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ABSTRACT
Champions of the methodological movement of experimen-
tal philosophy have challenged the long-standing practice of
relying on intuitive verdicts on cases in philosophical inquiry.
They argue that their !ndings show that the verdicts of
experts in philosophy are a"ected by factors not normally
thought to be relevant to the truth of those verdicts. This
paper o"ers an emended version of the expertise reply and
explains why the new !ndings of experimental philosophers
do not undermine philosophical expertise and the probative
force of verdicts from the method of cases..
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1. Introduction

Analytic philosophy prides itself as an armchair and a !rst-person enter-
prise. These eye-catching features are often understood in terms of the
central role that intuition plays in philosophical practice in the tradition.
It is said that it is not only true that philosophers canvass their intuitions on
cases in arguing for or against philosophical claims; the use of intuition also
marks philosophical methodology as a distinct practice from scienti!c
methodology (Bealer, 2000; Goldman, 2007; Kripke, 1980; Pust, 2001).

However, champions of the movement of experimental philosophy have
presented empirical !ndings that intuition in philosophical practice is
responsive to truth-irrelevant factors, such as subjects’ cultural and socio-
economic backgrounds (Machery et al., 2004; Weinberg et al., 2001), the
order of the presentation of cases (Swain et al., 2008), and subjects’ a"ective
states (Nichols & Knobe, 2007). This is known as the variation problem.

One of the most promising responses to the variation problem is the
expertise reply, which argues that the epistemic de!ciencies of people on the
street cannot be projected onto the experts. According to this response,
philosophers’ expert verdicts on cases can be expected to be more reliable
than those of novices and ordinary folks. Various versions of this reply can
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be found in Hales (2006), Williamson (2007, 2011), Ludwig (2007),
Kauppinen (2007), Grundmann (2010), and Horvath (2010). More recently,
however, champions of experimental philosophy have begun to argue that
they have turned the tables based on some new studies (Schwitzgebel &
Cushman, 2012, 2015; Tobia, Buckwalter et al., 2013; Tobia, Chapman et al.,
2013), which they believe show that experts in philosophy are equally prone
to contextual factors in their intuitive verdicts on cases.

In this paper, however, I will argue that a modest optimism about the
reliability of philosophical expertise is warranted because of (a) the problem
of expertise: the studies were based on the tacit notion that experts in ethics
are those with a PhD in any branch of philosophy or even those who have an
MA in any !eld of philosophy; (b) the problem of low external validity: the
studies were based on moral scenarios whose results about people’s verdicts
on cases cannot generalize to other cases or thought experiments; and (c)
the problem of relevance: even in the thought experiments upon which the
studies were based, the activity that was tested is not one in which philoso-
phers would normally claim to have expertise.

This paper is divided into four sections. In Section 2, I explore brie#y the
various ways in which intuition is used in analytic philosophy, both to raise an
early concern with attacks on the expertise reply, as well as to give a clear
focus to the overall discussion. In Section 3, I review the extant model of the
expertise reply, based largely on broad generalizations about philosophical
expertise and close analogies to expertise in other !elds. I note that there are
good reasons to believe that this extant model is not !ne-grained enough to
discharge the burden of proof that has been imposed on it by the variation
problem. Drawing on resources from the expertise literature, I present an
alternative model which explains the origin, nature, and reliability of expertise
in thought experiments in a way that meshes neatly with the science of
expertise in general. In Section 4, I give an overview of the recent studies
that have been used to support skeptical views regarding the reliability of
philosophical expertise. Finally, in Section 5, I use aspects of the newmodel to
explain the reasons for a modest optimism about philosophical expertise.

2. Intuitions in philosophical inquiry

One of the hallmarks of contemporary analytic philosophy is the widespread
appeal to intuition about cases in arguing for or against a philosophical claim
(Bealer, 2000; Goldman, 2007; Kripke, 1980; Pust, 2001). However, this
practice does not lend itself to a singular conception, as there are many
practices involved in appealing to intuitions.In one standard practice, intui-
tion (i.e., the content of intuition) about a real or a hypothetical scenario is
used as positive evidence for a theory or as negative evidence against a theory
(Bealer, 2000; Pust, 2001). For example, in Gettier cases, the intuition that the
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protagonist of the story does not know a target proposition is used as
a premise in an argument against the received view of knowledge, which
says that one knows if and only if one has justi!ed true belief. The intuition
then becomes a refutation of the right-to-left direction of the received view
and shows that justi!ed true belief is not su$cient for knowledge (Malmgren,
2011).

