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RESUMEN 

Este artículo describe un nuevo método para investigar empíricamente cuestiones fi-
losóficas, que denomino ‘filosofía cualitativa empírica’, el cual incluye el uso de entrevistas 
semiestructuradas y análisis cualitativos. Se trata de una extensión y una crítica de la ‘Filoso-
fía experimental’ y su uso de la metodología de encuestas. Aquí me concentro en la aplica-
ción de este método al estudio del relativismo metaético popular. Argumento que las 
encuestas se enfrentan a serios desafíos para asegurar la comprensión de los sujetos o captu-
rar los detalles de sus puntos de vista, y son simplemente incapaces de detectar algunas po-
siciones metaéticas plausibles, mientras que los métodos cualitivos tienen varias ventajas. 
 
PALABRAS CLAVE: metaética, filosofía experimental, metodología filosófica, investigación cualitativa, objeti-
vismo, relativismo, semántica. 
 
ABSTRACT 

This paper describes a novel method of empirically investigating philosophical 
questions, which I term ‘Qualitative Empirical Philosophy,’ involving the use of semi-
structured interviews. This offers an extension and a critique of ‘Experimental Philoso-
phy’ and its use of survey methodology. Here I focus on the application of these meth-
ods to the study of folk metaethical relativism. I argue that surveys face severe challenges 
in ensuring subject comprehension, capturing the details of their views, and are simply 
incapable of detecting some plausible metaethical positions, whereas qualitative methods 
have several advantages. 
 
KEY WORDS: Meta-Ethics, Experimental Philosophy, Philosophical Methodology, Qualitative Re-
search, Objectivism, Relativism, Semantics. 

 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 

Experimental Philosophy makes use of empirical data to inform 
philosophical debate [Stich and Tobia (2016)]. As the name suggests, 
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however, it has more specifically been identified with and inspired by 
“experimental psychology” [Nadelhoffer and Nahmias (2007), p. 123]. 
Despite this, the dominant method within experimental philosophy re-
mains ‘the survey method’ [Kauppinnen (2007), Kirchin, (unpublished), 
Ludwig (2016)]. For the purposes of this article I shall be focusing solely 
on this method, which typically consists in giving questionnaires to par-
ticipants (often university students), asking fixed questions with closed 
answers (usually multiple choice, such as “yes” or “no,” or a likert scale 
indicating agreement or disagreement with a statement), followed by 
quantitative analysis, and is the method used in all the studies which I 
consider here. 

I will also be focusing exclusively on experimental philosophical 
work in meta-ethics investigating folk moral objectivism or relativism. It 
is widely acknowledged that there are multiple programs within experi-
mental philosophy, each with different aims and approaches. For exam-
ple, “positive accounts” which “follow, at least broadly in the tradition of 
conceptual analysis”, “negative accounts” which are “supposed to pro-
vide evidence against the basic methods of conceptual analysis”, and 
“doing cognitive science” which is characterised as “revealing... effects 
and then offering explanations ... in terms of certain underlying cognitive 
processes” [Knobe (2016), §3.1]. With these distinct, even conflicting, 
aims in play, offering critique of the methods of experimental philosophy 
wholesale is likely to misfire. Methods which are very ill-suited to one 
goal may be quite appropriate to another. Thus it makes more sense to 
focus on one particular debate. 

In the next two sections I will describe some of the reasons why 
the kinds of surveys employed in this area of research might be expected 
to be inadequate, and inferior to qualitative methods of investigation and 
analysis. In the subsequent section I shall outline the qualitative alterna-
tive which I propose, before defending against some possible objections. 
 
 

II. CHALLENGES TO SURVEYS: THE PROBLEM OF COMPREHENSION 
 

Perhaps the largest challenge facing the use of quantitative ‘experi-
mental psychology’ style surveys to investigate meta-ethical questions is 
that of comprehension. Such surveys rely on presenting philosophically un-
trained respondents with short, fixed questions, the responses to which 
are supposed to indicate their (implicit) stance on meta-ethical questions. 
Yet it remains unclear whether respondents actually understand the ques-
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tions (and responses which they select) in an appropriate way i.e. in line 
with the intentions and interpretations of the researchers. If they do not, 
then this is utterly devastating for the studies which rely on these respons-
es. If subjects do not mean what we think they mean by their responses, 
then we simply cannot take them to indicate answers to the questions be-
ing investigated. 

