Evidence and Intuition
Yuri Cath
University of East Anglia
Episteme, Vol. 9, 4 (2012) 311-328
Preprint, please cite the published version

Many philosophers accept a view—what I will call the intuition picture—according to which
intuitions are crucial evidence in philosophy. Recently, Williamson (2004, 2007 Ch, 1) has argued
that such views are best abandoned because they lead to a psychologistic conception of philosophical
evidence that encourages scepticism about the armchair judgments relied upon in philosophy. In this
paper I respond to this criticism by showing how the intuition picture can be formulated in such a way
that it: (I) is consistent with a wide range of views about not only philosophical evidence but also the
nature of evidence in general, including Williamson's famous view that E=K; (II) can maintain the
central claims about the nature and role of intuitions in philosophy made by proponents of the
intuition picture; (III) does not collapse into Williamson’s own deflationary view of the nature and
role of intuitions in philosophy; and (IV) does not lead to scepticism.

1. The Intuition Picture
Intuitions are widely assumed to play a crucial epistemic role in philosophy. In particular,
intuitions are thought to play a crucial evidential role in the testing of philosophical theories
by the method of cases, for instance Gettier counterexamples to the JTB theory of
knowledge. Thus, many philosophers assume:
E1) Intuitions are assigned an important evidential role in philosophy.
The assumption that E1 is true is usually common ground between sceptics and defenders of
armchair philosophy, who go on to disagree about the further claim that intuitions should be
assigned this role:
E2) Intuitions should be assigned this evidential role in philosophy.
Philosophers who endorse E1 and E2 typically endorse the claim that intuitions are distinct
from mere beliefs:
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E3) The intuitions that are assigned this evidential role in philosophy are importantly
distinct from any mere belief or inclination to believe.
Some hold that intuitions are a special kind of doxastic state with certain distinctive
properties (e.g. Ludwig (2007) and Sosa (2007)). Others hold that intuitions are sui generis
and cannot be analysed in terms of more familiar mental states (e.g. Bealer 1998). However,
proponents of both kinds of views will often attribute many of the same properties to
philosophical intuitions and, in particular, endorse closely related versions of the following
claim:
E4) The intuitions that are assigned this evidential role in philosophy are rational
intuitions.
I will label the view shared by those philosophers who endorse all of E1—E3 the intuition
picture of philosophical methodology—and in the discussion to follow I will be concerned
with versions of this view that also endorse E4. I call this view a "picture" because it is
obviously under-described and could be developed in many different ways, depending on
how one conceives of this supposed evidential role and the nature of the intuitions that play
that role. However, the intuition picture does capture key commitments of a number of
important accounts of philosophical methodology, including those given by Bealer (1998),
Chudnoff (2010), Goldman and Pust (1998), Grundmann (2007), Huemer (2005), Ludwig
(2007), Pust (2001) and Sosa (2007).1 And, arguably, the intuition picture is implicitly
endorsed by many of the numerous philosophers who employ the method of cases.

Some of these authors talk more of justification or warrant, rather than evidence, when characterizing the
epistemic role of intuitions in philosophy. However, I think these authors still accept E1-E4 the only difference
being that they hold that the evidential role of intuitions is grounded in those properties of our intuitions in virtue
of which they themselves are justified or warranted (on a doxastic view of intuitions) or, alternatively, those
1
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Importantly, not all defenders of armchair philosophy embrace the intuition picture, with
perhaps the most notable exception being Williamson (2004, 2007). Williamson’s most
central objection to intuition-based accounts of philosophical methodology is that they are
committed to a psychologistic conception of philosophical evidence that encourages
scepticism about the armchair judgments relied upon in philosophy. The purpose of this
paper is to defend the intuition picture against this psychologization objection. (There are
other less direct objections to the intuition picture suggested by Williamson’s work on
philosophical methodology. For reasons of space I will not examine these objections here,
although see below for an indication of how I think they can be addressed.2)

2. The Psychologization Objection
What do philosophers mean when they claim that one’s evidence that the JTB theory is false
is one’s intuition that the Gettier subject has non-knowledgeable justified true belief
(henceforth, ‘NKJTB’)? Williamson holds that when philosophers say such things what they

properties of our intuitions in virtue of which they provide us with justification or warrant for our corresponding
beliefs (on a non-doxastic view of intuitions).
There are objections related to Williamson’s work on (i) the epistemology of thought experiments (2005, 2007
Ch. 6), (ii) his critique of epistemic conceptions of analyticity (2006, 2007 Ch. 5), and (iii) the ontology of intuitions
(2004, 2007 Ch. 7). See fn. 18 and fn. 23 for discussion related to (ii) and (iii). On (i), Williamson frequently
suggests that, if correct, his idea that thought-experiment judgments are based on a general capacity to handle
counterfactuals undermines the idea that rational intuitions have a crucial role to play in the epistemology of such
judgments. However, I think Malmgren (2011) and Nimtz (2010) have shown that this is incorrect because
(roughly) this idea is still consistent with there being very different cognitive processes or resources involved in the
formation of different counterfactual judgments. In which case, the correctness of this idea cannot be used to
support the conclusion that any particular kind of cognitive capacity or resource—for example, rational intuition—
is not required to explain the formation or epistemic properties of some class of counterfactual judgments. Similar
problems also undermine Williamson’s attempts to argue from the correctness of this idea to the insignificance of
the a priori versus a posteriori distinction, see Nimtz (2010, pp. 201–203). Williamson’s specific view of what
counterfactual captures the content of the Gettier intuition is inconsistent with E4 because he identifies this
content with a clearly contingent and a posteriori counterfactual. But, as Ichikawa and Jarvis (2009) and Malmgren
(2011) have shown, Williamson’s account of the Gettier proposition has deeply implausible consequences related
to the possibility of ‘bad’ Gettier cases. Williamson is aware of these worries (see 2007, pp. 200–204) but I take his
response to them to be inadequate for the kind of reasons given by Ichikawa (2009, pp. 437–443).
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mean is that one’s evidence consists in the psychological fact that one has the intuition that
the Gettier subject has NKJTB. More generally, Williamson (2004, p. 119) says that this:
… is the uneasy conception which many contemporary analytic philosophers have of their own
methodology. They think, that, in philosophy, our ultimate evidence consists only of intuitions. Under
pressure, they take that not to mean that our ultimate evidence consists of the mainly non-psychological
putative truths that are the contents of those intuitions. Rather, they take it to mean that our ultimate
evidence consists only of intuitions.