Quite apart from the evidential value of intuition or any assumptions
made about it, intuition can also be used to motivate radical skeptical
challenges by showing that there are certain premises that we are inclined
to believe precisely because we !nd them intuitive. If these premises were
not intuitive, the radical skeptical challenge would not arise in the !rst place,
neither would it be of general interest or signi!cance to us. One of such
premises is the claim that one does not know that a given skeptical hypoth-
esis is false. For example, one is unable to know that one is not a brain in
a vat (BIV) (for an extensive discussion of this, see Pritchard, 2012). Closely
connected to this is a third use of intuition in philosophy, namely, as
heuristic or fact-focuser, where the aim is to use intuition not as evidence
for or against a claim, but to bring out interesting features of the world that
become the bases for further philosophical discussions (see Cappelen, 2012).
The use of intuition in the trolley cases is a classic example here. Finally,
following Egler and Ross’ analysis, intuition can be used in philosophy in
a critical way, namely, to assess aspects of a speci!ed situation that generates
an intuition in order to call into question the evidential worth of that
intuition itself. The example they give is Jackson’s later use of the case of
Mary, the color scientist (Egler & Ross, 2018).1

These divergent uses of intuition, although they are by no means
exhaustive,2 raise some key questions: do the results of philosophical inquiry
stand or fall on intuition in all cases in which intuition is deployed? Are
defenders and critics of philosophical expertise – for example, in the trolley
cases – always dealing with the same kind of activity when they claim or
attack philosophical expertise? Also, what are intuitions really? In the !nal
section of this paper, I will answer the !rst two questions in the negative. As
for the third question, this is a hotly debated issue in its own right. For
example, there are those who understand intuition to be belief (Lewis, 1983),
inclination to believe (Williamson, 2007), or belief with a special phenom-
enology (Plantinga, 1993). Others understand it to be a sui generis mental
state (Bealer, 2000) or judgment justi!ed solely on the basis of conceptual
competence (Bealer, 2000; Sosa, 2007).

Despite these divergent views, it is still possible to make progress here
because most experimental philosophers take intuition to be a “spontaneous
judgement about the truth or falsity of a proposition” (Nichols et al., 2012,
footnote 2; see also Nagel, 2012). In short, for them, intuition is a judgment
that is easy, immediate, and spontaneous. If a judgment lacks these
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attributes, it is not intuitive, according to them. I will take this idea as
a common ground even though it is a controversial notion in its own
right (see Hannon, 2018; Pritchard, 2012).

3. The variation problem in intuitive evidence and the expertise reply

If philosophers depend on intuition about cases in arguing for or against
philosophical claims, it is an empirical question whether intuition can play
this assigned role of serving as positive or negative evidence in inquiry.
Moving from this premise, champions of the methodological movement of
experimental philosophy have come upwith empirical !ndings that intuitions
in philosophical practice are responsive to truth-irrelevant factors, such as the
cultural and socio-economic backgrounds of subjects (Machery et al., 2004;
Weinberg et al., 2001), the order of the presentation of cases (Swain et al.,
2008), and the a"ective states of subjects (Nichols & Knobe, 2007). This is
known as the variation problem.

This problem is important to experimental philosophy3 because it is used to
support two kinds of pressure on armchair philosophy, namely, the restrictionist
and the egalitarian pressures. According to the restrictionist pressure, because
“we !nd ourselves in the untenable epistemic position of suspecting that some
intuitional evidence isn’t trustworthy without being able to reliably predict what
intuitional evidence isn’t trustworthy” (Weinberg &Alexander, 2014, p. 192; see
also Alexander & Weinberg, 2007), philosophers ought to restrict their use of
intuition as evidence in philosophy. The egalitarian pressure, on the other hand,
argues that we should abolish the use of intuitive verdicts in philosophy or admit
the intuitive verdicts of all classes of people through a third-person approach to
philosophical inquiry (e.g., through the use of surveys, seeKnobe&Shaun, 2008;
Weinberg, 2015; Weinberg et al., 2001). It is thought that such a third-person
approach would introduce diversity into the overall stock of our intuition.