Given this, it might seem misplaced to focus so much attention on 
using (and choosing our methods so that we can use) quantitative statis-
tical analysis. Quantitative analysis of responses allows us to discern with 
confidence that, say, precisely 74% of people gave this response, and 
correlations between this and that response were precisely this much, 
and this was statistically significant to a certain p-value. But this may be 
all but meaningless if we do not know what the responses indicate. In-
deed, these results may be worse than useless, if they tell us about patterns 
in responses, but we are misled about what those responses actually 
mean. The choice to use simple surveys, with fixed responses, permits 
quantitative analysis, but precludes confidence that individuals’ responses 
actually indicate their views about the questions we are interested in.  

This establishes that respondents’ comprehension is important, but 
should we actually be concerned that individuals don’t comprehend the 
questions they are asked? In the case of research on folk objectivism and 
relativism, I argue, it is clear that we should. Many worries have been 
raised about the validity of the questions (and fixed responses) utilised. 
Beebe notes substantial ambiguity in the responses Goodwin and Darley 
offer as multiple choice options in their (2008) survey, including “True 
statement”, “An opinion or attitude,” “The other person is surely mis-
taken” [Beebe, (2015), p. 13]. These responses are supposed to indicate 
objectivism or relativism, but, in fact, are clearly compatible with alterna-
tive interpretations. For example, a subjectivist could assent to saying 
“the other person is surely mistaken” as a first-order moral judgement 
(according to their standards, the person is surely mistaken) but not as a 
meta-ethical statement (according to the other person’s standards they are 
surely right).1 

Significant evidence that respondents are interpreting the question in 
deviant ways is offered by the fact that Goodwin and Darley found that 
“objectivist” judgements strongly correlated (r=.84) with perceived con-
sensus about a statement [Goodwin and Darley (2010), p. 173]. Worse, 
Goodwin and Darley, found that by manipulating perceived consensus, 
they could increase and decrease judgements of objectivism [Goodwin and 
Darley (2012), p. 254]. This is hard to make sense of if respondents under-
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stood the question in the way intended by the researchers, but would fit 
very well with the possibility that respondents are understanding the ques-
tion epistemically or are influenced by pragmatic considerations (for example, 
if respondents assert that no mistake has been made, in order to convey 
that individuals can reasonably disagree, in cases where there is widespread 
disagreement). Similar worries are raised by Beebe and Sackris’ counter-
intuitive finding that some factual statements (e.g. about the numbers of 
stars in the universe or whether Julius Caesar drank wine before his 21st 
birthday) are rated as half way between objectivistic and relativistic, and 
others (e.g. whether exercise usually helps one lose weight) are rated as 
highly relativistic. [Beebe and Sackris (2016), p. 3] If, as seems plausible, 
respondents do not understand questions about the status of factual state-
ments, then by the same token it seems possible that they do not under-
stand questions about the status of moral statements. 

In general, researchers in this area aim to discern whether respond-
ents understand the questions they are being asked through a very small 
qualitative component, in the form of small ‘open comment’ boxes where 
individuals are asked to explain their answers. Responses are then excluded 
if the individuals’ explanations make clear that they interpreted the ques-
tion aberrantly, for example if, despite instructions, they report that some-
one who disagrees with them about what is right or wrong must simply be 
imagining extenuating circumstances [Goodwin and Darley (2008), p. 
1347]. However, this methodology is inadequate for confirming compre-
hension. Such open comments can sometimes make clear when a re-
spondent misunderstands a question, but, as a rule, they cannot make clear 
that a person does not misunderstand a question. Thus they are inveterately 
inclined to promote type II errors, where researchers fail to exclude cases 
of real misunderstanding. For example, an explanation which appears 
clearly objectivistic “One must be mistaken, because there is only one 
moral truth, stealing is always wrong,” could simply be expressing a norma-
tive judgement, or a relativist judgement which appears objectivistic be-
cause it is implicitly relativised to a community of human Western student 
respondents [see Sarkissian et al. (2011), p. 486, for details].2 

