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The Naturalistic Use of Intuition: How Modest is Modest Enough?

Abstract
Intuitions are a hot topic in philosophy; using our intuitions about possible cases seems to be central to the methodology of much contemporary analytic philosophy. Some philosophers have felt uneasy about the “immodest” view that our intuitions latch onto deep modal truths and so have retreated to a more “modest” position, that intuitions reveal the nature of our terms or concepts. I argue that the most fully developed version of this modest view, Frank Jackson’s, fails to show that there is much philosophical profit in learning about our concepts in this way. I also argue that, even if we were interested to learn about our concepts for their own sake, studying intuition is not the way to do it.

1. Introduction

There are few things more fatuous than carving the world into two types of people: dog-lovers and cat-lovers, morning-people and night-people, Michael Jackson and everyone else. But over the last decade or so, there really has been a division of English-speaking philosophy into two such incompatible, cross-purposes, never-the-twain-shall-meet types of people: the intuition-mongers, and the intuition-bashers. The use of intuition has been hotly debated in ethics (Horowitz 1998, Kamm 1998, Nelson 1999), epistemology (Weinberg, Nichols and Stich forthcoming), semantics (Devitt 1996), personal identity (Wilkes 1988, Eklund 2002) and in philosophy in general (Hintikka 1999, Jackson 1998, Miller 2000, DePaul and Ramsey 1998). The stakes are high, for it is generally agreed that intuitions are crucial to the methodology of most contemporary analytic philosophy (e.g. Brown 1999, Chalmers 1996, Goldman and Pust 1998, Gomila 1991).

But just what are intuitions? There are as many proposals in the philosophical literature as there are philosophers writing on the topic, and there are several more candidate definitions in psychology (see Shirley and Langan-Fox 1996, Osbeck 2000 for psychological reviews). Eklund has distinguished four (non-exhaustive) senses of “intuition” in philosophy: naïve, pretheoretical conviction; belief in general; the deliverance of Reason; and “semantic intuitions: beliefs speakers have by virtue of their semantic competence” (Eklund 2002: 476). As it happens, however, none of these four senses by itself will do. For the philosophical debates have been largely about where the intuitions come from, be it Reason or semantic competence, or whatever.

What is agreed about intuitions (at least in the sense relevant to philosophy) is that they are elicited in response to thought experiments or the description of possible cases. Wherever they come from, however contaminated by theory, however much they line up with Reason, however much they depend on competence, the intuitions which interest philosophers are answers to the question “What would you say if…” (Fodor 1964, Jackson op. cit., Laurence and Margolis in press, Miller loc. cit.). Hence, for instance, the intuitions elicited by such celebrity thought experiments as the Chinese Room, Gettier cases, runaway trolleys, Twin Earth, etc. Whatever else we think about intuitions and however we describe their phenomenology, we can agree that when philosophers talk about them (in recent years at least), they are talking about responses to such possible cases.

Such intuitions can be used in two very different ways. To borrow a distinction from Jackson (op. cit.), they can be used Modestly and Immodestly.
 Immodestly, intuitions are used to infer facts about the world. Suppose, for instance, that you are given a thought experiment probing the criteria for consciousness, and suppose that you have an intuition that “x is conscious”. It would be Immodest to conclude from this intuition that x really is conscious, and to suppose that you have thereby discovered something about the nature of consciousness.

Contemporary philosophers have not openly endorsed Immodesty, with the notable exception of George Bealer (e.g. Bealer 2000).
 One obvious reason to reject Immodesty would be a commitment to naturalism, but this cannot be the whole story. Not everyone is a naturalist, but almost no one supports Immodesty, at least not in print. The real reason for Immodesty’s unpopularity, among naturalists and non-naturalists alike, is perhaps a queasy feeling that there is something fishy about it. Immodesty just isn’t done. Thus Lycan (1996) calls Bealer’s view “a strange and eerie doctrine”, a sentiment echoed about similar views by Stich (1988), and Goldman and Pust (loc. cit.), inter alios.