One of the most promising responses to the variation problem, which
supports these two pressures, is the expertise reply. It starts with a fairly
plausible distinction between novices and experts and argues that the
epistemic de!ciencies of the former cannot be projected onto the latter.
Hales (2006) advocates for this kind of response:

Intuitions are and should be sensitive to education and training in the relevant
domain. For example, the physical intuitions of professional scientists are much
more trustworthy than those of undergraduates or random persons in a bus station.
Scientists have and rely on physical intuitions, intuitions that are trained, educated,
and informed and yet are good indicators of truth for those very reasons. In the same
way, the modal intuitions of professional philosophers are much more reliable than
either those of inexperienced students or the “folk.” (p. 171)

Similarly, Williamson (2007) writes the following:
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Much of the evidence for cross-cultural variation in judgments on thought experi-
ments concerns verdicts by people without philosophical training. Yet philosophy
students have to learn how to apply general concepts to speci!c examples with careful
attention to the relevant subtleties, just as law students have to learn how to analyze
hypothetical cases. (p. 191)

Although di"erently formulated, the expertise reply has gained signi!cant
traction in the literature. Advocates of this reply usually compare experts in
philosophy to expert lawyers (Williamson, 2007), scientists (Hales, 2006),
semanticists (Ludwig, 2007), and so on. And they argue that just as their
reliability is not undermined by any epistemic foibles one might !nd among
novices in those !elds, the reliability of the performances of professional
philosophers is similarly not undermined by the epistemic foibles of novices
in philosophy.

However, since much of the expertise reply relies on broad generaliza-
tions about the possibility of philosophical expertise and close analogy to
expertise in other !elds, it is not !ne-grained enough to discharge the
burden imposed by the variation problem. This worry has been succinctly
expressed by Weinberg et al. (2010) as follows:

Why have so many very smart philosophers not accurately observed what sort of
premise they really need here? Our hypothesis is that they all share a sort of folk
theory of expertise. The rough aphorisms of this folk theory include: (i) su$cient
background, training, or experience is by and large all it takes to get better at any given
activity; and (ii) expertise at one aspect of an activity is closely correlated with
expertise in other aspects of that activity . . . However, the real psychological facts
about expertise turn out to be much more complicated, and more interesting, than
this folk theory would suggest. (pp. 333–334)

There are at least three elements of this folk theory, which these experimental
philosophers and others (e.g., Alexander, 2016; Machery, 2015) have drawn
attention to by relying largely on recent literature on expertise. First, not every
!eld or task of practical or theoretical interest is susceptible to the acquisition of
expertise. Stock brokerage is a prime example. There is no amount of deliberate
practice or mastery of domain-speci!c knowledge and skills that could guaran-
tee an agent a reliable superior or improved performance over an average
person lacking such a background (McClosky, 1990). Second, it is a necessary
condition for the emergence of expertise that such a task or !eld is amenable to
deliberate practice and objective performance measurement aimed at improve-
ment (Ericsson, 1996). Thus, Weinberg and colleagues argue that “there may
seem to be lots of, say, trolley cases, or fake barn cases, or teletransporter cases.
But compared to, say, the number of times a chess player will have practiced
a given opening en route tomastery, it seems that we are not even dealing in the
same order of magnitude” (Weinberg et al., 2010, p. 342).