To their credit, Wright et al. quote a variety of the explanations given 
by subjects in their studies, and note that many of the explanations given 
for “relativist” responses are not clearly relativist or seem in tension with 
relativism [Wright et al. (2013), p. 14]. However, many of the explanations 
they cite as being clearly relativist or objectivist do not seem unambiguous-
ly so. For example, ‘‘it’s a moral issue,’’ ‘‘human life is sacred,’’ [Wright et 
al. (2013), p. 16] may not express meta-ethical commitments, they may 
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merely be first order, normative statements, or explanations of why something 
is (subjectively) wrong according to the subject’s opinion. Likewise, ‘‘[it’s] a 
matter of opinion, not fact,’’ ‘‘it would be up to the person’’ [Wright et al. 
(2013), p. 14] need not express meta-ethical relativism, but could be the re-
spondents indicating that the matters are not settled and individuals need 
to make a judgement call. For example, I might say “It is up to researchers 
to decide whether using surveys is right or wrong”. But this would not in-
dicate that I think there is no objective fact of the matter. It might merely 
indicate that I think there is no settled answer and so researchers will have 
to decide for themselves how to go forward.  

Without follow-up, to press respondents on what they mean by 
“mistaken” and what they mean by “truth” and so on for other aspects 
of their explanation, such open comments offer us little reason to believe 
that the person understands the questions and intends their responses in 
the right way. 
 
 

III. CHALLENGES TO SURVEYS: THE PROBLEM OF COMPLEXITY 
 

A second challenge for quantitative surveys is the potential complexi-
ty of individuals’ views. Experimental surveys rely on using a relatively 
small number of questions, responses to which are taken to indicate ob-
jectivism or relativism. They may ask other questions to investigate pos-
sible explanations or mediators of individual responses (e.g. about 
grounds for judgement or perceived consensus), but typically only re-
sponses to one question [or two in the case of Goodwin and Darley’s 
(2008) studies] are taken to indicate respondents’ objectivism vis-a-vis a 
particular statement.  

Yet individuals’ metaethical stances may be much more complex. 
On some semantic theories, the meaning of moral terms will depend on 
a whole host of semantic intuitions or platitudes endorsed by speakers, 
or as Loeb puts it “the intuitions, patterns of thinking and speaking, se-
mantic commitments, and other internal states (conscious or not) of 
those who employ [moral language] ... semantic dispositions” [Loeb 
(2008), p. 798]. If this is so, objectivism, relativism, or other metaethical 
features of moral language may not be discernible simply by looking at 
responses to one (or two) questions. Individuals may have a host of (po-
tentially conflicting) dispositions with regard to such issues. For example, 
they may answer “yes” to “must one of these people be mistaken” (an 
objectivist response) but “no” to “is there a correct answer about this 
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question” (a relativist response). Goodwin and Darley, in fact, found 
more than 10% of responses were ‘intermediately objectivist’ in this way, 
i.e. respondents putatively avowed relativism in response to one question 
and objectivism in response to another, regarding the same statement 
[Goodwin and Darley (2008), p. 1353].3  

Notably, existing surveys do ask subjects to answer their questions 
with regards to multiple moral statements. Thus they can detect “meta-
ethical pluralism” [Wright et al., (2013)], or in Gill’s terms “variability” 
[Gill (2009)]. But they cannot [with the possible exception of Goodwin 
and Darley’s (2008) studies described above], reveal inconsistency in sub-
jects’ responses to the same moral statement, as hypothesised by Loeb 
(2008) or indeterminacy in their meta-ethical stances as hypothesised by 
Gill (2009). 

In principle, surveys could simply ask more questions to cover more re-
sponses, but this approach would still face limitations. One such problem 
is how to actually make sense of what individuals mean if we find that indi-
viduals give putatively objectivist responses to some questions and puta-
tively relativist responses to others (when asked about the same statement 
or fact)- and the more questions we ask, each supposedly revealing relativ-
ism or objectivism, the more this is a risk we have to contend with. Quan-
titative analysis is ill-suited to making sense of such sets of responses. 
What exactly does it mean if we aggregate agreement or disagreement with 
these various items into an objectivism ‘score’ from 0-3, as Goodwin and 
Darley do [Goodwin and Darley (2008), p. 1352]? Simply aggregating op-
posing responses to different questions (putatively) about objectivism risks 
obscuring the meaning of individual’s responses (or ignoring the sign that 
they didn’t understand at least one of the questions).  