Let us call this sense of unease Semi-naturalistic Queasiness, and gloss its content as follows: the armchair is no substitute for the lab or, less pithily, you can’t find out about things in the world just by thinking about them. If we suffer from Queasiness, then we must reject Immodesty. We cannot use intuitions as evidence for the nature of consciousness, for instance, because consciousness is a thing in the world and cannot be investigated from the armchair.

But not all is lost for intuition-mongers if we reject Immodesty. Perhaps we can still use intuitions while acknowledging our Queasiness, as long as we use them only Modestly. Perhaps our intuitions cannot tell us about consciousness, justice, knowledge etc., but they ought to tell us about something, and they ought to have some use.

We have two questions here: first, what are intuitions Modest evidence for; and second, how can we Modestly use this evidence? In what follows, I assess two proposals that have been made about intuition. The first gives a specific answer to both questions, while the second proposal answers only the first question. I will also give a sketch of my own proposal for the proper Modest role of intuition.

2. The Demarcation proposal

The most developed proposal for the Modest use of intuition has been provided by Frank Jackson (1998, 2001a, 2001b).
 According to Jackson, Modestly used intuitions, are crucial to philosophy because “serious” metaphysics cannot proceed without them. Serious metaphysics, briefly, is the sort of metaphysics that offers a systematic account of the sorts of things there are, and how they are related to one another. It aims to give a complete list of the basic things in the world, and then to check whether the basic things are compatible with a given phenomenon. This is what Jackson calls the “location problem”, the problem of saying where consciousness, for instance, “fits” in our picture of the world. If the list of basic things either includes consciousness or somehow entails consciousness, then consciousness is philosophically kosher. Otherwise, there is no room for consciousness in our picture of the world, and we have to be eliminativists about it.

Intuitions come in when we try to decide what the basic list entails. For “conceptual analysis is the very business of addressing when and whether a story told in one vocabulary is made true by one told in some allegedly more fundamental vocabulary” (Jackson 1998: 29), and intuitions about possible cases are the basis for conceptual analysis. Intuitions “make explicit what is implicitly guiding the divisions we make using language” (Jackson 2001a: 618), which is to say that we use intuitions Modestly to understand our concepts.

Jackson’s proposal, then, gives a “mentalist” answer to our first question, in the terminology introduced by Goldman and Pust (loc. cit.). Intuition is evidence about our concepts justice, consciousness and knowledge rather than the properties justice, consciousness, and knowledge. Something in our heads makes us classify cases one way or the other, and intuitions, used Modestly, can provide evidence for these classifying dispositions. Thus it would be a Modest use of intuition to infer, from your intuition that x is conscious, that your concept consciousness is such that it applies to x.

We can call this the Demarcation proposal because of the answer Jackson gives to our second question: the role of intuition is to demarcate the proper limits of concepts. We use our intuitions Modestly to decide the boundaries of our concepts, the points to which our concepts can be stretched and no further, beyond which they become different concepts. Intuitions can thus reveal when one concept is the same as another, when we mean the same thing, and, conversely, when we have “changed the subject”. Intuitions set the bounds to enquiry by uncovering the essential core of the concept.

Changing the subject is something of great concern to both Jackson and Gertler. They worry that, unless we can decide in advance what is to “count as” consciousness, for instance, we will be taken in by the worst sort of philosophical hucksterism. Suppose you write a book purporting to explain consciousness, but your book turns out to be a biography of Russell Crowe. In that case, say Jackson and Gertler, you have clearly changed the subject. Either you are not using the same concept consciousness as mine, or you are being disingenuous.

But the only way to run you in for false advertising is if we can tell when two people are using the same concept and, for that, we must use our intuitions Modestly to get at the nature of our concepts. Intuitions tell us “the conditions under which something counts as” an instance of consciousness (Jackson 2001a: 620), even though it cannot tell us what consciousness is. Our intuitions tell us that Russell Crowe does not “count as” consciousness and so we can say you have changed the subject. As fine an actor as he is, he lacks the essential core of consciousness, alas. To take a more likely case where we might use Demarcation, our intuitions might tell us that under no conditions would anything merely material “count as” consciousness, again because it does lacks the essential core of consciousness. In that case, we could tell anyone offering a materialist account of consciousness that they had changed the subject.