Third, expertise is a highly local and brittle phenomenon, that is, it is highly
domain-speci!c and dependent on conditions of performance being normal.
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For example, expert archeologists are not necessarily expert oceanographers,
expert psychologists are not necessarily expert ornithologists, and world-
renowned mnemonist Rajan Srinivasan Mahadevan can reproduce the
sequence “2 9 0 3 4 1 8 9 2 3 0 5 7 1 4 5 2 2 8 1 0” but struggles to recall
“C F G K L P Z” in the correct order (Lewandowsky & Thomas, 2009). Voss
et al. (1983) also have shown that their subjects who are experts in some
domains in the natural and social sciences do not have the special knowledge
and strategies to e"ectively analyze a target problem in political science. The
same story is true of more traditional domains of expertise. For example, the
recall ability of chess masters is less accurate and reliable when the perfor-
mance is on randomized chessboard positions, but more accurate and reliable
when the performance is on actual positions from chess games (Gobet &
Simon, 1996). In the same vein, the recall ability of the engineer for the state of
a"airs of thermo-hydraulic processes is less accurate and reliable when the
performance is on processes that are less physically meaningful, but more
accurate and reliable when the performance is on processes that are physically
meaningful (Vincent, 1992). Finally, expert physicians can only make expert
diagnoses when domain-relevant contextual cues are available (Feltovich &
Barrows, 1984).

As a result, if the armchair philosopher is not relying on some illusory
notion of expertise, then there has to be some prima facie evidence that
training in philosophy is conducive to the acquisition of the relevant
expertise and that expertise in philosophy can be located within the space
of those performances where expertise has clearly emerged.

A good starting point for putting the expertise reply on a good footing
would be to clarify the underlying notion of expertise here. At a fairly general
level, expertise can be taken to mean a set of skills and knowledge that lead to
reliable performance in a speci!c domain. This concept of expertise comes
close to Collins and Evans (2007) concept of specialist expertise. On their
view, specialist expertise involves “mastering the tacit knowledge belonging to
the subject matter of the domains” (Collins & Evans, 2007, p. 24). It stands in
contrast to “ubiquitous expertise,”which involves the endless number of skills
required to live in human society. By the standard of ubiquitous expertise,
everyone is an expert, but by the standard of specialist expertise, ‘expertise’
denotes a special category whose attainment is possible only through training
in a speci!c domain. For reasons which shall be made clear as the discussion
progresses, the sense of specialist expertise is what is presupposed when
philosophers claim to be experts in their !elds.

At a fundamental level, expertise in D tracks the disposition to attain
reliable or improved performance in D.4 This is so because the manifesta-
tion of expertise in an activity is conditional on the presence of the right
situation and environment. In a game of chess, for example, a chess master
can make superior moves conditional on not being drunk, on the position of
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the chess board being normal, and so on. In circumstances where these
confounding factors are present, the chess master’s expertise is no di"erent
from a breakable vase under a protective shield, which would manifest its
fragility once the shield were removed (for a comprehensive discussion of
abilities as dispositional, see Bird, 1998; Lewis, 1997; Martin, 1994).

The !rst worry is the question of whether it is possible at all to attain expertise
in philosophical inquiry when thought experiments are deployed in such a way
that makes the nature of this expertise in thought experiments di"erent from
the nature of expertise in stock brokerage. Now, given that expertise in stock
brokerage involvesmaking a reliable forecast about the state of the stockmarket
and that “the stock market is continuously adapting to publicly available
information” (Ericsson, 1996, p. 4), it is clear that it would be impossible for
an individual to reliably outperform any average person who also has this public
knowledge unless that individual relied on illegal insider information. The
knowledge and skills needed for such reliable superior performance, one
might say, is outside the normal range of human expertise. Put di"erently, if
one claimed to have successfully exercised such expertise, the success of such
a performance would justly be attributed to blind luck or insider trading.

By contrast, in Gettier cases,5 for example, the activities of evaluating cases
and applying concepts to given scenarios are ones where the knowledge and
skills needed to generate a reliable superior or improved performance are well
within the normal human range of acquisition; since normal circumstances,
more exposure to cases where one would say an agent knows a given proposi-
tion and cases where one would say an agent does not know a given proposi-
tion leads to more success and care in applying the concept KNOWS. .