Other features of these surveys render responses ill-suited to pro-
vide insight as to what exactly individuals think about morality. For ex-
ample, responses are often fixed, with subjects forced to select from 
multiple choice options or to indicate the extent of their agreement or 
disagreement (on a 1-7 numbered scale) with a statement they are pre-
sented with by the researcher, such as “Since your classmate and Sam 
have different judgments about this case, at least one of them must be 
wrong” [Sarkissian et al. (2011), p. 487]. This presumes that subjects’ po-
sitions can be adequately captured within the confines of agreement with 
these particular statements. But individuals’ actual responses to these cas-
es may potentially be quite different from the fixed options offered by 
philosophically informed researchers. For example, Beebe reported un-
published data showing that a non-cognitivist item (that “neither belief is 
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true or false”) was the most popular response when offered [Beebe 
(2015), p. 25)]. Yet this response is ruled out by most surveys, as it is not 
offered as an option, and even the item described in this case may be 
seen to have a cognitivist framing (by using the word “belief”).  

Notably, in a survey of professional philosophers, questions about 
meta-ethics received a substantial number of “Other” responses: 17.3% 
for cognitivism vs non-cognitivism and 35.3% for moral internalism vs 
externalism, higher than the number selecting either internalism or ex-
ternalism (unfortunately there was no question about objectivism and 
relativism). These responses included: “The question is too unclear to 
answer”, “Accept an intermediate view”, “Accept both”, “Accept anoth-
er alternative”, etc. [Bourget and Chalmers (2009)]. Indeed 14.8% of profes-
sional philosophers indicated that they were “Insufficiently familiar with the 
issue” with regards to moral internalism versus externalism, which casts 
further doubt on how far we should expect non-philosophers to be able to 
answer metaethical questions [ibid.]. 

Another possibility is that respondents’ views may be confused, in-
consistent or inscrutable. Respondents might want to say, for example, 
that murder is always wrong, but that ultimately there are no right or 
wrong answers and it’s a matter for the individual. Alternatively, they 
may have no stances on these questions. It is possible that they disagree 
(sometimes) with individuals about moral questions and tell them they 
are “wrong,” but they they have no metaethical commitments about 
whether they are telling them they are wrong because they are objectiv-
ists or relativists speaking to someone within the same community or 
subjectivists or anti-realists merely trying to rhetorically persuade the 
other to act in a certain way. If so, then presenting respondents with 
multiple choice responses or a fixed statement for them to agree or disa-
gree with may be forcing their responses into a shape which does not 
match their view or it may be prompting them to express views where 
they in fact have none or have only inchoate commitments. 
 
 

IV. THE QUALITATIVE INTERVIEW METHOD 
 

The previous sections have outlined some of the weaknesses of the 
survey method. It is now necessary to turn to the advantages of the use 
of qualitative methods. It is first, however, necessary to describe the pre-
cise method which I am going to defend here, since there are a variety of 
different forms of qualitative research which could be employed, includ-
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ing conversation analysis of ordinary moral discussion, [Potter and 
Wetherall (1987)] ethnography or participant observation [Bryman 
(2001)] and so on. Though, to a large extent, these might offer a similar 
set of advantages (and perhaps disadvantages), relative to surveys, to the 
method I am proposing, it will focus discussion to confine my remarks 
solely to one method. 

The method I propose is using in-depth, semi-structured interviews 
with non-philosophers.4 This would involve asking a series of questions rel-
evant to the metaethical issue in question and about how the folk use moral 
discourse in general and to probe their judgements about moral questions.  

The interviews used are semi-structured because they have some 
pre-defined questions or pre-defined issues to ask about, but allow un-
structured questions to arise in the course of the interview, as well as 
other deviations from a pre-structured ‘script.’ [May (1997), p. 111]. This 
is a core feature of the method, because it allows multiple follow-up 
questions and, unlike with surveys, allows them to be tailored to individ-
ual’s responses. The interviewer can ask specific questions to check indi-
viduals’ understanding or to discern the nuances of their view on a 
particular matter, rather than asking generic questions. It also means that 
respondents themselves can respond in real-time, asking for clarification, 
checking their own understanding of questions, and so on. If we have 
reason to suspect, as I argued above we do, that individuals may struggle 
with understanding questions or that we may struggle to know what they 
mean, then this is a decisive advantage. 