According to Williamson, this psychologistic view arises in response to a sceptical
challenge to the judgments that philosophers rely on. Williamson (2004, pp. 117–18) draws
a close analogy between this challenge and traditional challenges to our perceptual
knowledge of the external world. The sceptic about perception tries to narrow one’s
evidential base to one’s current mental state. Suppose one looks outside and see that it is
raining. One might think that one’s evidence now includes the fact that it is raining.
However, the sceptic contends that one’s evidence only includes a fact about one’s own
mind, namely, that it perceptually appears to one that it is raining, for sometimes what
perceptually appears to be is not the case. The sceptic challenges one to justify one’s taking
this psychological fact to be good evidence that it is raining. Similarly, after reading
Gettier’s article one might think that one’s evidence includes the fact that the Gettier subject
has NKJTB. However, the judgment sceptic contends that one’s evidence only includes the
fact that it intellectually appears to us (perhaps the members of some restricted group) that
this is so, for sometimes what intellectually appears to us is not the case. The sceptic
challenges one to justify one’s taking this psychological fact to be good evidence that the
Gettier subject has NKJTB.
One way of responding to the perceptual sceptic would be to agree that one’s evidential base
is merely the fact that it appears to one that it is raining, and then try to meet their challenge
4

of showing how one can reason outwardly from this psychological fact to the proposition
that it is raining. Williamson (2004, p. 17) thinks that proponents of the intuition picture like
Bealer are making the parallel response to the judgment sceptic: “If scepticism about
judgement is treated by analogy with scepticism about perception, then its evidential base
will be described as intellectual appearances, somehow analogous to perceptual
appearances. George Bealer has defended just such an account of intuitions as intellectual
seemings.”
Williamson holds that in both cases this kind of response encourages the very scepticism it
seeks to avoid. In the case of the judgment sceptic philosophers are left with the unenviable
task of trying to argue for the “hoped-for correlation between having an intuition that P and
its being true”. For example, in the Gettier case they are left with “the challenge of arguing
from a psychological premise, that I believe or we are inclined to believe the Gettier
proposition, to an epistemological conclusion, the Gettier proposition itself. That gap is not
easily bridged” (2007, p. 211).
According to Williamson (2004, p. 118), philosophers psychologize their evidence because
they are committed to an operational standard of evidence, according to which one must
always be in a position to know what one’s evidence is.3 This commitment leads
philosophers to conclude that our evidence must be the same in both the ‘good case’ (where
it perceptually or intellectually seems to one that p and p is true) and the ‘bad case’ (where it
still seems to one that p but p is false) because: “typically, if one is in a sceptical scenario,
one is in no position to know that one is not in the corresponding non-sceptical scenario, and
is therefore in no position to know that one’s evidence differs from what it would have been

Williamson (2007) identifies the problem as originating from a commitment to a related, but still importantly
distinct, principle he calls Evidence Neutrality. For reasons of space I will not discuss this principle here.
3
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in that non-sceptical scenario.” (2004, p. 118) The proper response to both challenges is to
resist the operational standard. Once we acknowledge that we are not always in a position to
know what our evidence is, we can hold that in the good case one’s evidential base can
include the non-psychological content of one’s perceptual/intellectual seeming even if one
would lack that evidence in the bad case.
Suppose proponents of the intuition picture do endorse a psychologistic view of the
evidential role of intuitions. Furthermore, suppose this view does encourage scepticism
about the armchair judgments that proponents of the intuition picture hope to defend. Given
these assumptions one might be tempted to press the following argument against the
intuition picture:
The Psychologization Argument
1. The Psychologization Premise: Proponents of the intuition picture psychologize
our evidence in philosophy (in an attempt to answer the judgment sceptic’s
challenge).
2. The Gap Premise: Psychologizing our evidence in philosophy encourages
scepticism about the armchair judgments relied upon in philosophy.
Therefore,
3. The Sceptical Conclusion: Proponents of the intuition picture encourage
scepticism about the armchair judgments relied upon in philosophy.
The argument is valid, and no proponent of the intuition picture will want to embrace its
conclusion, or at least they will want to claim that their version of the intuition picture does
not encourage scepticism about the armchair judgments relied upon in philosophy. Faced
with this argument then, a proponent of the intuition picture will want to do one of two
6

things. First, they could resist the psychologization premise by claiming that at least their
version of the intuition picture does not psychologize our evidence in philosophy. Or,
alternatively, they could accept the psychologization premise whilst denying the gap
premise. That is, they could embrace a psychologistic view of the relevant philosophical
evidence, but then contest Williamson’s claim that if true such a view would have sceptical
consequences for armchair philosophy. The latter response is worthy of exploration but I
will not develop such a response here.4 Rather, I shall contest the psychologization premise.
More precisely, I will argue that there is no strong connection of any kind between
endorsing the intuition picture and adopting a psychologistic conception of philosophical
evidence.

