not a feminist).
Therefore, some subjects end up judging 7" & F to be more probable than
T’ Against this solution, one could object that the probability of 7" & F
is, in any case, lower than that of 7" & ~F (namely, there are more non-
feminist than feminist women) and, therefore, conclude that this theory
of error is unsatisfactory. The obvious reply to this objection is that 7' &
~F is more probable than 7"& Fonly a priori. If one considers the story,
T’ & F must be more probable than 7" & ~F: namely, the story describes
events of Linda’s life suggesting she could be a feminist, and, on the other
hand, does not give any information which lets us suppose that Linda
could be a bank teller. The hypothesis 7" & F'is therefore much more eas-
ily associable to the story than 7" & ~F (or even than 7 alone).

In conclusion, TK’s experiment shows what every teacher knows well:
people have difficulty sticking to the literal meaning, as comprehension
is usually enriched with implicatures (very often undesired by the author
of the text). This is the reason why, while teaching, one often says: ‘By
saying this, I do not mean...’—that is to say, one makes an effort to cancel
implicatures.

Readers’ tendency to enrich texts with implicatures is related to the
issue of the discontinuity of laymen’s responses from philosopher’s for
the following reason: exposure to a certain modus operandi and commit-
ment to high standards of rigour predispose professional philosophers to
take the content of philosophical texts and discourses literally (or even to
‘deactivate’ certain mechanisms that are typical of comprehension, such
as, for instance, loading texts with implicatures).

Still in fairness to the methodological validity of experimental philoso-
phers’ studies, one could raise other questions. The problem of construct
validity is one of those. An experiment has construct validity only if it is
possible to show—within reasonable limits—that none of the alternative
theoretical explanations (which we know of) are more plausible than the
theory we believe is confirmed by the data. One of the threat to construct
validity is the ambiguous effect of independent variables.
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An experimenter may carefully design an experiment in which all reasonable
confounding variables seem to be well controlled, only to have the results
compromised because the participants perceive the situation differently
than the experimenter does. (MW 2004, p. 176)

In many cases, for instance, subjects end up conducting ‘their own exper-
iment’, invalidating the experiment researchers thought they were con-
ducting. A typical prejudice pushing participants to conduct their own
experiment is ‘the concern that the experimental procedure in some way
measures the participant’s competence. Some participants are convinced
that the experiment is a carefully disguised measure of intelligence and
emotional adjustment. This expectancy give rise to evaluation apprehen-
sion’ (MW 2004, p. 177).

One might conjecture that it is the evaluation apprehension that causes
differences in the way a great proportion of the interviewed women (but
also East Asians, or people with low socio-economic status) answer the
cases, rather than gender (culture, social status) itself. Such conjecture
may be supported by the apparent tendency of people belonging to cat-
egories that are prejudicially associated with limited intellectual capacities
(or poor capacities in a specific field) to show poor performance in tasks
which are presented, or merely perceived, as diagnostic of their intellec-
tual capacities (or their capacities in that area). In the case of experimen-
tal philosophers’ studies, it is possible that women (and other persons
belonging to under-represented categories in philosophy), believing their
abilities in the field are being tested, fear to confirm the negative ste-
reotype they are victim of (a stereotype according to which they are less
inclined to pure speculation), or to be judged on the basis of that ste-
reotype. It is possible that this fear negatively affects performance and
that many of them end up answering incorrectly, ‘confirming’, in spite of
themselves, the stereotype.

In order to better explain the phenomenon of the confirmation of the
stereotype, Gendler (2011) introduces the concept of stereotype threat.

Stereotype threat is a well-documented phenomenon whereby activating
an individual’s thoughts about her membership in a group that is associated
with impaired performance in a particular domain increases her tendency
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to perform in a stereotype-confirming manner. So, for example, as Claude
Steele and Joshua Aronson hypothesized in their original 1995 paper,
‘whenever African American students perform an explicitly scholastic or
intellectual task, they face the threat of confirming or being judged by a
negative social stereotype—a suspicion—about their group’s intellectual
ability and competence [...] The self-threat [...] may interfere with the
intellectual functioning of these students, particularly during standardized
tests’ (Steele and Aronson 1995, p. 797). (Gendler 2011, p. 16)

In their study, Steele and Aronson proceeded by giving college stu-
dents—not only African Americans—a quiz consisting in a selection of
items from the Graduate Record Exam (GRE). Some of them were in a
stereotype-threat condition, other in a non-stereotype-threat condition.
In the first case, the test was presented as diagnostic of intellectual abil-
ity; in the second one, as a mere problem-solving task, which was not
diagnostic of any ability. The results? While in the first condition the
performances of African American participants were poorer than those
of non-African Americans, in the second condition the performances of
the former dramatically improved, matching the performance of the lat-
ter. The same kind of phenomenon has been registered in a series of tests:

When a task is described as diagnostic of intelligence, Latinos and particu-
larly Latinas perform more poorly than do Whites (Gonzales et al. 2002),
children with low socioeconomic status perform more poorly than do
those with high socioeconomic status (Croizet and Claire 1998), and psy-
chology students perform more poorly than do science students (Croizet
et al. 2004). Even groups who typically enjoy advantaged social status can
be made to experience stereotype threat. White men perform more poorly
on a math test when they are told that their performance will be compared
with that of Asian men (Aronson et al. 1999), and Whites perform more
poorly than Blacks on a motor task when it is described to them as measur-
ing their natural athletic ability (Stone 2002; Stone et al. 1999). (Gendler
2011, p. 17)

Hence, in the case of experimental philosophers’ studies on gender and
culture, one could ask the following: would it not be more appropriate
to suppose that the tendency registered by women and other subjects
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belonging to under-represented categories in the philosophical community
to answer in a non-standard manner to TEs is ascribable to the widely
scrutinized and ascertained phenomenon of negative stereotype confir-
mation, rather than to profound, systematic and important differences in
the way people belonging to these groups are inclined to judge?

In this section, I have raised few questions regarding experimental
philosophers’ methodology: general issues on the correctness of drawing
conclusions about the (cultural, gender, socio-economical) relativity of
intuitions, the absence of studies on ruling out the possibility that non-
experts’ non-standard responses to cases are due to insufficient compre-
hension of the texts or to readers’ natural tendency to enrich texts with
implicatures, problems with sampling, and a question of construct valid-
ity (for studies on demographic factors) based on the notion of stereotype
threat. This section is not meant to be exhaustive of all the weaknesses
and limitations of experimental philosophers” studies, merely to give an
idea of how much their methodology needs to be refined.

8.3 Experimental Philosophy:
A Non-philosophical Project (Part Il)

In the previous sections, I argued that the experimental philosophers’
project could hardly be regarded as philosophical or as experimental.
One might observe that experimental philosophers may be able, in
the future, to design tests that overcome the methodological difhicul-
ties highlighted above, and that the results of surveys based on such
new tests could confirm the theses currently defended by X-Philers. If
this were the case, would the reliability of philosophers’ judgements and
methods be challenged?

In this section, I will argue that the answer to this question depends (1)
on the image that one has of philosophy, that is, on whether the aims and
results of philosophical inquiry are conceived as descriptive of what we
would say, or normative in respect to our intuitions; (2) on the descrip-
tion one gives of philosophical methodology; and, more importantly, (3)
on whether intuitions are conceived as empirical hypotheses or not.
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Let us start from (1) and (2). As I argued in Chap. 5, philosophers
generally refuse to see their theories on X as the mere registration of the
received opinion on X. Moreover, describing what we say or think is not
what the majority of philosophers have done up to now: many (perhaps all)
philosophical theories are corrective of our intuitions; they are seen as
means to discriminate between what is really correct to say and what we
just say or think is correct to say. In regard to this question, RE theorists
seem to have found a good compromise between the necessity of appeal-
ing to intuitions and the fact that philosophical theories are conceived as
(and in fact are) normative in respect to our intuitions. Namely, accord-
ing to them, the process leading philosophers from intuitions to norms
is a procedure which, through IBE and corrections and improvements
(both to theory and intuitions), aims to set an equilibrium between the
theory and intuitive judgements. Moreover, other beliefs (for example,
scientific knowledge) that we think are relevant to the problem at issue
can also be used in this process (see Chap. 3 and Sect. 5.2.2).

Hence, in the light of these considerations, one could counter experi-
mental philosophers’ theses by arguing that philosophical theories are
norms, not mere descriptions of what we would say. Furthermore, in
the constructive and justificatory process leading to such norms, there
is much more than the appeal to intuitions generated by means of TEs.

The last consideration is important because the impression one gets
from experimental philosophers’ texts is that philosophy consists, mostly,
in work aimed at designing TEs. In particular, the debate among sup-
porters of competing theories would amount to a game in which who
wins and who loses can be determined on the basis of theories’ consis-
tency or inconsistency with the responses generated by TEs. This is not
the way things stand.

Against this simplistic reconstruction, one can first point out that not
all intuitions philosophers appeal to are elicited by TEs. Quite the con-
trary: a large part of the intuitions philosophical theories are built on are
not introduced by means of these devices. For example, the intuition
according to which it is wrong to torture innocents for mere fun is a
judgement whose content is generally conveyed directly. TEs come into
play when some sort of theory has already been advanced: they attack
theories that are obtained by inference to the best explanation from an
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initial set of intuitions, the majority of which comes from a reflection
on real cases. Furthermore, designing a TE is not an easy task: in several
cases, a lot of time is needed to identify or imagine a case working as a
counterexample against a theoretical framework (see Chap. 3).