This method is therefore to be distinguished from the “structured 
interviews” proposed briefly by Beebe [Beebe (2015), p. 28]. Structured 
interviews do not allow deviation from a pre-agreed script, demanding 
exactly the same questions be asked each time [May (1997), p. 110]. It is 
difficult to see any particular advantage to using structured interviews 
(essentially a researcher-administered survey) in this context. Asking ex-
actly the same questions facilitates comparison across respondents and 
can facilitate quantitative analysis, but it comes at the cost of investigat-
ing the precise details of what each individual thinks and ensuring subject 
comprehension. Likewise, there seems little advantage to employing fully 
“unstructured” interviews, which have no pre-defined questions at all 
[May (1997), p. 112]. Researchers will doubtless have some specific ques-
tions they wish to ask, when investigating folk metaethics, across differ-
ent subjects. Thus even relatively unstructured interviews, which 
substantially let the flow of the interview be determined by individual re-
sponses will likely, technically, be semi-structured in this context.5  
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It is important to distinguish the method I am proposing from exist-
ing suggestions. For example, Kauppinen proposes the use of “dialogue 
and reflection” which he identifies as largely continuous with old-
fashioned philosophical practice and Socratic dialogue [Kauppinen 
(2007), pp. 109-110]. Kauppinen’s proposal is centred around the need 
to ensure that individual’s intuitions are “robust,” that is, that they are 
the judgements which respondents hold after proper reflection (e.g. “that 
infinitely patient and focused respondents would give at the end of a dia-
logue with a Super-Socrates, who never misleads but engages in maxi-
mally skilful midwifery that consists in bringing about conditions” 
[Kauppinen (2007), p. 110]. For this reason, he proposes aggressive in-
tervention by philosophers to ensure that individuals know the (putative) 
theoretical shortcomings of their responses e.g. “If they answer negative-
ly, the philosopher could point out that this seems inconsistent with at-
tributing genuine moral convictions to the psychopath” [Kauppinen 
(2007), p. 109].  

This is not a feature of the interviews I propose. If we wish to dis-
cern how individuals actually, normally, talk and think about morality 
(which I take as the goal of the empirical metaethics being discussed), 
then we will wish to discern how they currently think and talk morally, not 
what they would ideally say, if we were to guide them through philosophi-
cal dialogue, point out reasons why they may be wrong and then see 
what metaethical view they would then endorse. It is entirely possible 
that the folk are in error, when they speak morally, or that they are oth-
erwise inconsistent or confused. To discern whether this is the case, we 
don’t want to tell them why their views are wrong, but to elicit from 
them descriptions or displays of their moral understanding with as light a 
touch as we can. Of course, this is somewhat in tension with asking follow-
up questions to discern understanding, and clarifying what respondents re-
ally believe. Asking follow-up questions or drawing distinctions to dis-
cern which of two things an individual believes, risks influencing and 
contaminating their responses, especially if the folk had never thought 
about these issues at all, before. Nevertheless, the tension is not insuper-
able, and it is possible to sensitively ask questions in a way that aims to 
minimise such influence, rather than engaging in philosophical debate 
with non-philosophers to ensure that individuals have full reflected on all 
philosophically relevant issues.  

For this reason, I propose the use of relatively open questions in in-
terviews, so far as this is possible, which is another key contrast with tra-
ditional surveys. For example, one can ask individuals themselves to give 
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examples of moral issues, moral statements and disagreements, and then 
ask broadly stated questions like “why do you think that?” or “how 
would you respond if you encountered some people disagreeing about 
that?” and so on. An advantage of this approach is that it helps avoid 
framing questions in leading ways and putting words into individuals’ 
mouths which they otherwise would not have considered.  

Asking very open, under-specified questions, seeking to elicit de-
scriptions of their moral thought and talk from subjects may also avoid 
‘framing’ morality in particular ways in a broader sense. For example, 
present surveys in empirical metaethics involve presenting individuals 
with “statements” [Goodwin and Darley (2008), p. 1343; Beebe et al. (2015), 
p. 388], and asking subjects to respond to “disagreements” [Goodwin and 
Darley (2008), p. 1344], “different judgements” [Sarkissian et al. (2011), p. 
487] or “an argument” [Nichols (2004), p. 9]. These framings plausibly ex-
ert pressure against an understanding of morality in non-cognitive terms 
(e.g. as expressing an attitude like “boo!”), which it is entirely possible 
the folk possess. 