3. Resisting the Psychologization Premise
Let us distinguish two questions: Does a proponent of the intuition picture need, in
principle, to psychologize philosophical evidence? Do actual proponents of the intuition
picture psychologize philosophical evidence? The answer to the first question is clearly no.
Take the claim that, after reading Gettier’s article, one’s evidence that the JTB theory is
false is one’s intuition that the Gettier subject has NKJTB. This claim, as many have noted,5
is ambiguous. It could be interpreted as saying either: (i) that one’s evidence consists in the
psychological proposition I have the intuition that the Gettier subject has NKJTB; or (ii) that
one’s evidence is the non-psychological content of one’s intuition, namely the proposition
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See Brown (2011) for a response of this kind to Williamson.
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For example, see Ichikawa (ms), Lycan (1998), and Earlenbaugh and Molyneux (2009).
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the Gettier subject has NKJTB.6 The second interpretation is perfectly legitimate, and what
it shows us is that the intuition picture can, in principle, be interpreted in a way such that it
does not psychologize our evidence in philosophy.
As we have seen, Williamson implicitly acknowledges the possibility of a nonpsychologistic interpretation of the idea that intuitions are evidence in philosophy but he
thinks that in fact proponents of the intuition picture are endorsing (i), and not (ii), when
they say that our evidence in the Gettier case is our intuition that the Gettier subject has
NKJTB. This brings us to our second question. Do actual proponents of the intuition picture
endorse the psychologistic interpretation?
Bealer is Williamson’s sole example of a philosopher who supposedly endorses a
psychologistic view of philosophical evidence in response to pressure from the judgment
sceptic. Williamson is right that on Bealer’s view the intuitions that play an evidential role
in philosophy are intellectual appearances or seemings. 7 But Bealer (1998) couldn’t be
clearer in explicitly disavowing a psychologistic interpretation of this evidential role:
“When I say that intuitions are used as evidence, I of course mean that the contents of the
intuitions count as evidence” (Bealer 1998, p. 205, emphasis original). More generally, it is
quite hard to identify proponents of the intuition picture that commit themselves to a
psychologistic view of philosophical evidence—Goldman and Pust (1998) being a notable
exception8. What one often finds instead is that when proponents of the intuition picture

A further possible interpretation is that one’s evidence is not a proposition at all but is one’s mental state of
intuiting that the Gettier subject has NKJTB. This would be a different way of having a ‘psychologistic’ view of
one’s evidence in the Gettier case. But for my purposes I will assume with Williamson that evidence is always
propositional.
6

I will unpack Bealer’s account of what he calls ‘rational intuitions’ or ‘intellectual seemings’ in §5 but for now
these details are not needed.
7

Even Pust now appears to reject the ‘mentalist’ view of the evidential role of intuitions advocated in Goldman
and and Pust, see Goldman and Pust (2001 fn. 14) and Pust (2000, Chs. 3 and Ch. 4). Goldman, however, has
continued to strongly defend this view.
8
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make claims like “intuitions are used as evidence in philosophy”, they simply do not clarify
whether these claims should be interpreted in a psychologistic or a non-psychologistic way.
There are also reasons for thinking that a psychologistic interpretation of such claims would
be uncharitable. This is because most proponents of the intuition picture hold that the
knowledge one gains on the basis of having the Gettier intuition is a priori. But how could
this be if it is based on evidence consisting of a contingent fact about one’s psychology?
Presumably such evidence will typically be gained via introspection, which is normally
thought to be a source of a posteriori not a priori knowledge. Indeed, we will see in §5 that
when proponents of the intuition picture characterize rational intuitions they usually
stipulate that they are not based on introspection.
The situation then is this. The psychologization premise is false if it is interpreted as a claim
about all possible versions of the intuition picture, as Williamson in effect acknowledges. It
is also false if it is interpreted as a claim about all actual versions of the intuition picture, as
the Bealer quote demonstrates. The premise also looks implausible if it is interpreted as a
generalization. For often proponents of the intuition picture do not explicitly commit
themselves to either a psychologistic or a non-psychologistic interpretation of their claims
about the evidential role of intuitions, and there are reasons to think that they are implicitly
committed to a non-psychologistic interpretation of such claims. All we are left with is the
fact that the premise is true if it is interpreted as the mere claim that some proponents of the
intuition picture psychologize philosophical evidence. But the truth of the existential claim
gives us no reason to think that there is any strong connection between accepting the
intuition picture and endorsing a psychologistic conception of philosophical evidence.

4. The Partiality and Revenge Problems
9

Can we now dismiss the psychologization argument? Yes, but at this point Williamson
might well argue that there will be new and serious objections to be made against the nonpsychologistic interpretation of the intuition picture. To see why, we need to think about
how a non-psychologistic version of the intuition picture might be developed. We know that
the proponent of such a view will say that, after reading Gettier’s article, the propositional
content of the Gettier intuition will be a part of one’s evidence, and that this evidence can be
used as part of an argument against the JTB theory. But the mere claim that the contents of
our intuitions are used as evidence in philosophy is close to a trivial truth. Presumably, any
proponent of the intuition picture will want to add that there is a substantive connection, of
some kind, between the fact that after reading Gettier’s article one comes to have the Gettier
intuition and the fact that the content of that intuition also comes to be part of one’s
evidence.
On a psychologistic interpretation of the intuition picture it is obvious what the connection
is: the fact that one has the intuition that the Gettier subject has NKJTB is one’s evidence
for the truth of the proposition that the Gettier subject has NKJTB. But what is the
connection on a non-psychologistic interpretation of the intuition picture?
Probably the most obvious suggestion to make would be to offer a view according to which
simply having an intuition that p is itself a sufficient condition for one’s having the
proposition that p as a part of one’ evidence, as opposed to being one’s evidence for the
proposition that p. That is, one could endorse the following claim:
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IE: If S (rationally) intuits that p, S’s evidence includes p. 9

My impression is that Bealer is tempted to endorse something like IE, although he never
explicitly does so. Suppose, for the sake of argument, that Bealer did endorse I→E. Given
Bealer’s views on the nature of intuitions it would follow that he is committed to denying
the following claims:
E→T: If S’s evidence includes p, p is true
E→B: If S’s evidence includes p, S believes that p
The reason Bealer would have to reject E→T and E→B is that he holds that one can have an
intuition that p even when p is false and that one can have an intuition that p even when one
does not believe p.10 And most proponents of the intuition picture join Bealer in endorsing at
least the first of these two claims. But if non-psychological versions of the intuition picture
are committed to denying that evidence is factive and belief-entailing, Williamson should
take this to be a reductio of such views, given that knowledge is factive and belief-entailing
and his view that E=K:11
E=K: S knows that p if, and only if, S’s evidence includes p.

