


          Intuitions as Invitations

I) Who is this “we”?

Recently, there has been a great deal of skepticism about appeals to intuitions in philosophy.  Appeals to intuition often get expressed in the form of what “we” believe. Many people take the “we” in this context to refer to what the folk believe or what the folk would believe upon (suitably qualified) reflection. So it looks like an empirical claim. And it looks like the support for this claim comes from a biased sample consisting solely of analytic philosophers. This leads Weinberg, Nichols, and Stich (2001) to tells us that “the best reaction to the High-SES, Western philosophy professor who tries to draw normative conclusions from the facts about ‘our’ intuitions is to ask: What do you mean by ‘we’?” (455). Likewise, Bishop and Trout (2005) tells us that in standard analytic epistemology (SAE) the theories we get “merely tell us how we do make epistemic judgments (and by ‘we,’ we mean the tiny fraction of the world’s population has studied SAE)” (110). The skeptics can also point out the empirical tests that have been done show a high degree of instability and variability in what the folk intuitively believe. Hence, appeals to intuition are highly suspect and ought to be avoided


In this paper I want to explain one common way appeals to intuition are used in the literature and why it survives such attacks.  The basic idea, which comes from Bernard Williams, is that the "we" used in many appeals to intuitions is not a referring expression at all. The appeal to intuition is not a claim about what any group of individuals believes. Rather it is an invitation to think certain thoughts. Here is how Williams expresses the point in a footnote to Shame and Necessity
More than one friend, in reading this book in an earlier version, has asked who this ubiquitous “we” represents … I hope it means more than people who already think as I do. The best I can say is that “we” operates not through a previously fixed designation, but through invitation. (The same is true, I believe, of “we” in much philosophy, and particularly in ethics.) It is not a matter of “I” telling “you” what I and others think, but of my asking you to consider to what extent you and I think some things and perhaps need to think others. (1993: 171). 

On this reading, when philosophers say “we” believe that P they are not saying anything about what some group believes. Rather it is an invitation to think through a possibility. It also seems to express a kind of confidence that audience will accept the invitation. Why? Because P is very plausible and hard to deny. Further, there seems to be the expectation that if you do not accept that P, that the philosopher can point to other things you accept to get you change your mind. So, this interpretation of what one means when one says that "P is intuitive" or "what we believe", has three aspects:

1) P is very plausible and hard to deny.

2) An invitation to the audience to think through P and conclude the same about P

3) An expression of confidence that the audience will eventually accept the invitation


In this paper I argue for three claims. The first is that if we accept this account of what philosophers mean by saying that P is intuitive the, skeptical argument does not get off the ground. The second is that, at least in a fair number of cases, this is how we should read appeals to intuition. And finally there appears to nothing epistemically suspect about such appeals. 

II) Why Skepticism about Intuition Misses the Mark

Regarding the first claim, the skeptic attacks the appeal to intuition because it has not been empirically tested or has been empirically shown to be suspect. However, if we understand the function of “we” in the way described by Williams, it is not an empirical matter. A philosopher making such an appeal is not making a claim about any set of individuals. So showing that some set of individuals does not find the claim intuitive simply misses the mark. What such a philosopher is saying when she says that P is intuitive is that she finds P to be the thing to think on the matter. Indeed, she is confident her audience will as well and that she could likely convince them of that in discussion. How would such a claim shown to be illegitimate? Well, not by empirical exploration, but by philosophical reflection.


On this understanding of appeals to intuition the fact that P is intuitive is not doing any special work. ‘P is intuitive’ amounts to ‘P is very plausible and hard to deny’, while conversationally implying the expectation that the audience will feel so as well. Hence, the way to dispute whether is P is intuitive is too dispute whether or not P is actually very plausible and hard to deny. And this is where many philosophical debates get interesting. Yet, no claim whatsoever is being made about what the folk believe.

III) Is This the Right Way to Read  Appeals to Intuition?

It must be admitted that not all appeals to intuition are plausibly read as invitations. Many philosophers mean by ‘intuition’ as special sort of a priori evidence that has various features. Bealer (1999) and Sosa (2007) are two prime examples. The line taken up here is not open to them and I suspect they would not want it. 


Whether or not there are intuitions in the sense that Bealer and Sosa describe is a very important epistemological issue. Yet, I do not think every appeal to intuition in the philosophical literature should be understood to be invoking such states. For instance, I am perfectly happy to appeal to intuitions in normative moral theorizing. Yet, I am a moral anti-realist who rejects the idea of moral truths and moral rationalism. So I am certainly not claiming access to an a priori moral truth revealed by reason. Furthermore, there are a fair number of philosophers like me in this regard. Moreover, I think there are also philosophers who are skeptical that the sorts of mental states Bealer and Sosa describe exist, but I do not see that this precludes them from ever saying something is intuitive. In general, it seems to me that philosophers appeal to intuitions in ways much looser than the sort Bealer or Sosa describe.