There are downsides to this approach. Respondents may not know 
what you are asking, and may say as much. They may respond by de-
scribing something irrelevant etc. It is also harder to ensure that the indi-
vidual explains the precise things that the researcher is interested in. The 
responses elicited by entirely open questions may simply be impossible 
to analyse in terms of the meta-ethical questions at hand. For these rea-
sons, the researcher will doubtless need to include some more ‘closed’ and 
potentially leading questions in the course of their interview. There is a 
continuum between more or less open and closed questioning in an in-
terview and there is room for reasonable disagreement among research-
ers about precisely how many of each should be included. The details of 
this should be refined as more studies are run utilising this method and 
likely a plurality of methods should be utilised to offer ‘triangulating’ evi-
dence [Bryman (2001), p. 274]. 

Nevertheless, a core advantage of the use of these interviews and 
qualitative analysis is that, whatever questions are asked, respondents are 
able to offer answers in their own words and at some length (interviews 
have no fixed length but may take up to an hour). This also allows re-
spondent validation, as subjects can report whether they agree with your 
interpretation of their responses [Bryman (2001), p. 273]. Thus even if one 
says “do you think one person must be mistaken or not” the respondent 
can always answer “well, it depends what you mean by ‘mistaken’ ... ” and 
elaborate in detail on their view or challenge the framing of the question. 
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This provides substantial advantages over the use of the survey method, in 
terms of comprehension (of both the subjects and the researcher) and provid-
ing nuance and detail of the complexity of individual’s views. 

The method of analysis and interpretation is, of course, also signifi-
cant. There are a variety of different methods of qualitative analysis 
available (e.g. grounded theory, [Glaser and Strauss (1967)] discourse 
analysis [Potter and Wetherall, (1987)], thematic analysis, [Braun and 
Clarke, (2006)] and generic qualitative analysis [Percy et al. (2015)]. There 
is no single ‘brand’ which uniquely best fits the kinds of research being 
proposed here and space precludes discussing their relative advantages 
and disadvantages. Typically, these involves some sequence of reviewing 
a transcript of each interview, highlighting salient parts, ‘coding’ re-
sponses i.e. adding labels to key parts, or writing ‘memos’ describing 
themes or points of interest, often in an iterative process where themes 
or patterns which arise, cause the researcher to go back and revise earlier 
codes and analysis [Percy et al. (2015)]. The precise details, of course, 
depend on the research question being investigated. 

The core desiderata of the form of qualitative analysis which I pro-
pose here, is that the analysis must aim to make sense of what individuals 
actually mean when they answer questions about morality. This neces-
sarily requires taking account of what they say in the course of a whole 
interview and interpreting what they say in the light of their other re-
sponses. There is no purely formal method to undertake this process. It 
requires the use of the ordinary capacity for interpretation that we stand-
ardly employ when speaking to people (about morality or about anything 
else). For example, if someone says “I’m certain that’s true, but that’s 
just my opinion” we need to try to discern what they mean, in part, by 
looking at the context in which they assert it, how it would fit in with 
what they have said before and what they say afterwards. Just as in any 
conversation (e.g. with our colleagues or students) there is no straight-
forward set of rules or method which tells us how best to discern what 
the other person means. This relies in large part on the capacities of the 
researchers, engaged in conversation, to discern what are plausible things 
that a person might be thinking and trying to convey.  

This element of subjectivity to the interpretation of what people 
mean when they talk about morality and the possibility for misinterpreta-
tion suggests a need for great transparency in the interpretation of indi-
vidual responses, not only with these interviews, but also with the small 
qualitative components included in traditional surveys. Such transparen-
cy should also allow evaluation of the specific questions asked by the in-
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terviewers, so that readers can consider the context of and possible in-
fluences on responses (e.g. interviewer effects). Direct quotations (with 
as much context as space will allow) should be included alongside argu-
mentation from the researchers for interpreting them one way or anoth-
er. This is likely to be where the action is, in terms of controversy over 
folk relativism and objectivism, since, as I argued above, analysis of what 
individual’s open comments mean is likely to be highly contentious. 
Statements which researchers deem clearly relativistic or objectivistic 
may not be so (see my discussion of Wright et al. (2013) above). There is 
likely room for substantial disagreement about how responses are to be 
interpreted meta-ethically.6 Researchers should therefore devote signifi-
cant attention to looking at the concrete instances of moral discourse 
that are put forward as evidence and debating precisely how they should 
be interpreted. 