What’s wrong with Demarcation

Consider what effect the Demarcation proposal would have on the progress of empirical enquiry, or indeed on enquiry in general, by taking the example of species. Once upon a time, everyone knew that species had eternal, unchanging essences with separate creations. Anything that wasn’t like this simply didn’t “count as” a species.


This formulation is not some anachronistic flight of fancy. Indeed, some of Darwin’s contemporaries explicitly defined “species” as eternal groups with “a separate and independent origin” (Hopkins, in Hull 1973: 241). William Hopkins, for one, postulated this as the proper definition of the “natural species”, and claimed the botanists Gärtner and Kölreuter (criticised in Darwin 1968 [1859]: 265-266) as support. In the words of another reviewer of the Origin of Species, William Carpenter, the doctrines of the realism, fixity, and separate creations of species were a “received article of faith” at the time and appeared “in every definition of the term which has been framed” (in Hull 1973: 89).

Now, suppose a Jackson of the Victorian age had become interested in the controversy over Darwin’s claims. Suppose, moreover, that this Victorian Jackson (V-Jackson) had essentialist intuitions of the sort suggested by Hopkins and Carpenter. The Demarcation proposal would entitle V-Jackson to the following argument against Darwin: “Your arguments about shifting populations are all very interesting, sir, but you have failed to tell us anything about what we are interested in. We are interested in the eternal, unchanging species—that is simply what we mean by the term “species”—and you have changed the subject. At best, you are talking about species* or schmecies, but nothing that counts as real, honest-to-goodness species-taken-seriously. You have left the real explanandum unexplained.” In fact, this is more or less the argument that William Hopkins (loc. cit.) did make against Darwin.

To save Demarcation, the real Jackson (Jackson tout court) might try to fend off this parallel between himself and V-Jackson. He might deny that V-Jackson is using Demarcation properly. Demarcation, after all, is supposed to ensure that accounts purporting to be about “blahs” really are about something like what the rest of us mean when we think about “blahs”. Thus, while “there is nothing sacrosanct about folk theory”, our main concern is with folk concepts, and we use our intuitions to get at the essential core of those concepts (e.g. Jackson 1998: 44, 46, Jackson 2001b: 661). We can therefore use our intuitions to Demarcate the essential core of consciousness, because they are folk intuitions about the folk concept consciousness. V-Jackson cannot use his anti-Darwinian intuitions, Jackson might argue, because they are not folk intuitions, nor are they about a folk concept. Rather, they are non-folkish, theoretical intuitions about a theoretical concept, and it is no argument against anyone else’s theory that it is not talking about what my theory is talking about.

The problem for this response is to show how anyone in the thrall of theory can reliably distinguish between their theoretical and their folk intuitions, particularly when the theoretical intuitions (of essentialism) have been around for two thousand years (Hull 1965). Moreover, if some of the claims made by those who study folkbiological concepts are right, then essentialism is not a theoretical intuition, but one shared by all the folk (e.g. Gelman and Hirschfeld 1999). Suppose that such claims are right, and that V-Jackson’s essentialist intuitions were therefore of folk descent. On the response just considered, this would still allow V-Jackson to make his argument.

Alternatively, Jackson might accept the parallel between himself and V-Jackson, admitting that the Darwinians and the anti-Darwinians (and perhaps even the folk) had different concepts—species, species*, etc. After all, not every case of two people using the same word is a case of sharing the same concept. V-Jackson is right that Darwin has changed the subject. But, Jackson might claim, this is no argument against Darwin. For V-Jackson has no real evidence that it is his concept species which is satisfied, rather than Darwin’s concept species*. Thus he has no right to criticise Darwin for failing to explain species in the sense of species, because he has no evidence that there are any species in the sense of species (and, of course, Darwin’s theory denies that there are).