I→E is obviously reminiscent of Huemer’s (2001, 2005) principle of Phenomenal Conservatism (PC). The main
difference between the two principles is that I→E concerns the possession of evidence whereas phenomenal
conservatism concerns the possession of propositional justification.
9

For example, Bealer (1998, p. 208) uses the following case to illustrate his view that intuitions are both nonfactive and do not entail belief: “I have an intuition—it still seems to me—that the naïve comprehension axiom of
set theory is true; this is so despite the fact that I do not believe that it is true (because I know of the set-theoretical
paradoxes)”.
10

Williamson (2007, p. 217) appears to point to something like this concern when he writes: “Epistemologically,
the most significant feature of the [Gettier] example may be that many of us know the truth of the Gettier
proposition. But those trying to demarcate a distinctive category of intuition usually insist that there are false
intuitions as well as true ones; they do not project truth from the Gettier example to other cases”.
11
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The non-psychologistic interpretation of the intuition picture (henceforth, simply ‘the
intuition picture’) appears then to be committed to very controversial theses about the nature
of evidence and evidence possession—what I will call the partiality problem. Importantly,
the problem is not merely that the intuition picture is inconsistent with the views of one
particular philosopher. For one thing, Williamson’s views on evidence have been highly
influential and have lead other philosophers to accept E=K. And, more generally, many
philosophers who reject E=K still accept E→T and/or E→B.
Furthermore, if a proponent of the intuition picture endorses I→E Williamson should think
that the resulting view will still encourage the judgment sceptic—I will call this the revenge
problem. This is because Williamson’s response to the judgment sceptic rests on the claim
that one’s evidence in the good case (where one intuits that p and p is true) is different from
one’s evidence in the bad case (where one intuits that p and p is false). It is only in the good
case that one’s evidence includes the non-psychological proposition that is the content of
one’s intuition, but if I→E is true it follows that one’s evidence includes this proposition in
both cases. In which case, a proponent of I→E cannot join Williamson in appealing to an
asymmetry in one’s evidence between the good and bad cases to support the claim that one
knows that p in the good but not the bad case.
How should proponents of the intuition picture respond to the partiality and revenge
problems? They could dismiss these supposed problems by providing arguments against
E→T, E→B, and Williamson’s response to the judgment sceptic. And this would be a
reasonable strategy, given that the plausibility of Williamson’s response to the perceptual
sceptic (on which his response to the judgment sceptic is modeled), and the status of theses
like E→T and E→B, are themselves issues that are (at least) as controversial as the intuition
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picture itself is.12 However, other things being equal, it would surely be preferable for
proponents of the intuition picture to show that the intuition picture is not committed to any
particular stance on these highly contested matters. Furthermore, if this can be done, I think
it would deepen our understanding of the intuition picture to see that, while individual
proponents of this view often appear to be committed to rejecting E=K and Williamson’s
response to the judgment sceptic, there is actually no tension between the intuition picture
and the central tenets of his ‘knowledge-first’ epistemology.
For these reasons, in §6 I will respond to the partiality problem by showing how proponents
of the intuition picture can (if they choose) endorse E→T and E→B.13 My strategy will be
to assume that E=K is true and then show how a version of the intuition picture can be made
consistent with this assumption. In which case, it will follow that the resulting version of the
intuition picture will also be consistent with E→T and E→B.14 It will also be clear that a
proponent of this view can employ Williamson’s strategy for responding to the judgment
sceptic, hence, avoiding the revenge problem. However, before turning to this response to
the partiality and revenge problems it will be useful to first take a closer look at what
proponents of the intuition picture mean when they claim that philosophy relies not just on
intuitions but on rational intuitions.

See Greenough and Pritchard (2009) for a recent collection of essays on Williamson’s epistmeological views
including a number of essays that criticise his response to the sceptic and/or E=K, as well as replies from
Williamson. In particular, see Goldman (2009) for criticisms of Williamson’s arguments for both E→T and E→B
and Schiffer (2009) for criticisms of Williamson’s response to scepticism.
12

As indicated in §1, some proponents of the intuition picture think that a rational intuition is a special kind of
belief, in which case they can endorse E→B. For this reason, I think the more fundamental version of the partiality
problem is the apparent conflict with E→T. But the response I will give to the partiality problem will not assume
that intuitions are beliefs.
13

It might be useful to distinguish a different strategy that I will not pursue here. On this approach one argues that
having an intuition that p and certain other conditions together constitute a sufficient condition for p being included
in one’s evidence. In which case, having an intuition that p plays an evidential role in the sense that it is one of a set
of conditions that together constitute a sufficient condition for p being included in one’s evidence. One obvious
worry with this strategy is that it will be hard to identify a sufficient condition of this kind where the intuition
condition does not turn out to be redundant, given that no one thinks that having an intuition that p is a necessary
condition on the possession of evidence.
14
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5. Rational Intuition
My aim now is to unpack the notion of a rational intuition using Bealer’s prominent view as
our starting point. Bealer claims that “For you to have an intuition that A is just for it to
seem to you that A” (2000: 30), where these seemings are sui generis and cannot be reduced
to any kind of doxastic state.15 Bealer qualifies this claim by saying, “of course, this kind of
seeming is intellectual, not sensory or introspective (or imaginative).” This claim in turn is
also qualified as applying only to rational intuitions which are distinguished from physical
intuitions like one’s “intuition that, when a house is undermined, it will fall” (1998, p. 207).
Putting these ideas together we get the following claim:
To have a rational (as opposed to physical) intuition that p just is to have an
intellectual (as opposed to sensory, imaginative, or introspective) seeming that p.
The idea that philosophical intuitions are rational intuitions (or intellectual seemings), and
the negative etiological characterization of these as intuitions that do not have their source in
perception or memory or introspection etc, can be found in the work of a number of
theorists. A positive etiological characterization is also usually added, namely, that rational
intuitions are based on one’s understanding of the intuited content, perhaps together with
some process of reasoning or thinking about that content.16

For Bealer his use of ‘seems’ should be ‘understood not in its use as a cautionary or “hedging” term, but in its
use as a term for a genuine kind of conscious episode’ (1998: 207).
15