Consider another example from ethics. In the trolley cases, moral philoso-
phers are often required to tell the moral di"erence between two cases that are
morally alike in every way except that in one case one may act while in the
other, one may not. In this activity, moral philosophers are able to have more
superior and improved performances because their training and domain
knowledge put them in a position to know which concept to apply in telling
the moral di"erence.6 Clearly, then, we have good inductive grounds to
believe that expertise in these activities is not like expertise in stock brokerage.
Indeed, to support their objection, critics would need an argument that
makes all expertise-relevant activities in thought experiments identical to
the activity of forecasting in stock brokerage. Such an argument would be
implausible, however. Why so? A notable di"erence between stock brokerage
and thought experiments is that in the former, we need to access objective
regularities via cues, and it is not clear whether this is possible. In the latter,
however, all the needed information is included in the description of the
thought experiment.7

However, to address the second and the third concerns requires that we
understand thought experiments under a di"erent model of expertise: not
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with the model of rote expertise measured by speed and automaticity but with
the model of literate expertise measured by knowledge and understanding.
This is important because the fact that the prevailing model of expertise was
drawn from practical domains like sport, chess, music, and medicine imbued
it with some tacit notions and concepts that are not well adapted to cognitive
performances like performances in thought experiments.

According to the literate model, expertise is a dialectical process between
domain-speci!c knowledge and a particular case within a speci!c domain.
As advocates of this model put it:

Domain knowledge is used to interpret or deal with the immediate case. In turn, the
immediate case yields information that may be used to modify domain knowledge,
sometimes in a major way. We call the process “dialectical” because of this two-way
in#uence. Note that the process may go through a number of cycles. One may do
something with the immediate case that leads to reformulating the domain knowl-
edge, which in turn results in a di"erent idea about what to do with the immediate
case, and so forth. (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1991, p. 175)

Scardamalia and Bereiter observe that what the expert has that the novice
lacks is precisely this dialectical interaction between domain-speci!c knowl-
edge and a particular case. On the one hand, novices normally fail to apply
domain knowledge to speci!c cases because critical elements are lacking or
because the knowledge is “represented in a functional way.” On the other
hand, novices might solve a problem and fail to learn from it. There is
empirical evidence that this occurs in mathematics and science problems
(Sweller, 1988). What is more, novices also fall short at the level of proce-
dures. They are interested more in !nishing their work than getting it right.
In mathematics, they are “notorious for failing to check results against prior
knowledge to see if they make sense, and this may be partly due to lack of
knowledge of checking procedures” (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1991, p. 176).

In general, according to this model, expert performance in a speci!c task is
a function of domain expertise, that is, domain-speci!c knowledge, under-
standing, and skills. This is also consistent with !ndings in the research of
reading, which show that how well one understands a given text depends
largely on how well one understands the !eld in which that text is based (see
Bransford & Johnson, 1972). There is signi!cant empirical evidence for this
model outside of literate expertise. For example, large within-domain transfer
has been observed in mathematics expertise (Novick & Holyoak, 1991).

The possibility of within-domain transfer of knowledge, understanding,
and skills to particular cases has led researchers in the expertise literature to
distinguish between expert performances that are in#exible and expert
performances that are #exible, more speci!cally, that allow for within-
domain transfer of expertise. In one study, researchers advert to the dis-
tinction between routine expertise, in which people “have learned complex
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and sophisticated sets of routines and apply them e$ciently and e"ectively
in their practice” (Mylopoulus & Regehr, 2007, p. 1161) and adaptive
expertise, which is based on “an advanced level of problem-solving perfor-
mance” (Gott et al., 1993, p. 259). Another study adverts to how expertise
was acquired, namely, whether the focus was to re!ne procedures to pro-
duce automatic performance, or whether it involved the investment of
cognitive strategies into problem-solving and a deeper understanding of
those problems in the target domain (Lewandowsky & Thomas, 2009, see
also Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1993).

Clearly, expertise in thought experiments belongs to the second type,
adaptive expertise, and it involves a deeper understanding of problems
rather than automatic performance. When thought experiments in philo-
sophy are understood in this way, the fact that expertise is generally local
can be nicely reconciled with the fact that there exists within domain-
transfer of knowledge and skills. After all, if one is an expert in Gettier
cases because of one’s domain-speci!c knowledge and skills in epistemol-
ogy, this would not entitle one to be an expert in trolley cases, which require
within-domain transfer of knowledge and skills in moral philosophy.

This model can also shed light on how the acquisition of philosophical
expertise in various thought experiments is possible. It is possible because it
is acquired by obtaining a doctorate in a speci!c !eld. Consider how this is
possible in Gettier cases. Here, the experts are epistemologists, and their
domain-speci!c knowledge and skills are acquired over years of training in
that discipline.8 They apply this knowledge and skills in, for example, their
evaluation of the Gettier story, which deals with the same concepts that the
epistemologists have always been interested in within their domain of
expertise: the same old mongering about belief, truth, and justi!cation,
and how they combine in the right sorts of ways to generate an instance
of knowledge or fail to do so by a near miss.