But this makes it very hard, to say the least, to see what possible use Demarcation could ever be, to anyone, at any stage in enquiry. Even when we can demarcate our own concept from another one, we cannot proclaim that our concept is privileged, nor can we rule out that we should adopt the new one instead. Consider again the parallel with consciousness: if it does not count against his theory that Darwin has changed the subject in the case of species, then why should it count against materialist theories of consciousness that they change the subject (assuming that they do)? What makes “our” concept consciousness privileged, in a way that V-Jackson’s concept species is not?

Here Jackson might claim that our concept is privileged when we have especially epistemically basic evidence that it, rather than the other concept, is instantiated. Gertler suggests this for “phenomenal kinds” (Gertler 2002: 47 n17). We are entitled to stand firm on our concept consciousness because of our basic experience that our concept consciousness is in fact instantiated.

This is no help, however. Any account which makes our experience of phenomenal kinds, or consciousness, epistemically basic, is also going to make a lot of other stuff basic, and Jackson is not going to want to privilege all this as well. For instance, if the claims of folkbiologists are indeed true, then essentialism about natural kinds is just as much phenomenally “given” as is consciousness (e.g. Gelman et al. 1994, Gelman and Wellman 1991). We have direct, basic evidence that our folk, essentialist concept species is instantiated; it is just misleading evidence.

Even if these particular claims about folkbiological essentialism are not right, or if our intuitions of essentialism are not epistemically basic enough, there are plenty of other cases where our experience does seem basic and inescapable—e.g. our experience of conscious will (Wegner 2002), our perception of causation (Leslie and Keeble 1987), our perception of intentionality (Gergely et al 1995), and perhaps even our perception of supernatural agency (Boyer and Walker 2000). Presumably Jackson does not want to use Demarcation against theories which deny the existence of conscious will, causality, intentionality and supernatural forces. If he does, then knock-down arguments become very cheap indeed—philosophy by wholesale, as it were.

There is one last way Jackson might try to save Demarcation, by appeal to the division of linguistic labour (Putnam 1975). Perhaps V-Jackson’s mistake lies in supposing that his concept of species is incompatible with Darwin’s, whereas in fact the folk’s deference to authority makes them compatible. Once upon a time, we thought that gold was essentially yellow, but then the experts told us that its true essence is having atomic number 79. We accepted this revision in belief without changing our concept (or changing the subject). The case is no different for species. Once we (and V-Jackson) thought that species had essences, but Darwin says that they do not. If we (and V-Jackson) defer to the experts on natural kinds, then V-Jackson should instead say “My concept species was such that I believed species to have essences. But since I defer to the experts, and the experts—namely, Darwin—tell me species have no essences, I shall now say that species have no essences.”
 And this, of course, is no argument against Darwin.

Deference and division of linguistic labour will not save Demarcation, however, for the case of gold and the case of species are very different. The experts about species are telling us more than that our beliefs about essence were mistaken. They are telling us that the whole idea of essence, in the sense of a causally active and internal essence which makes the organism what it is, does not apply. What’s more, some modern “experts” also tell us that species have a different ontological status from what we previously thought. Thus Hull and Ghiselin have argued that species are not kinds at all, much less natural kinds, but rather individuals (Ghiselin 1987, Hull 1978). There is by no means unanimous consent that they are right (cf. Wilson 1999) but, if they are, then we not only falsely essentialise species, but we do not even assign them to the proper ontological category.

These revisions are of a different order from Putnamian deference to authority. If anything counts as changing the subject, then it must be denying that an essentialised concept has an essence, and putting it in a different ontological box. Conversely, if this is not changing the subject, then what is? There is no problem with understanding the Hull and Ghiselin theory, nor are we inclined to accuse them of having “changed the subject”, nor would it seem a valid argument against their theory if we did so accuse them. Whither, then, Demarcation?