For example, one can find both characterizations in Huemer’s (2005, 101–2) account of intuitions as intellectual
seemings. Similarly, Grundmann (2007) outlines what he takes to be a traditional rationalist notion of intuitions
according to which they are negatively characterized as “independent of empirical reasons”, and positively
characterized as having their origin in one’s understanding of the intuited content or proposition. Grundmann
contrasts this with a notion according to which any spontaneous judgment that is not consciously inferential is an
intuition, regardless of its source.
16
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Importantly, these characterizations are also endorsed by proponents of the intuition picture
who hold that intuitions are a special kind of doxastic state. Sosa (2007), for example, holds
that intuitions are a special sort of intellectual seeming where, unlike Bealer, this is simply
an attraction to assent, as opposed to an experiential-type state that attracts one to assent.
But Sosa does offer etiological characterizations of rational intuitions that are closely related
to those given by Bealer. On Sosa’s view intuitions are distinguished from other attractions
to assent by the fact that the “rational basis for attraction to assent to the propositional
content lies in nothing more than [one’s] conscious entertaining of that content” (2007, p.
53). Furthermore, an intuition is a rational intuition only if it has no “reliance on
introspection, perception, memory, testimony or inference” (2007, p. 61).
Rational intuitions are sometimes also characterized in terms of their phenomenology.
Bealer, for example, holds that seemings, unlike guesses or hunches, in some sense
“present” their propositional contents as being true.17 Bealer also suggests that rational
intuitions present themselves as not merely true but necessarily true. 18
To sum up, we have identified four key claims that Bealer uses to characterize the nature of
rational intuitions/intellectual seemings:
The Negative Etiological Thesis: Rational intuitions are not based on perception,
testimony, memory or introspection.

This is an idea that a number of authors have developed in different ways, for example, see Chundnoff (2009),
and Tolhurst’s (1998) related claim that seemings have the property of “felt veridicality”.
17

18

See Bealer (1998, p. 207) and Pust (2001, Chapter 1) for discussion of how to interpret this claim.
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The Positive Etiological Thesis: Rational intuitions are based on one’s
understanding of the intuited content (perhaps together with some process of
reasoning or thinking about that content).19
The Presents as True Thesis: Rational intuitions, like all intuitions or seemings,
have a presentational phenomenology.
The Presents as Necessarily True Thesis: Rational intuitions present their contents
as being necessarily true.
The etiological theses are endorsed by most, if not all, proponents of the intuition picture.
But proponents of doxastic versions of the intuition picture, like Ludwig and Sosa, tend to

Williamson (2007, p. 218) can be read as suggesting that his critique of epistemic analyticity (2007, Ch. 5) would
show us that no intuitions satisfy this constraint. The target of Williamson’s critique can be construed in a narrow
or a broad way. The narrow target is the idea that there are some truths such that merely understanding them is
sufficient for knowledge—call this the sufficiency thesis (ST). The broad target is the idea that there are some truths
that we can know solely on the basis of understanding those truths—call this the basis thesis (BT). Williamson’s case
against ST rests mainly on two cases that are meant to show that it is possible to grasp even a basic logical truth
like every vixen is a vixen without even being disposed to assent to it. There are a lot of concerns one might raise with
Williamson’s arguments against ST (see e.g. Nimtz 2009) but even if these arguments succeed it is far from
obvious what their import is for BT. Williamson (2007: 130–133) appears to assume that if one’s understanding of
a truth is not sufficient for assent then one’s understanding cannot be the basis of one’s assent to that truth and,
hence, cannot in turn be the basis of one’s knowledge of that truth. But one should resist this implication if one
accepts the plausible distinction between those features that play a given role—like the role of being the basis of
something—versus those features that merely enable those contributors to play that role (see e.g. Dancy 2004: 4549). The import of this distinction is that one’s grasp of the thought every vixen is a vixen could be a basis for one’s
assent to it (and in turn one’s knowledge) even if the former is not sufficient for the latter. One might object that
the mere existence of this distinction does not tell us how one’s grasp of the Gettier proposition could be a basis
for one’s knowledge of it. The observation is right but it only constitutes an objection if we presuppose that a
proponent of BT would need ST to be true in order to answer the how-question. But why think that? Take
Williamson’s own view, according to which the basis of such knowledge is a capacity to handle counterfactuals.
The possession of this capacity is surely not a sufficient condition for being inclined to assent to this truth. As
there will no doubt be numerous kinds of possible cases in which someone entertains this truth and possesses the
extra-conceptual capacities that Williamson appeals to and yet is still not inclined to assent to this truth because,
for example, they are convinced of the authority of misleading evidence to the contrary (perhaps testimony from a
normally reliable Oracle). Should we thereby reject Williamson’s account of the basis of our knowledge of the
Gettier proposition? No, as the mere fact that it is possible to possess certain capacities whilst failing to assent to
some truth is not a good reason to reject the hypothesis that those capacities are the basis for our knowledge of
that truth in the ordinary case. But this point also applies to competing views according to which the relevant basis
consists only of conceptual capacities.
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16

reject or downplay the significance of the kind of phenomenological claims made by the
presentational theses.20

6. Intuition, Insight and E=K
Now we have a clearer grasp on the notion of a rational intuition we can return to the
partiality and revenge problems. Recall, the challenge now is to show how a proponent of
the intuition picture can maintain that intuitions play an important evidential role in
philosophy given the assumption that E=K. The proponent of what I will call the knowledge
version of the intuition picture (KI) meets this challenge by appealing to the idea that
intuiting is a way of knowing. This idea may seem hopeless for reasons already raised,
namely, that knowledge is factive and belief-entailing whereas intuition is not. To address
this worry we need to adopt an account of what ways of knowing are. Two well-developed
accounts are: Williamson (2000, Ch. 1) and Cassam (2007). Given our engagement with
Williamson and E=K, I will focus more on Williamson’s account but it will also be useful to
note some distinguishing features of Cassam’s account.