Finally, the model can show why experts in thought experiments within
a !eld (e.g., epistemology) can be expected to have more reliable perfor-
mances than novices in that !eld. One can make sense of this by substituting
the dialectical relation between the domain-speci!c knowledge and skills
and the particular case in the model with the dialectical relation between the
domain-speci!c knowledge and skills in epistemology and a given text, say
the Gettier text. Here, the domain-speci!c knowledge is the broad knowl-
edge and understanding of concepts like ‘justi!ed belief’ and ‘to know’ and
their relation to other concepts. Additionally, the skills include close read-
ing, analysis, and evaluation of texts, argumentative skills, sensitivity to the
nuances of concepts and their conditions of application, and the detective
skills of coherent explanation of concepts.

With such knowledge and skills, the epistemologist can have superior or
improved performances in expertise-relevant activities in thought
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experiments, as compared to a novice. In the Gettier cases, this would mean
superior performances in the evaluation of the Gettier text or story, the
application of the target concept, and the deployment of one’s judgment in
an argument against a philosophical claim or theory. Here, as elsewhere,
there is no suggestion that performances in these cognitive activities are like
performances in a game of chess.9

There are many ways to illustrate the potential for improved or superior
performance. First, given how incompletely Gettier cases are usually pre-
sented, one possibility is that novices in epistemology tend to import truth-
irrelevant assumptions “as they follow in their own imaginative construc-
tion the lead of the author of the examples” (Sosa, 2009, p. 107). Second, in
merely trying to !nish the Gettier text, novices might also miss the dialec-
tical signi!cance of the text before them, as well as the objective verdict that
the story demands from them. Third, novices often lack sensitivity to the
attribution of knowledge in other similar cases (e.g., in cases of induction
and testimony), or to the fact that knowledge is incompatible with some
particular property, like luck (Pritchard, 2012). On the other hand, one can
say that only the epistemologist, not the novice, can use the Gettier case to
better understand the phenomenon of knowledge as an object of inquiry: for
example, she can understand that knowledge is a natural kind (Williamson,
2000), that knowledge has a tertiary value which mere true belief lacks
(Pritchard et al., 2010), and so on.

In sum, expertise in thought experiments is a special application of
expertise in a speci!c domain of philosophy. This expertise is local: one’s
entitlement to expertise in one !eld does not license expertise in a di"erent
!eld. Additionally, this expertise allows for within-domain transfer of
knowledge and skills only under the same circumstances and in the same
situation that one’s expertise was inculcated.

Although I have depended largely on the !eld of epistemology to shed
light on the possibility and the nature of expertise in philosophy, the frame-
work I have proposed can shed light on other domains as well, such as
ethics. In a new and fascinating study on moral luck, Kneer and Machery
(2019) are interested in the question of whether, in two morally alike
situations with di"erent outcomes, people judge the situations di"erently,
and they are interested in the psychological mechanism that would underly
such a di"erential treatment. They present the case of two agents who do
exactly the same morally blameworthy action, for example, drunk driving,
but with di"erent outcomes. One agent is unlucky because she runs over
a child. The other agent is lucky because she gets home without harming
anyone. In response to these scenarios, people are inclined to say that the
!rst agent is more morally blameworthy than the second agent because of
the outcome. In this study, however, Kneer and Machery have found that if
the way of presenting the situation is changed, the e"ect that the outcome
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has on the judgment about wrongness, blame, and permissibility disappears.
For instance, if instead of presenting the two scenarios in a non-comparative
way – that is, allowing subjects to assess the cases one at a time, thereby
giving room for absolute judgment – the experimenters allow subjects to
assess the cases comparatively, the e"ect that the outcome has on wrong-
ness, blame, and permissibility disappears. They have also found that asym-
metry of judgment disappears more signi!cantly when cases are presented
to subjects in a way that increases their re#ective comparison of the two
cases (Kneer &Machery, 2019). This is an instance of a more general feature
of the expertise reply, namely, that when verdicts on cases are made with the
knowledge of similar cases in mind, these demonstrate an improvement
over the verdicts that occur without this knowledge.