Let me put the problem this way. Jackson would claim that our Modest intuitions show our concept species to be like this:

1. Species are natural kinds

2. Hence, species have essences

3. Species are biological entities

…

n. Any and all of the above claims are revisable to fit expert opinion

In the case of species, we can drop the claim about essence, and change the ontology without changing the subject, because of clause n. This is a fact about the structure of our concept, and a fact which we discover by conceptual analysis and the Modest use of intuition. But then why then can we not make equally far-reaching and basic revisions in the case of other concepts, such as consciousness, knowledge etc? And if we can, then how thick is the essential core and why should Demarcation be worth anything at all?

The question for Jackson is the status of clause n, the deference to authority clause. Either deference to authority about every aspect of a concept applies only to some concepts, or it applies to every concept. The first choice is ad hoc and unmotivated.  The second choice is to say that all concepts have a broad deference to authority clause, and perhaps it is even a conceptual truth that all concepts have a broad clause n, and that clause n is a part of their essential core. But if all concepts have a broad clause n, then, again, Demarcation is utterly useless. For any concept can be extended in any conceivable manner, and in any inconceivable manner. Neuroscientists could legitimately inform us that what we had been calling “consciousness” all these years referred to Russell Crowe, or to Alpha Centauri, or to the set of prime numbers. With an indiscriminate clause n, we should have to believe them, even if it is hard for us now to imagine how they might be right.

The upshot of all this is that the essential core of a concept is exceedingly thin, so thin that there might as well be no core whatsoever, and much too thin for Demarcation to be an interesting enterprise. Laurence and Margolis (loc. cit.) make a similar point against Jackson about the indefinite limits for revision in our concepts, but even they fail to see just how thin essential cores must be.

3. Mentalist Intuition

Friends of intuition might accept the last section as criticism of Jackson’s answer to our second question, the role of intuition, but object that it leaves open our first question, the evidential import of intuition. We might still endorse a suitably Modest answer to the first question; namely, that intuition is evidence about our concepts. This is the answer to favoured not only by Jackson but also Laurence and Margolis (loc. cit.) and Goldman and Pust (loc. cit.), who do not subscribe to Demarcation. Following Goldman and Pust, we can call this view, that intuition is evidence about our conceptual structure, mentalism.

Mentalism is not committed to any particular view about the use of intuition; rather, it claims simply that intuition is evidence for the nature of our concepts. What use we put that evidence to is another matter. Indeed, it is not clear what answer Goldman and Pust, for instance, would give to the second question; Goldman (in conversation) has said that intuition provides “data points”: from my intuition that x is conscious, I can infer that my concept consciousness is such that it applies to x. Goldman’s idea seems to be that with enough intuitions, each of them providing a data point, we can explore the deep structure of our concepts.

Prima facie, this seems unobjectionable and even indisputable. What could be more obvious than that our intuitions are evidence about our concepts, and what could be less problematic than the inference from my intuition to a fact about my concepts? But there are no free lunches, and no free inferences. We have to ask what licenses this inference from the intuition, say, that x is conscious to a claim about my concept consciousness.

One option is to claim that intuition is simply introspection. When I have the intuition that x is conscious, I am introspecting my concept consciousness. Unfortunately, this suggestion is an obvious non-starter. Unlike, say, our occurrent conscious beliefs and desires, concepts are not the sorts of things we have direct access to. Otherwise conceptual analysis would be very, very easy; the question “what is your concept of justice?” would be as easily answered as the question “what are you thinking now?”.

A better option for the mentalist is to claim that concepts are something like dispositions to categorise, or at least that they include such dispositions. When we have an intuition, we are exhibiting or manifesting that disposition and, from this manifestation, we can infer the content of the concept. Our intuitions, then, are reflections of our underlying conceptual competence.

Some such argument from conceptual competence is mentioned in passing by several authors (e.g. Devitt 1996, Goldman and Pust, Graham and Horgan 1994, Peacocke 1998, Rey 1998). Devitt even says that is “common to think that linguistic-conceptual competence brings ‘privileged access’ to meanings” (Devitt 1996: 2).
 Common it may be, but Jaako Hintikka is the only one who has detailed an explicit argument.