Williamson and Cassam on ways of knowing
Williamson’s account of ways of knowing is intimately related to his view that knowledge is
the most general factive stative attitude (2000, pp. 33–48). Williamson tells us that a
propositional attitude is factive, iff, necessarily, it is an attitude one has only to true

Ludwig notes (2007, p. 136) that his doxastic view of thought-experiment intuitions is consistent with the idea
that intuitions have a distinctive phenomenology but he himself rejects both presentational theses. Ludwig (2007,
fn. 18) points out that in this sense his use of the term ‘intuition’ differs from Bealer’s notion of a ‘rational
intuition’. For our purposes, however, it is still useful to classify Ludwig as someone who endorses E4 given that
he does agree with Bealer that thought-experiment intuitions satisfy the two etiological theses.
20
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propositions. Not all factive attitudes are mental states. For example, forgetting is a mental
process rather than a mental state. The factive stative attitudes include such mental states as
seeing or perceiving that something is so, remembering that something is so, and knowing
that something is so. The claim that knowledge is the most general factive mental state
amounts to the claim that knowledge is the factive stative attitude one has to a proposition if
one has any factive stative attitude to that proposition at all.
To illustrate this idea, Williamson draws an analogy between the state of knowing and the
property of being coloured. Williamson (2000, p. 34) writes: “If something is coloured then
there it has some more specific colour property; it is red or green or…. Although that
specific colour property may happen to lack a name in our language, we could always
introduce such a name, perhaps pointing to the things as a paradigm.” The analogy is then
drawn between the property of being coloured and the mental state of knowing: “Similarly,
if one knows that A then there is a specific way in which one knows; one can see or
remember or … that A. Although the specific way may happen to lack a name in our
language, we could always introduce such a name, perhaps pointing to the case as a
paradigm” (2000, p. 34). And, in the other direction, if one sees, or remembers, that A, it
follows that one knows that A. As Cassam (2009, p. 348) points out, the implication of
Williamson’s analogy is that the relationship between a specific way of knowing and
knowledge is a determinate-determinable one, just like the relationship between being
coloured and being some specific colour.
Williamson also claims that corresponding to some specific ways of knowing there are also
mental processes that aim at those mental states: “While a belief aims at knowledge, various
mental processes aim at more specific factive mental states. Perception aims at perceiving
that something is so; memory aims at remembering that something is so.” As part of his
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‘knowledge-first’ approach to epistemology, Williamson rejects the project of trying to
analyse knowledge as some special kind of belief. Instead, he advocates taking knowledge
to be a primitive that can then be used to “elucidate” other important epistemic and mental
notions. For example, Williamson offers a characterization of belief according to which
“believing p is, roughly, treating p as if one knew p”, and mere believing is treated as “a
kind of botched knowing” (2000, p. 47). Similarly, on this approach one might think of a
perceptual appearance that p as an apparent seeing that p, and a mere perceptual appearance
as a kind of botched seeing.
On Cassam’s account, ways of knowing are not determinates of the determinable that is
knowing. Rather, Cassam (2007, p. 340) gives an explanatory account according to which
-ing that p is way of knowing that p just if it is possible to satisfactorily explain how S
knows that p by pointing out that S s that p. One worry with Williamson’s account is that
regretting is a factive stative attitude but, intuitively, it is not a way of knowing. An
attractive feature of Cassam’s account is that it predicts this result given that normally one
cannot explain how one knows that p by citing the fact that one regrets that p. Another
important difference between the accounts is that on Williamson’s view ways of knowing
entail knowledge, but Cassam rejects this restriction because, for example, that Bill read that
James was born in Akron is a possible explanation of how Bill knows that James was born
in Akron even though ‘S read that p’ does not entail ‘S knows that p’.

KI and rational insights
The proponent of KI claims that as well as seeing and remembering etc there is at least one
other distinctive way of knowing, one that plays a crucial evidential role in philosophy.
What is this way of knowing? Given that intuitions are non-factive it seems that having a
19

rational intuition cannot be the relevant way of knowing. In which case, the proponent of KI
might have to admit that we lack a natural language term for this way. But, as Williamson
notes, we could always introduce a term for it, perhaps by pointing to paradigm cases. For
example, if we assume that we do know that the Gettier subject has NKJTB then the
proponent of KI could point to this as an instance of this distinctive way of knowing. The
proponent of KI might say that in this case one has a genuine rational insight that the
Gettier subject has NKJTB, rather than just a mere rational intuition or seeming.21
Now, as a matter of fact, I think a proponent of KI could make a reasonable case that there
is a factive sense of ‘intuition’ and its cognates that picks out this putative way of knowing.
For example, if one looks up the verb ‘intuit’ in a dictionary the definitions one finds often
seem to be appealing to something like the notion of a genuine rational insight:
OED Online
2 a. intr. or absol. To receive or assimilate knowledge by direct perception or
comprehension.
2 b. trans. To know anything immediately, without the intervention of any reasoning
process; to know by intuition.22