The method I have proposed might be similar to what Nadelhoffer 
and Nahmias have in mind when they propose an “Experimental Dialogue 
and Reflection Model (EDRM)” in contrast to Kauppinen’s more informal 
model of “dialogue and reflection” which they dub “IDRM” [Nadelhoffer 
and Nahmias (2007), p. 131]. It is hard to tell, because they do not speci-
fy many of the methodological details, simply saying:  
 

we should set up controlled and systematic experiments in order to find 
out what people’s reflective intuitions, judgments, and beliefs about a giv-
en topic really are... we could then code, compare, and analyze partici-
pants’ answers in a rigorous and systematic manner that is less subject to 
the problems associated with IDRM (ibid). 

 
From context, I imagine that they are proposing conversations of the kind 
Kauppinen proposes, but with systematic sampling (not just speaking to 
acquaintances and students each philosopher happens to know), formal 
coding, and common questions across interviews. If so, then my method 
may very well fit what they have in mind. However, my interviews would 
lack the pursuit of fully “reflective” intuitions that Kauppinen’s model 
espouses, as I mentioned above. It is also not clear what they have in 
mind by “controlled and systematic experiments” and “analyze partici-
pants’ answers in a rigorous and systematic manner.” If by this they 
mean asking all participants the same questions without deviation or ana-
lysing responses according to a fixed framework to allow simple compar-
ison across individuals then, as I have argued above, I think the cost 
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would not be worth the benefit. While this method could gather useful 
data, it risks occluding the details of what individuals actually mean. 
 
 

V. OBJECTIONS 
 

It is now time to consider some possible objections to what I have 
said here and some more general defences of the use of the survey 
method. 

A core defence of the use of surveys and quantitative analysis – and 
perhaps the one which is implicitly motivating most researchers – against 
what I have said here is that the folk’s survey responses are ‘close 
enough’. That is to say, there might be some confusion on the part of re-
spondents, the survey responses might fail to capture some of the nuances 
and details of responses, and their patterns of responses might be some-
what influenced by irrelevant factors that we have not (yet) controlled for, 
but they represent a good enough approximation of individuals’ stances. 
Therefore, the argument might go, we can and should use these respons-
es for quantitative analysis. 

My arguments in the foregoing sections are, I hope, a response to 
this. I have argued that the failures of comprehension on display are 
huge and that even in the open comment responses selected precisely to 
show that respondents understand, it is not clear that they understand. 
At some points even the questions posed by the researchers appear to be-
tray metaethical confusion. Likewise, the format of the survey questions 
doesn’t just obscure some of the details, but it rules out wholesale the 
possibility that the folk might be certain kinds of non-cognitivist or in-
coherent or indeterminate metaethically. Similarly, the influence of irrel-
evant factors on individuals’ judgements is not small and easily 
controlled for, but rather they seem to be strong and robust (e.g. objec-
tivism correlates with perceived consensus). If this is right, then the re-
sponses from experimental surveys cannot be relied upon to tell us what 
we want to know about folk metaethical commitments. 

Nevertheless, there are a series of further replies which experi-
mental philosophers might make in defence of the survey method. 

One is that the use of statistical methods can itself rule out confu-
sion on the part of subjects. Thus Nadelhoffer and Nahmias, argue, in 
response to Kauppinen: 
 

you can show that the probability is extremely low that the relevant results 
obtained because of the irrelevant factors. A statistically significant result 
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does not indicate that any individual participant’s response was not due to 
inattention or confusion or a mischievous desire to mess up the experi-
ment. But for many types of studies, it does indicate that it is highly un-
likely that most participants were inattentive or confused or mischievous – 
or if they were, they’d all have to ‘mess up’ in a relatively cohesive way 
[Nadelhoffer and Nahmias (2007), p. 135]. 