What reason though do we have to read appeals to intuitions as invitations? We have Williams and my testimony about our own case. Of course, the skeptic will remind us though that this is an empirical issue that ought to be tested. Fair enough, but that is not what I will do here. Instead, imagine what you do when you teach your favorite thought experiment designed to elicit an intuition.  If some students do not find it intuitive (and in my experience there are always some, no matter the case), what do you do? Perhaps, you throw up your hands and say ‘I guess it is not intuitive after all’. Or you might judge that they are not capable of latching on to some a priori truths. However, what I do, and what I assume you do, is ask them for their reasons. They might not have much to say. Undergrads do not always cherish the Socratic Method. Nevertheless, I suspect that most philosophers see this as an opportunity for philosophizing.  They try to convince the student that something else he believes entails it, that he makes different judgments in analogous cases or that its denial has a very high cost. That is, you try to show that the intuitive claim is indeed very plausible and hard to deny. This is just what the intuition as invitation account would predict that you would do.


Likewise, it seems to me that intuition as invitation is the most charitable way to read most philosophers. One reason for this is most philosophers would see it as simply beside the point that the folk do not assent to what they find intuitive. Most philosophers think, or perhaps just hope, that they could convince a fair number of the folk if the folk were inclined to listen. This suggests that they do not intend to be making a claim about some imagined population. Again, the best way to settle this issue would be to do some extensive history of philosophy and see how often my suggestion hold ups. We cannot do that here. In the meantime, the next time you read a philosopher who says something is intuitive, read him in the way I suggest and see if it comes out as more plausible.

IV) Are Such Appeals  Legitimate?

Now we come to the real question. Is such an appeal to intuition ever legitimate? One might complain that if this is what some philosophers mean by appeals to intuition, then those philosophers ought to make that clear. To not do so amounts to intellectual dishonesty because one does not make it clear what one is asserting. Appeals to intuition ought to be banished because they simply obscure what is at issue.


 In response, let me say that I think many times one can simply replace 'it is intuitive' with 'it is very plausible and hard to deny' without any cognitive loss. Yet, the philosophers who use such expressions also want to convey an expectation that their audience will agree about the matter when they think it through. Now it is simply more economical to say that 'P is intuitive' instead of 'P is very plausible and hard to deny and I expect that you will think the same when you think through the matter'. Since many readers will see these expressions as amounting to the same thing, I can see no reason to bar the expression.


A second complaint is that the expression of confidence associated with the claim is inappropriate. There are entrenched disagreements in philosophical disputes that can not be settled by expressions of confidence. Granted, but for a philosophical debate to advance the parties involved must hold some common ground. If our disagreement runs so deep that we share no premises, there is simply no hope of shedding any light on a problem. Appeals to intuition can serve as useful shorthand for signaling that common ground. It tells one's interlocutors that "if you reject that claim I am not really sure how we can proceed". 


Here the skeptic is likely to point out that appeals to intuition do not play such a limited role in the philosophical literature. That is true and I would not want to defend every appeal to intuition in the literature as legitimate or philosophically interesting. Yet, even in more contested cases appeals to intuition might be permissible. It places a burden on one's opponent to explain why some philosophers think that claim is so attractive. The strength of such appeals will depend on what is supposedly intuitive. If the claim is not plausible and easy to deny, then the appeal will carry no weight. This is how it should be. We should assess the appeal to intuition based on the content of the claim, not on the fact thhat it is supposedly intuitive.


A final complaint is that this trading in intuitions is nothing but self-congratulatory back-slapping. We have an extremely biased sample of individuals appealing to what they already believe to confirm what they believe. This seems to be the heart of the worry of the skeptics noted at the outset. They worry about the possibility that people with conflicting intuitions are not part of the profession. They want a more representative sample of what people find intuitive. 


It is certainly true that philosophy needs more diversity. That though is a matter of recruiting and training more women, minorities and people of different socio-economic backgrounds. But when we are trying to figure out whether some claim is very plausible and hard to deny it is not a matter of including people of different levels of philosophical training. Professional philosophers are a non-random group, but there is good reason to focus on that biased sample. They are experts in the field. Extensive philosophical training makes one uniquely qualified to decide whether some claim is intuitive in the relevant sense.

V) Conclusion


This paper has not argued that the skeptical argument misses the mark on all appeals to intuition in literature. Nor has it argued that philosophers can rest comfortably in the armchair ignoring science or experimental philosophy. What it has argued is that in many cases when you hear a philosopher say 'P is what we intuitively believe' the proper response is not 'who is this we?'. The proper response is to wonder whether P really is very plausible and hard to deny.
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