Hence, one could ask: why do experimental philosophers test the dif-
fusion of the intuitions generated by TEs, rather than caring about what
people say or think about cases they usually come across and are used to
assess? Wouldn't it be better to test people’s judgements concerning these
simple and common cases?

Secondly, experimental philosophers seem to forget that, in philoso-
phy, TEs are part of an ongoing inquiry, whose partial results are well
known to the philosopher who is proposing the case and to his col-
leagues, but not to people they interview. This is important because it
would seem that, in order to assess some cases correctly, it is necessary
to be familiar with the systematizations that have been done up to that
moment; familiar with the theory that is attacked; and, possibly, familiar
with the process that produced it. Let us take Gettier examples. When
confronted with these cases, epistemologists start from a clear thesis
concerning knowledge: knowledge is justified true belief. Experimental
philosophers offer no definition, or, in general, no clarification of the
polemical target of the experiment to their subjects when conducting
their inquiries. One could conjecture that this omission is problematic,
or more; that it makes subjects’ error somehow predictable. The point is
not merely that the controversial thesis is not explicitly stated before the
case, but that a correct evaluation of the case requires those who assess it
to know the systematizations of the use which have been developed up
to that moment, that is, to know that, when asked whether the person in
the case knows that p, one is not asked whether the person just believes,
firmly believes, or truly believes that p—although, in everyday life, ‘to
know’ is used in these senses, t0o.’

>As I argued in Sect. 6.3, in respect to everyday needs, inaccurate uses of the expression of a term
or expression ‘X, for instance of ‘to know’, aren’t necessarily problematic. Problems arise when one
starts asking what X (for instance, knowledge) is; that is, when normative goals come into play. In
the perspective of an epistemologist, using ‘to know’ just to mean ‘to truly believe’, ‘to firmly
believe’ or ‘to believe’ would amount to disregarding an important distinction that any of us would
recognize when confronted with cases in which the differences between a simple belief and a true
belief, or between a true belief and a true and justified belief, are manifest.
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Lastly, experimental philosophers seem to misunderstand the role of
TEs in another sense. Let us take the case described in Chap. 7: the
Godel-Schmidt case. In ‘Semantics cross-cultural style’, MMNS argue
that giving the non-standard answer rather than the standard answer
makes people descriptivists (or more inclined to embrace descriptivism)
rather than Kripkian (or more inclined to embrace the Kripkian alterna-
tive); and in particular, makes East Asians descriptivists and Westerners
Kripkians. Let us suppose that, as X-Philers believe, subjects’ responses
to the cases are the expression of their conception of the reference of
the proper name ‘Gédel’: would this mean that subjects answering
(a), rather than (b) could be qualified as descriptivists, rather than as
non-descriptivist? Not really. Even if it is true that Kripke’s theoretical
proposal has had a certain success, an important proportion of the sup-
porters of descriptivism, whilst acknowledging Kripke’s TE and agree-
ing with his intuitions, remained descriptivists. In their article, MMNS
themselves allude to sophisticated descriptivists, that is, supporters of
forms of ‘mature’ descriptivism that do not clash with Kripkian intu-
itions. It is then surprising to see that MMNS claim there is an obvious
connection among having a certain intuition, giving up a certain theo-
retical option (descriptivism) and embracing an alternative such as the
causal-historical picture.

The point is general. Contrary to the simplistic description of the
philosophical method given by experimental philosophers, an intuition
does not work as a clear-cut divide between rival theories, and is not
necessarily crucial in respect to the theoretical framework it contradicts.
It is a burden for those who support the theory mismatching with it:
they must explain, or explain away, the intuition. However, it does not
commit them to abandon their theory, and, least of all, to embrace the
rival theory.

