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Abstract
Some experimental philosophers imply that philosophers should endorse folk intuitions and 
even use them to advance philosophical theses. In this paper I will try to contrast experimental 
appeals to intuition with J. L. Austin’s, whom some experimentalists cite as a precursor of their 
method. I will suggest that Austin evokes ordinary intuitions in order to dismantle philosophical 
quests. He even suggests (a) that the appeal to ordinary intuitions of the folk can hardly 
prescribe answers to extraordinary circumstances and (b) that philosophical quests themselves 
are extraordinary. Therefore, the appeal to folk intuitions cannot prescribe answers to 
philosophical problems. It can only dissolve philosophical quests; yet, the dismantling of 
philosophy hardly accords with the experimentalists’ agenda.
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Many philosophers defend reasoning by appealing to intuition: Philosophy is 
a conceptual investigation; the use of concepts imposes conceptual rules to 
all competent speakers; philosophers are entitled, being competent speakers 
themselves, to invoke their intuitions concerning some target concept and 
analyse them. Intuitions, thus, provide us with the epistemic standards of our 
community (see also Gasparatou, 2009).

Today experimental philosophy challenges this methodology; it uses 
empirical methods to investigate whether people’s intuitions are univocal and 
to determine what factors may influence them. Laypersons are asked to report 
their intuitions in relation to some hypothetical scenario. The story is some-
how associated to a philosophical problem and is supposed to trigger philo-
sophically interesting intuitions. Such experiments show that factors such as 
one’s background knowledge, beliefs, culture, intellectual habits, emotions, 
even attendance of philosophy courses, can influence our intuitions. Thus, they 
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do not arise solely from conceptual norms; nor are they as unanimous as 
expected. Studies that move along those lines criticise the traditional arm-
chair appeal to intuition. Philosophers cannot represent the folk for their 
intuitions differ. So they cannot just sit on their armchairs and use their own 
intuitions to support general theories.

However, some experimentalists do not disregard the appeal to intuition 
completely. They imply that philosophers should endorse the community’s 
intuitions since many philosophical problems arise from common sense (for 
comprehending introductions to experimental philosophy, see Alexander and 
Weinberg, 2007; Knobe and Nichols, 2008).

Yet, some of those studies ask the folk to consider highly extraordinary sto-
ries: Nahmias et al. (2005, 2008) challenge the claim that incompatibilism is 
intuitive and discuss the philosophical significance of their findings. Incom-
patibilists believe free will is impossible if determinism is true; they often 
claim that this view is supported by commonsensical intuitions (see, for 
example, Strawson, 1986; Kane, 1999). In order to investigate that claim, 
Nahmias et al. asked a pool of participants to deliberate on the following 
story:

Imagine that in the next century we discover all the laws of nature, and we build 
a supercomputer which can deduce from these laws of nature and from the 
current state of everything in the world exactly what will be happening in the 
world at any future time. It can look at everything about the way the world is and 
predict everything about how it will be with 100% accuracy. Suppose that such a 
supercomputer existed, and it looks at the state of the universe at a certain time 
on March 25*, 2150 A.D., twenty years before Jeremy Hall is born. The computer 
then deduces from this information and the laws of nature that Jeremy will 
definitely rob Fidelity Bank at 6:00 PM on January 26‘h, 2195. As always, the 
supercomputer’s prediction is correct; Jeremy robs Fidelity Bank at 6:00 PM on 
January 26‘h, 21 95.
 Do you think that, when Jeremy robs the bank, he acts of his own free will?

A significant majority (76%) of participants judged that Jeremy acts of his 
own free will. They also examined the possibility that participants were influ-
enced by the negative nature of the action: Nahmias et al. replaced Jeremy’s 
robbing the bank with a positive action (saving a child) for another set of 
participants and a neutral action (going jogging) for a third set. Changing the 
moral nature of the action had no significant effect on the participants 
responses: 68% judged that Jeremy saves the child of his own free will, and 
79% judged that he goes jogging of his own free will (Nahmias et al., 2005: 
565, 2008: 86).
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Nahmias et al. suggest that the folk intuitions regarding free will, which the 
Jeremy- thought experiments triggered, reveal that the folk (a) think that free 
will and responsibility are compatible with determinism, hence (b) challenge 
philosophers’ claim that incompatibilism is intuitive, and (c) provide an evi-
dential advantage to compatibilistic philosophical theories:

. . . a theory . . . that accords with those [folk] intuitions . . . , has, all else being 
equal, a theoretical advantage over a theory that demands revision or elimination 
of such intuitions. (Nahmias et al. 2008: 85)

Folk intuitions work as a guide to common sense and, according to some 
experimentalists, problems concerning free will are a clear instance of a puz-
zle that has arisen from our commonsensical views about human action 
(Knobe and Nichols, 2008: 8). Thus, studies concerning free will started in 
order to confront the armchair intuitions of incompatibilist philosophers like 
Kane, Strawson, etc. But now the list is growing longer and longer; experi-
ments are interpreted alternatively as either allying with compatibilism 
(Turner and Nahmias, 2006; Nahmias, 2006) or some forms of incompati-
bilism (Nichols, 2004). For example, Nahmias uses both Nichols studies, as 
well as some of its own, to suggest that the folk may see reductionism as 
incompatible with free will, but they do not consider that determinism is 
incompatible with it. He bravely concludes:

Well, what else would you expect from a compatibilist? I’m just trying to sell my 
own intuitions like any good philosopher . . . . (Nahmias, 2006: 234)

The free will debate, as conducted within the community of experimental 
philosophy, shows how experimental methods are used in order to promote 
different theories as privileged by common sense. It is not my point here to 
enter the free will debate but rather to comment on how experimentalists use 
intuitions. Of course, they do not claim that such theories are true or correct 
because common sense allies with them (Nahmias et al., 2008: 97). Yet it 
seems those theories are expected to have some sort of advantage over alter-
native ones. Folk intuitions supposedly provide a starting point when reason-
ing about this problem. Moreover, they can help us choose between 
alternative theses; at the very least, they put the burden of proof to the views 
opposing common sense (Nahmias et al., 2005, 2008). Commonsensical 
intuitions then are relevant to philosophy.