Hintikka traces the current use of intuitions to “philosophers’ toeing the Chomskyan party line” (Hintikka loc. cit.: 127). In Chomskyan linguistics, linguists gather the intuitions of native speakers—often themselves—about which sentences are grammatical, and which ungrammatical. They then develop a generative grammar for the language, which can generate the relevant intuitions. Underlying the Chomskyan use of intuition is an assumption that speakers are grammatically competent. That is to say, they have an implicit expertise with the grammar of their own language.

Here, then, in four words, is the Conceptual Competence Argument: so too with philosophy. Linguists pose one another (or themselves) sentences, asking “Would you say this sentence counts as grammatical?”, and they use their responses as evidence for their linguistic theory. So too, philosophers pose one another (or themselves) thought experiments, ask “Would you say that this case counts as consciousness?”, and use their responses as evidence for their philosophical theory.

There is thus a methodological parallel, but the similarity runs even deeper, according to Hintikka. Just as grammatical competence underwrites our intuitions about grammaticality, so too does our conceptual competence underwrite our intuitions about concepts. Hence the evidential relation between the intuitions and the competence which produces them is the same in each case. Linguistic intuitions provide evidence for (or against) a theory of the grammatical competence which produces them, and philosophical intuitions provide evidence for (or against) a theory of the conceptual competence which produces them. And a theory of conceptual competence just is a theory of our concepts, which is precisely what mentalism is all about. The Conceptual Competence Argument, then, provides the justificatory bedrock for mentalism to build on.

There are serious problems with this analogy between Chomskyan linguistics and analytic philosophy. One worry is that intuitions in philosophy seem more easily contaminated by theory than intuitions in linguistics. Maybe not all the grammatical intuitions of linguists are genuinely innocent of theory, but most of them probably are. In philosophy, by contrast, the threat of theory-contamination is ever-present and well-nigh inescapable. Since the analogy is itself supposed to be a methodological one, such methodological differences make the analogy suspect.

Another, still more serious problem with the analogy is the very notion of conceptual competence that it introduces.
 Chomskyan linguistics draws a distinction between linguistic competence and performance. Intuitions about grammar provide evidence for a theory of competence only in the context of a theory about competence and performance and how they interact to produce verbal behaviour. A given intuition need not reflect underlying competence, but may instead be the product of a performance error.

A related distinction in psychological theories of concepts is that between conceptual structure and process (cf. Medin, Lynch and Solomon 2000). Structures without processes are causally inert. Your concept dog by itself doesn’t make you pick out dogs or say “There’s a dog”. By itself, your concept dog can’t make you do anything at all. Concepts, as construed in psychology, are mental representations—mental structures—and mental structures need processes in order to produce behaviour.

Mentalism is clearly committed to some sort of psychological notion of concepts, if concepts are, or include, dispositions to categorise. Thus mentalism needs to take seriously the distinctions between conceptual competence and structure, on the one hand, and performance and process, on the other. What it wants intuition to provide is evidence about the first two. Intuitions are supposed to provide evidence about justice, consciousness and knowledge, and so on, not about the processes by which these concepts issue in behaviour, and not about performance errors.

To make these distinctions, however, the mentalist owes us an account of concepts and conceptual process. Without such an account, the mentalist cannot claim that a given intuition about justice, for instance, is evidence for the content of the concept justice. It may instead be due to a performance error, or due more to the processes working on the concept than to the content itself. There are, of course, theories of concepts available (Margolis and Laurence 1999, for a selection of theories of structure). But they will each draw the line between performance and competence in a different place, and they will each have different implications for how processes operate on structure to produce behaviour.

The experimental literature that Bealer (loc. cit.) so high-mindedly dismisses is crucially relevant here. It shows that we haven’t even a clue as how to draw these distinctions for concepts. We simply don’t know to what extent conceptual intuitions are biased by framing effects, order effects, and other effects familiar from the literature on rationality and social psychology, but the available data suggest that the answer is: depressingly often (e.g. Shafir 1998, Horowitz loc. cit., Wisniewski 1998). These effects are performance errors; insofar as they affect intuitions, intuitions do not reflect underlying concepts.