I use the phrase ‘rational insight’ here (and in the discussion to follow) because ‘insight’ has the advantage of
being naturally interpreted as a factive term. But, as a reviewer for this journal pointed out, one downside of this
choice is that neither ‘insight’ nor any of its cognates are clearly associated with processes (broadly construed) and,
hence, there is a disanalogy here with both ‘intuition’ and ‘seeming’ and their cognates (‘intuition’ can plausibly be
used to pick out both certain supposed kinds of occurrent mental processes and the corresponding standing
mental states, and also the faculties responsible for these states and processes). Intuiting that p is something that (at
least grammatically speaking) a subject does, and when it seems to a subject that p this is something that happens to
that subject. If the proponent of KI wanted to introduce a term for the relevant factive mental process involved
when one has an occurrent rational insight—to parallel the non-factive sense of ‘rationally intuits’—a natural
choice would be something like ‘rationally perceives’ or ‘intellectually sees’. Alternatively, they might be able to
argue that there is also a factive sense of ‘intuits’ that can refer to this factive mental process (see discussion
above).
21
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Free Merriam Online Dictionary
transitive verb: to know, sense, or understand by intuition.23
Definitions like these with their use of phrases like “to know by direct comprehension”
appear to support the hypothesis that there is a factive sense of ‘intuits’. If there is such a
sense of ‘intuits’ the proponent of KI who accepts E=K could appeal to it and endorse both
IE and the claim that intuiting is a way of knowing, as long as they added the clarification
that “intuits” in these claims should be interpreted in the factive way.24
However, the important issue is not whether there is a factive sense of ‘intuits’. The
important issue is whether a proponent of KI can identify this supposed way of knowing.
And a proponent of KI will not only think that they can do this by pointing to paradigm
cases, they will also think they can offer a partial characterization of what unites those
cases. In particular, the proponent of KI can utilize any of the standard characterizations of
rational intuitions. For example, echoing the etiological theses, the proponent of KI can say
that a rational insight is knowledge, the source of which is not perception, or memory, or
testimony etc, and that it is knowledge gained simply on the basis of one’s understanding of
the known proposition and one’s reasoning capacities. The proponent of KI might also echo
the presentational theses and claim that this way of knowing has a distinctive presentational
phenomenology, and that when one has a rational insight that p this proposition is presented
as being not merely true but necessarily true.

23

See <http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intuit>.

Similarly, a proponent of KI could claim that this factive sense of ‘intuits’ is a factive mental state operator
(FMSO). According to Williamson, FMSOs are the paradigmatic expressions of factive stative attitudes in natural
language, examples of which include ‘sees’, ‘remembers’, and ‘knows’. An FMSO behaves syntactically like a verb
and is semantically unanalysable (reflecting the assumption that knowledge is unanalysable). FMSOs obey three key
principles (2000, p. 39): (i) If Φ is an FMSO, from ‘S Φs that A’ one may infer ‘A’; (ii) ‘Know’ is an FMSO; and
(iii) If Φ is an FMSO, from ‘S Φs that A’ one may infer ‘S knows that A’.
24
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It is true that such characterizations do not distinguish rational insights from mere rational
intuitions. However, identifying such properties of rational insights can still be a way of
distinguishing this distinctive way of knowing from other ways of knowing. Of course, if
the proponent of KI adopts not only Williamson’s account of ways of knowing, but also his
knowledge-first approach to epistemology, then they will want to deny that one can analyse
what it is to have a rational insight that p in terms of a rational intuition that p and certain
further conditions. But this non-analyzability assumption is consistent with the idea that we
can usefully distinguish rational insight from other ways of knowing by pointing to certain
features that it shares with rational intuition.
Proponents of the intuition picture frequently endorse various analogies between perception
and intuition. Similarly, the proponent of KI will not only want to claim that having a
rational insight is a way of knowing but that it is a way of knowing that is more closely
analogous to perceptual ways of knowing than other ways of knowing. For example, unlike
remembering, and like seeing, having a rational insight is most naturally thought of as a way
of coming to possess knowledge rather than a way of retaining it. One could also use the
notion of a rational insight to elucidate the notion of a rational intuition, in a way analogous
to the Williamsonian elucidation of perceptual appearances given above. One might say that
a rational intuition is as an apparent rational insight and that a mere rational intuition is a
kind of botched rational insight. Similarly, one could characterize the mental process of
rational intuition as that process which aims at having a rational insight that something is the
case. And a proponent of KI can adopt any of the more familiar analogies between
perception and intuition, for example, that they are both basic sources of evidence (Bealer
1992) and that perceptual states and intuitions share a presentational phenomenology (e.g.
Bealer 1998, Huemer 2005, Chudnoff 2010).
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KI and the role of intuitions
The imagined proponent of KI will characterize rational insights in something like the way
just described. To see how they would characterize their evidential role let us return to E1
and E2:
E1) Intuitions are assigned an important evidential role in philosophy.
E2) Intuitions should be assigned an important evidential role in philosophy.
The proponent of KI can endorse both claims. But, given that these claims are ambiguous,
we should specify the particular interpretations of these claims that they will endorse:
E1*) Intuited propositions are assigned an important evidential role in philosophy.
E2*) Intuited propositions should be assigned an important evidential role in
philosophy in those cases where they are known to be true (where typically the way
philosophers know such propositions is by having a rational insight).
E1* clarifies that KI is a non-psychologistic version of the intuition picture. The proponent
of KI claims only that intuited propositions—as opposed to propositions about what
intuitions we have—play an important evidential role in philosophy. Of course, the
proponent of KI can allow that philosophers often have, as part of their evidence,
psychological propositions of the form ‘S has the intuition that p’, and they could even
allow that such propositions are sometimes used as evidence for philosophical conclusions.
But they will not think that the method of cases crucially relies on the use of such
psychological propositions.
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E2* tells us that intuited propositions should be used as evidence in philosophy, but it adds
the qualification that the intuited propositions need to be known to be true. The bracketed
clause is also added to reflect the assumption that the standard way we come to know such
propositions is by having the appropriate rational insight. (Note a proponent of KI can allow
that we can sometimes gain such knowledge by other means, e.g. by testimony.)
Importantly, the proponent of KI will not merely claim that the content of the Gettier
intuition is our evidence that the JTB theory is false, as they will also claim that there is a
substantive connection between one’s having the Gettier intuition/insight and the fact that its
content is now a part of one’s evidence. This connection falls out of three assumptions: (i)
that E=K; (ii) that having a rational insight is a way of knowing; and (iii) that one’s Gettier
intuition is a genuine rational insight as opposed to a mere rational intuition.
If the proponent of KI adopts Williamson’s account of ways of knowing, they will think that
the rational insight that the Gettier subject has NKJTB is a determinate of the determinable
that is knowing that the Gettier subject has NKJTB, that is, it is a specific way of knowing
this truth. On the other hand, if they adopt Cassam’s account they will think that the rational
insight is a state the possession of which can explain one’s knowledge that the Gettier
subject has NKJTB, but they need not also think that it is itself a state of knowledge or a
state that entails knowledge.