Yet, the experiment with Jeremy above, for example, describes a science-
fiction scenario, which has never arisen in ordinary life. Laypersons are asked 
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to imagine a different universe in which all the laws of nature have been dis-
covered and some supercomputer can look at everything about the way the 
world is and predict everything about how it will be with 100% accuracy. 
However, it is very difficult to intuitively prescribe whether Jeremy robs the 
bank of his own free will when the context is out of the ordinary; or when 
our beliefs are being questioned (see Fodor, 1964; Dennett, 1991: 190). One 
cannot appeal to common sense while challenging it.

Interestingly enough, some experimentalists regard J. L. Austin as a precur-
sor of their method (Alexander and Weinberg, 2007: 18). He appealed to the 
commonsensical intuitions which ordinary language triggered; he explicitly 
defended this method (Austin, 1961: 185 and passim) and was the first to 
suggest that philosophers should abandon their armchairs and do field work 
(Austin, 1961: 183). Austin, however, writes:

Suppose you live in harmony and friendship for four years with a cat: and then 
it delivers a philippic. We ask ourselves, perhaps, ‘is it a real cat? Or is it not a 
real cat?’ ‘Either it is or it is not but we can’t be sure which.’ Now, actually, that 
is not so: neither ‘it is a real cat’ nor ‘it is not a real cat’ fits the facts 
semantically. . . . With sound instinct, the plain man turns in such cases to 
Watson and says ‘Well, now, what would you say?” How would you describe it? 
The difficulty is just that: there is no sort of description, which is not 
misleading . . . Ordinary language breaks down in extraordinary cases. (Austin, 
1961: 67)

Austin, thus, claims that one cannot appeal to ordinary intuitions when the 
situation is extraordinary. Extraordinary refers to whatever does not belong to 
our existing speech acts, or to whatever situations do not normally occur in 
everyday life. But there is also a more specific level of extraordinariness that is 
associated with any effort to go beyond the phenomena to an underlying sys-
tem of explanation.

Hence, Austin implies that philosophy itself is extraordinary insomuch as 
it seeks for such explanations; his attempt to prevent that very step when one 
passes from practical worries into theoretical general questions demonstrates 
this. The majority of his work is focused around an attempt to “dismantle” 
philosophical doctrines “before (they) get off the ground” (Austin, 1964: 
142). Commonsensical intuitions detected by ordinary language are adequate 
for all “everyday or practical or ordinary purposes”. And this is the uttermost 
anyone should utilise ordinary intuitions (Austin, 1964: 119); asking more 
general questions makes no sense. Austin implores commonsensical intu-
itions specifically because he wants to show that philosophical problems 
hardly make any sense.
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Dismantling philosophy though, does not seem to be in the experimental-
ists’ agenda. Quite the contrary: they rely on their new empirical methods to 
impose such questions on common sense and suggest that the intuitions they 
collect are philosophically interesting. Which, in turn, implies that the extraor-
dinariness of the story described in Nahmias et al. (2005, 2008) above is only 
part of the problem. The crucial difficulty is that experimentalists take the 
folk’s responses to this story as an answer to the philosophical question about 
incompatibilism. This poses a problem not only for those who describe 
extraordinary scenarios in their experiments, but for everyone who implies 
that common sense can take a stand to a philosophical problem. Folk intui-
tions cannot vote pro or against compatibilism, because this question does not 
arise in ordinary life. When experimental philosophers take laypersons answers 
about whether Jeremy acted of his own free will, and interpret them as sup-
porting either philosophical theory, they manipulate common sense to fit their 
philosophical pronouncements.

It is reasonable to say that the ordinary use of terms should – up to a point – 
be respected. Common sense might be philosophy’s starting point; this does 
not entail it can answer philosophical questions though. In fact, as soon as the 
philosophical treatment of any problem starts, common sense is challenged. 
Even if a sceptical doubt sprung after one’s dreaming experience in everyday 
life, the moment she will start worrying about how we can establish what we 
know about the world is the moment when ordinary language can no longer be 
of any help. At that very moment she is being transformed into a philosopher; 
she starts questioning and stops relying on her ordinary intuitions. The only 
way that an appeal to ordinary intuitions can make sense in such a case is 
only if one attempts to stop her from doing philosophy: they can suggest, 
just like Austin, that such a worry (ordinarily) does not make any sense. Since 
ordinary intuitions cannot answer such questions, the questions themselves 
do not make sense.

Philosophers who have defended reasoning by appeal to intuition rely on 
intuitions to unravel conceptual rules and claim they use them mostly to 
treat philosophical worries; not to address them. Experimentalists however, 
would share neither claim. They have shown that intuitions do not arise from 
conceptual rules alone. They suggest that commonsensical intuitions are 
philosophically interesting on their own merit and even imply they can be 
utilised to advance their theoretical theses. Yet they need to justify how or why 
ordinary intuitions can help explore extraordinary questions.
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