More importantly, Kneer and Machery (2019) have found that there is, in
fact, no such thing as moral luck. Is that a problem for the moral philoso-
phers who claim expertise on these cases?10 Not at all. In moral luck cases
and trolley cases, intuition is merely used as a fact-focuser, that is, to bring
out certain features of the world. It is not used as evidence or justi!cation.
Of course, it is an empirical question whether the world really has those
features, and the claim here is that once we move past that question and
tackle the problem of giving a reasonable account of the observed features,
philosophical expertise is required. Here, the expertise would consist in
being able to have a reliable superior or improved performance, compared
to novices, in evaluating the moral di"erences between the two cases so that
their asymmetry is explained. Again, like Gettier cases, the claim is that not
only are domain-speci!c knowledge and skills relevant to an improved or
superior performance in this activity, one’s knowledge in dealing with
a particular case can lead to better understanding of one’s own domain-
speci!c knowledge.11 I will use trolley cases to illustrate this dialectical
interaction in the !nal section.

4. Professional philosophers and the variation problem

Experimental philosophers have now moved from bold claims to empirical
!ndings that philosophers as a group do not possess expertise as claimed
and that philosophy as a training is not conducive to the acquisition of
expertise in philosophy. It is good to keep in mind this global sense of
skepticism, even when the studies have merely been based on thought
experiments in ethics, for the various authors take their studies as showing
that the expertise reply is a wrong move.

The studies that have attempted to show this include the study of order-
e"ects by Schwitzgebel and Cushman (2012, 2015) and the study of fram-
ing and Lysol e"ects by Tobia, Buckwalter et al. (2013) and Tobia,
Chapman et al. (2013).12 The !rst (Schwitzgebel & Cushman, 2012) tested
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whether philosophers are sensitive to order-e"ects when they judge spe-
ci!c moral scenarios and when they endorse moral principles on the basis
of their previous judgments of those scenarios. Their test sample was made
up of 324 philosophers, who had either completed an MA or a PhD in
philosophy. Out of this group, 221 (68%) claimed to have competence in
ethics, and 91 had a PhD in ethics. This later group was labeled as ‘Ethics
PhDs,’ a subgroup of philosophers. Two comparison groups were also
tested, and they included 753 academic non-philosophers and 1389 non-
academics, who were without a Master’s degree or PhD in any !eld.

Participants were presented with four moral scenarios involving a double
e"ect scenario, an action-omission scenario, a vest and oxygen variant of the
action-omission scenario, and a moral luck scenario. Each of these four
moral scenarios has various versions. For example, for the double e"ect
scenario, both the push version and the switch version have four versions
each, all presented in random order to the participants (i.e., runaway boxcar,
!re, boat, and hospital versions). These scenarios are important because
they play a key argumentative role in ethics. For example, in the double
e"ect scenario, people assume that the push version is worse than the switch
version, that is, that they are morally inequivalent. This inequivalence is
central to the role they play in ethics. Schwitzgebel and Cushman (2012),
however, were interested in knowing whether the order of presentation of
the scenarios would a"ect their equivalence rating. This is what they found:
in the double e"ect scenarios, all participants, including philosophers and
‘ethics PhDs,’ were more likely to rate the scenarios equivalently when the
push version was presented before the switch version. This was true for the
other groups as well. In sum, all groups were susceptible to order e"ects in
all the moral scenarios, except for “ethics PhDs” in the moral luck scenario.

In the subsequent endorsement of principles based on these scenarios,
participants were asked if they endorsed the three underlying moral princi-
ples: moral luck, double e"ect, and action-omission. In moral luck endorse-
ment, the order of presentation shows no e"ect at all for non-philosophers,
that is, for ‘non-academics’ and ‘academic non-philosophers.’ Non-
philosophers also show no signi!cant order e"ects in their endorsement
of the double e"ect principle; however, they do show order e"ects in their
endorsement of the action-omission principle.