If intuitions do provide any sort of reliable evidence at all, it is at best evidence for the following claim: my intuition that x is F is evidence that my concept of F is such that I would apply it to x, as x has been described. Perhaps if x were described in a different way, or if y were described before x, or if I were in a different mood, or if I weren’t in a class full of people who’ve just claimed x is F, or if x were actually shown to me rather than merely described, or…, then I might make a different prediction, depending on how cognitive processes operate on underlying conceptual structures.

Such evidence will not get us very far. On this view, intuition looks very much like a collection of anecdotal and unsystematic data which we may or may not be able to generalise. Mentalism gets it right that intuitions are evidence about mental stuff, but there is much more mental stuff involved in producing an intuition than the concept alone. Thus mentalism gets it wrong in claiming that intuitions are evidence about concepts, in the absence of a well-motivated theory of process and performance. Mentalism is not Modest enough.

If this is right, then we have a different, and truly Modest answer to our first question, the question of evidence. Intuition provides very partial, case-by-case evidence for how we say we would categorise, and evidence that something in the head is making us say so. This suggests a natural, equally Modest answer to the second question, the question of the philosophical use of intuition: there is none. Intuitions doesn’t get us at the world (which would be Immodest), and it doesn’t get us at our concepts (contra mentalism), and so it doesn’t get us at anything we can use as philosophers. This answer may seem hubristic, controverting as it does received analytic wisdom, but it is only what Modesty demands. And Modesty, as Granny might say, is a virtue.

4. Conclusion

It is time to return to the dichotomy, introduced at the start of the paper, between the two sorts of people in the world, intuition-mongers and intuition-bashers. What we have seen is that it is very hard to be an intuition-monger, at least if we suffer from Semi-Naturalistic Queasiness (or indeed from naturalism) and find it hard to believe that intuition can tell us about things in the world. The main Modest proposal that have been made for the use of intuition is no good because the essential core of a concept seems too thin to be of interest. Even mentalism, a more general proposal about the evidential import of intuition, turns out to be not Modest enough. If this keeps up, there may eventually be only one sort of person in the world. Cat-lovers of the world had better watch out.
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� As will become clearer below, my use of “Modesty” has a broader scope than Jackson’s. For him, intuitions are used Modestly only as evidence for our concepts or language. In my sense, intuitions are used Modestly just in case they are not being used Immodestly.


� Bonjour’s (1998) commitment to a priori knowledge might also commit him to Immodesty, and Kripke certainly sounds Immodest when he wonders “what more conclusive evidence one can have about anything” than intuition (Kripke 1972: 266). But Bealer is the most explicit in his support for Immodesty.


� In the longer version of this paper, I also discuss Devitt’s (1994, 1996) proposal.


� Chalmers’ (1996) position is similar to Jackson, especially his two-dimensionalism. Gertler (2002) uses the same two-dimensionalist framework, but her proposal is much less Modest than Jackson’s. I will not discuss two-dimensionalism here.


� Jackson himself does not use the example of consciousness. Some things he does mention, even if only in passing: free action, knowledge, belief, change and motion, colour, water (1998: 31, 32, 38, 42-43, Chapter 4, passim).


� Technical footnote: some have denied that the Darwinian concept of species is anti-essentialist, since even Darwinian species might have historical essences (Griffiths 1999). This may be true, but it is not relevant here. The folk, it is claimed, think of essence as having causal power, and as being internal to the organism (see the works by Gelman and colleagues, cited above). Darwin did at least demolish this brand of essentialism (Sober 1980), even if weaker brands are still viable.


� Devitt himself is unclear on whether the argument involves introspection or the dispositional view I am exploring here.


� Eklund (2002) briefly states a similar argument about semantic competence.


� Thanks to Stephen Stich for suggesting this argument.