In order to better illustrate this last point, it is useful to remind our-
selves what possibilities are open to a philosopher when his or her theory
is attacked by a counterexample. The theory could be adjusted in order
to account for the intuition. Or one could find a theory of error that
explains the intuition away. It might also be the case that, after having
reflected, the philosopher has to acknowledge that the intuition is irresist-
ible and has to abandon the theory. If this is the case and another theory
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accounting for that intuition is available, should the philosopher embrace
it? It depends. The alternative could be attractive as it accounts for the
intuition in question. However, this second theory has to be evaluated
under other aspects as well: the capacity to account for other intuitions,
and to satisfy the characteristics a good theory should have (see Chap. 3).
In the previous sections, I claimed that experimental philosophers
have a partial view of the process leading to the construction and jus-
tification of philosophical theories: they tend to focus exclusively on
TEs, underestimating the ‘big picture’ encompassing them. By doing
that, they also seem to misunderstand the proper role of TEs. Apropos,
I highlighted that TEs are a small parts of a broader process in which a
theoretical picture is gradually outlined. Several TEs are introduced in
developed stages of the research on a certain topic, to show the incom-
pleteness or unacceptability of a theory which is, in turn, the result of
a process where other problematic cases have been taken into account
and important distinctions have been made. Generally, those who assess
TEs—philosophers—are familiar with this process, or, at least, with its
results. On the other hand, the subjects that experimentalists interview
are not. However, being familiar with the results and the kind of proce-
dures producing them seems to be necessary to assess TEs correctly.
Against experimental philosophers’ theses, however, one could raise
yet another more radical criticism. This criticism has to do with (3), that
is, the question of whether intuitions are empirical hypotheses or not.
The assumption experimental philosophers move from in order to assert
the necessity of their project is that the verdicts philosophers appeal to
are untested empirical hypotheses. I argued (Chap. 6) that they are not:
intuitive judgements are not empirical hypotheses of any kind—they are
neither hypotheses on how laymen would judge the cases (would answer
a question such as, for instance, ‘does the subject in the GC know that
p?), nor predictions on how people would apply a concept/use a term
(reason, behave, and so on). But, what do I mean by saying that judge-
ments such as ‘we wouldn’t say that the subject knows that p’ or ‘given the
way we use “‘knowledge”/apply knowledge, this belief wouldn’t be called
“knowledge”/categorized as knowledge’ are not empirical hypotheses?
Briefly, this is the way I answered this question in Chap. 6. Let us
imagine a philosopher in front of Gettier cases, asking himself or
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herself whether it would be appropriate to apply knowledge/use the
term ‘knowledge’ in such situations. His or her question wouldn’t be:
would someone eventually apply the concept/use the term in such cir-
cumstances? But rather: would it be correct to apply the concept/use the
term in such circumstances? In a perspective which recognizes both the
centrality of the practice and the revisionary work of philosophers, the
question would sound like: could this application of the concept/this use
of the term be eventually explicated by a norm, that is, by a consistent
and coherent framework accounting for a significant part of our applica-
tions/uses? It is then clear that judgements in response to this question
will not count as empirical predictions, but rather as judgements of cor-
rectness—hypotheses on the correct application of X. A judgement like
‘given the way we usually use “X”/ apply X, this Y would (or wouldn’t) be
called “X”/characterized as X' could then better be reformulated as ‘given
the way we usually use “X”/ apply X, this Y should (or shouldn’t) be called
“X”/characterized as X

Several advocates of armchair philosophy have tried to explain the
sense in which philosophers’” judgements cannot be compared to those
of non-philosophers (Kauppinen 2007; Ludwig 2007; Williamson 2007
and 2011; Jackman 2009; Marti 2009). The idea sketched by Jackman
in ‘Semantic intuitions, conceptual analysis, and cross-cultural variation’
(2009), combined with RE strategy and the normative view on intuitions,
seems to be promising. According to Jackman, philosophers’” judgements
cannot be compared to those of laymen as philosophers are those who
are typically engaged in the enterprise of outlining norms, or, as he says,
‘in the consistency-driven construction that conceptual analysis involves’
(Jackman 2009, p. 13). In short, philosophers’ reflective intuitions are
often superior because they are largely shaped by philosophers” main goal,
that is, the project outlining norms. A philosopher wondering whether a
certain application of a concept/use of a world (reasoning, behaviour, and
so on) could be explicated by a consistent and accurate framework, must
reflect on the practice, consider the situation she is evaluating in light of
other cases, and negotiate her intuitions in order to make them consistent
(see Sect. 6.3).

Hence, whereas non-philosophers’ evaluations of a TE will register, in
the best-case scenario, their disposition to apply a concept (use a term) in
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a specific case, in the light of the way in which in everyday contexts and
with no particular concern about coherence and precision they apply the
concept (use the term), philosophers” judgements will count as normative
hypotheses on the application of X/on X’ usage. In other terms, intu-
itions are verdicts philosophers develop on the basis of their competence
and of the reflection that is needed to assess, prima facie, the possibility
that a certain application of a concept/ use of a term has to be explained
by a norm.

In conclusion, if one (1) takes philosophy to be a normative enterprise,
(2) adheres to RE, that is, a descriptive and revisionary method, and (3)
is persuaded that the way philosophers judge the cases is ‘affected’ by the
kind of project philosophers pursue, then studies showing a mismatch
between non-philosophers” and philosophers’ judgements do not provide
a strong enough reason to question philosophers’ methodology.
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