KI and the nature of intuitions
In a similar way to E1 and E2, the proponent of KI can endorse E3 and E4 when they are
interpreted like so:
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E3*) The intuited propositions that are assigned this important evidential role in
philosophy are the objects of intuitions which are importantly distinct from any mere
belief, judgment, or inclination to believe or judge.
E4*) The intuited propositions that are assigned this important evidential role in
philosophy are the objects of rational intuitions.
In endorsing E3* and E4*, and in claiming that having a rational insight is a distinctive way
of knowing, the proponent of KI clearly distinguishes their position from Williamson’s
deflationary view of the nature and role of intuitions in philosophy. On this deflationary
view, E3* and E4* would be rejected because Williamson claims that what philosophers
call ‘intuitions’ are simply beliefs or inclinations to beliefs that are not distinct in any
interesting way from mere beliefs or inclinations to believe in general. 25 KI does not
collapse into this deflationary view because it incorporates the central claims about the
nature of intuitions made by prominent proponents of the intuition picture, including E3 and
E4 as well as the etiological and presentational theses.

The partiality and revenge problems

In support of this deflationary attitude Williamson (2007. p. 217) notes that philosophers sometimes label
commonsense empirical beliefs, like the belief that there are mountains, as intuitions. The observation is correct
but even if we grant the correctness of such uses of the term ‘intuition’ (which is far from obvious) this would not
be a problem for the intuition picture. For convenience, I have been using the phrase ‘philosophical intuitions’ to
refer to the particular intuitions that proponents of the intuition picture are interested in. This might suggest that
proponents of the intuition picture claim that any intuition that plays an evidential role in philosophy is a rational
intuition, but this is not the case. Rather, what one usually finds is only the ostensive claim that the intuitions that
play an evidential role in such-and-such thought experiments, or philosophical paradoxes, are rational intuitions.
And, typically, the intuitions in such examples are far more plausible candidates for being rational intuitions than
the other kinds of intuitions that Williamson points to. Relatedly, proponents of the intuition picture can grant that
as well as rational intuitions there are also ‘common sense’ intuitions, in the same way that Bealer allows that there
are ‘physical’ intuitions.
25
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KI illustrates one way that a proponent of the intuition picture could meet the challenge of
accommodating E=K by appealing to the notion of a rational insight and Williamson’s
account of ways of knowing. In so doing, KI shows us that the partiality problem is only an
apparent problem by illustrating the flexibility of the intuition picture with respect to
different conceptions of the nature of evidence. Furthermore, a proponent of KI can endorse
Williamson’s response to the judgment sceptic and, hence, avoid the revenge problem.26
This is because, given their endorsement of E=K, a proponent of KI will agree with
Williamson that it is only in the good case (where the content of one’s intuition is true) that
one’s evidence can include the non-psychological proposition that is the content of one’s
intuitions.
It is worth emphasizing that appealing to the notion of a rational insight is not an ad hoc or
“whatever-it-takes” response to the assumption that E=K. Consider an analogy. Stephanie is
a philosopher of mathematics who has developed a novel theory according to which
perception is (correctly) assigned an evidential role in certain kinds of mathematical
reasoning that were previously thought to be purely a priori. Being antecedently committed
to a non-factive conception of evidence, when Stephanie develops her view she appeals to a
non-factive notion of perceptual appearances. But then Stephanie attends an epistemology
conference at Oxford and comes away convinced that E=K. Should Stephanie now abandon
her theory? It is easy to imagine the case turning out in such a way that the answer is no.
After all, the subject of Stephanie’s theory is the epistemology of mathematics, not the
nature of evidence in general. It would not be surprising then to find out that her core ideas
about the evidential role of perception in mathematics could be made consistent with

Suppose that Williamson’s reply to the judgment sceptic succeeds. Could adopting his non-psychologistic
conception of philosophical evidence also help in replying to the criticisms of armchair philosophy made by
experimental philosophers? See Alexander and Weinberg (2007, p. 72) for an argument that it will not help.
Deutsch (2010), Ichikawa (ms), and Cath (ms) all argue for variations of the opposite conclusion.
26
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different theories about the nature of evidence, including E=K. And, in meeting this
challenge, Stephanie will presumably have reason to appeal to a factive notion of perceiving
that p, rather than just the non-factive notion of it perceptually appearing to one that p.
Similarly, most proponents of the intuition picture appear to presuppose a non-factive view
of evidence. In which case, it is not surprising that they appeal to a non-factive notion of
rational intuitions or intellectual seemings when developing their views. If we assume that
E=K such philosophers do face a prima facie challenge of showing how the core of their
views can be restated so as to be made consistent with this assumption. But given that the
core of their view concerns the evidential role of intuitions in philosophy, and not the nature
of evidence in general, we should not be surprised if they can meet this challenge. And, in
addressing this challenge, it would be natural for them to appeal to a factive notion of
having a rational insight that p. It would also be natural to appeal to the notion of a way of
knowing. Recall that on the most obvious way of developing a non-psychologistic model of
the intuition picture simply having the Gettier intuition is itself a way of possessing the
proposition that the Gettier subject has NKJTB as evidence. But note, if E=K, knowing is
effectively the way of possessing evidence. In which case, a proponent of the nonpsychologistic model who accepts E=K will quite naturally think that having the Gettier
intuition/insight is a way of possessing the proposition that the Gettier subject has NKJTB
as evidence, because it is a way of knowing that proposition to be true.

Conclusion
The intuition picture is consistent with the non-psychologistic view of philosophical
evidence advocated by Williamson, and even with his view that E=K. This shows us that the
intuition picture is not wedded to any particular positions on the nature of the evidence
27

provided by thought experiments, or the nature of evidence in general. One should not
expect then to be able to reject the intuition picture by appealing to different theoretical
positions on such matters. Furthermore, this shows us that proponents of the intuition
picture are not wedded to any particular response to sceptical challenges to the armchair
judgments relied upon in philosophy. In which case, if they choose to, proponents of the
intuition picture can avail themselves of Williamson’s response to such challenges, without
adopting his deflationary view of intuitions.27
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