 

Unfortunately, this cannot rule out the kinds of confusion that I have ar-
gued may apply in the case of experimental philosophical surveys. Subjects 
may be ‘messing up in a relatively coherent way.’ For example, if they tend 
to understand the questions about objectivism as about whether there is 
reasonable disagreement, then they may en mass select certain responses, 
evincing a clear pattern but not the one we think they are indicating. 

Another response is to argue that through the use of further quantita-
tive surveys, they can rule out the kinds of confusions or influence of irrel-
evant factors that I suggest are problems. Sarkissian et al. offer a neat 
attempt to confirm whether subjects are just responding epistemically i.e. 
making judgements not about truth but about what it is reasonable to be-
lieve [Sarkissian et al. (2011), p. 497]. The study shows that individuals 
gave different responses to questions about whether “at least one must be 
incorrect” (putatively about objectivism) and questions about whether “at 
least one must not have good reason to believe” (putatively about epistem-
ic justification). [Sarkissian et al. (2011), p. 499]. Unfortunately, this meth-
od fails, due to the same problem of comprehension that I described earlier. 
Just as we worried that respondents don’t understand questions about 
whether “one must be incorrect” correctly, so we might fear that they 
don’t understand “one must not have good reason to believe” in the de-
sired way. This seems in doubt given that the study seemed to show that 
respondents thought that different moral beliefs can each be “correct”, but 
not that different individuals could have “good reason” to believe these 
(correct) beliefs [ibid]. Thus the method can show that respondents didn’t 
understand two items in the same way, but it cannot show that they didn’t 
misunderstand either or both of the questions. 
 
 

VI. CONCLUSION 
 

I have argued that the survey method has severe limitations for 
studying folk metaethics and that the use of qualitative analysis and semi-
structured interviews carries substantial advantages. 
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While there has been some acknowledgement that interviews might 
be a useful method to implement [Beebe, (2015) p. 28, Pohlhaus (2015) 
p. 8], the response from the philosophical community seems to have been 
rather tepid. The use of experimental surveys in empirical metaethics has 
continued apace, but I am aware of no published work using the methods 
I propose to investigate this area. If my argument here is right, then this 
is a mistake. There are substantial doubts about whether respondents 
understand the questions in these surveys and whether we understand 
what they mean by their responses. If so there is a pressing need to look 
in more detail at how individuals actually understand questions about 
metaethics and what they mean when they answer them. I hope to have 
made the case that qualitative methods are a potentially fruitful method 
for investigating these questions. 
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NOTES 
 

1 For further critique of the ‘disagreement paradigm’ used by Goodwin 
and Darley (2008), Nichols et al. (2004), Sarkissian et al. (2011) and Beebe and 
Sackris (2016), see Bush (2016). 

2 Skulmowski et al. (2015) employ a survey comprised of multiple open 
questions, the answers to which were subjected to content analysis, to investi-
gate folk concepts of intentional action. This is a substantial advance over nor-
mal survey methodology, but still has at least two major limitations: i) it lacks 
the opportunity for researchers to follow-up and dialogue with respondents to 
confirm their understanding; ii) the analysis focuses on taking qualitative content 
but coding it quantitatively, thus losing some individual details. 
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3 Notably even higher percentages (up to 27%) endorsed such mixed 
stances with regards to statements in the factual, aesthetic and social convention 
domains [private communication with the author]. This seems to suggest that 
these responses indicate real complexity in subjects’ responses (as opposed to 
mere statistical noise or performance error), though it is unclear precisely what 
they mean, whether conflict or confusion in people’s commitments or deviant 
interpretations of the question, of the kind described in section II. 

4 Samples could be drawn from student populations, as in many experi-
mental philosophy studies [such as Goodwin and Darley (2008) and Sarkissian 
(2011)] or from some broader population using maximum variation sampling 
[Patton (1990)]. 

5 This should, perhaps, not be surprising, since in-depth semi-structured 
interviews are the pre-eminent method employed by cultural sociologists inves-
tigating how individuals think about morality e.g. Bellah et al. (1985), Lamont 
(1992), (2002), Wuthnow (1992), and have also received use by psychologists 
such as Billig et al. (1988) and Damon and Colby (1992). 

6 It may even be that, in general, all or most instances of moral discourse 
could plausibly be analysed in accordance with both opposing metaethical theories 
[Sinnott-Armstrong (2009), p. 253]. If so, analying folk responses as relativist or 
objectivist will be no easy matter. 
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