Philosophers, however, show signi!cant order e"ects for their endorsement
of principles of moral luck and double e"ect but no order e"ects on their
endorsement of the action-omission principle. By contrast, “ethics PhDs” show
order e"ects in their endorsement of the double e"ect principle but no order
e"ects in their endorsement of moral luck and action-omission principles.

Schwitzgebel and Cushman (2015) have tried to replicate the above study
by examining order e"ects on trolley cases and the subsequent endorse-
ments of two moral principles on the basis of scenarios they presented:
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double e"ect and the “personal principle.” They also examined framing and
order e"ects on loss-aversion scenarios involving probabilistic reasoning
(Tversky & Kahneman, 1981).

One of the interesting features of this new study is that among the
respondents in the category of ‘philosophers,’ all 497 persons have at least
a graduate degree in philosophy (i.e., at least an MA in philosophy); 469 of
them have a PhD (i.e., a PhD in any !eld of philosophy), 104 (21%) of them
are specialists in ethics (i.e., have at least a PhD in ethics), and 167 (34%) of
them reported having some competence in ethics. The study also tracked
respondents’ reports on their expertise in these issues: among ‘philoso-
phers,’ 20% of respondents claimed that they have expertise in the trolley
problem and the double e"ect principle, and 13% of respondents claimed to
have expertise in the loss aversion-type scenarios.

The study shows that philosophers and non-philosophers alike are a%icted
by substantial order e"ects on the switch version of the trolley problem,
substantial order e"ects on the loss-aversion-type scenarios, and substantial
framing e"ects on the loss-aversion-type scenarios. Similarly, the study shows
that when philosophers were assigned di"erent pairs of trolley cases, this
in#uenced their endorsement of the “personal principle.” However, the
study could not replicate Schwitzgebel and Cushman (2012). More speci!-
cally, order e"ects on speci!c moral scenarios did not a"ect philosophers’
endorsement of the principle of double e"ect and the personal principle.

In the second study (i.e., Tobia, Buckwalter et al., 2013), the participants
were 42 undergraduate students from Rutgers University and 62 profes-
sional philosophers at the American Association Paci!c Division
Conference. They tested one kind of framing e"ect, the actor-observer
point of view, using sacri!cial moral dilemmas from Smart and Williams
(1973), Foot (1967), and Thomson (1985). It turned out that professional
philosophers and undergraduates were both susceptible to signi!cant fram-
ing e"ects. For the same cases, their intuitive verdicts were di"erent when
framed in !rst person (actor) and third person (observer) points of view.

Tobia, Chapman et al. (2013) tried to replicate the above study. They tested
whether a certain cleanliness prime, the smell of Lysol, a"ects the moral judg-
ment of philosophers in the same way that it a"ects the judgment of non-
philosophers. Here, the respondents were 168 undergraduate students at
a Rutgers University bus stop, and 177 participants at the American
Philosophical Association, Eastern Division, 2011 conference. They were ran-
domly assigned either to a moral scenario with an actor version in which they
were the moral agents in question or to an observer version of the same moral
scenario in which someone else was the moral agent in question. The moral
scenario describes a certain action onemight ordinarily judge aswrong. Further,
the respondents were randomly assigned either to “clean” surveys sprayed with
Lysol or to “control” surveys sprayed with water before distribution.
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Tobia and colleagues found that in the “control” condition, students rated
themselves more harshly than others, but philosophers rated others more
harshly than themselves. In the “clean” condition, however, students rated
themselves and others more harshly, and philosophers rated themselves
more harshly than others. Thus, they argue, “these results supply evidence
that professional philosophers are in#uenced by a type of environmental
factor and provide two strikes against the philosopher-as-expert view:
philosophers are subject to actor-observer e"ects and are in#uenced by
cleanliness cue” (Tobia et al., 2013, p. 201).

In what follows, I will argue, however, that despite the various studies
which show that philosophers are vulnerable to substantial in#uence of
contextual factors on their judgments under speci!ed conditions, there is
a sense in which the expertise reply is still credible.

5. Moderate optimism in philosophical expertise

5.1. Worry about the underlying notion of expertise

One of the concerning features of the studies and, indeed, of most current
research testing alleged expertise among philosophers is that a tacit notion
of expertise is often presumed: experts in ethics are those with a PhD in any
branch of philosophy (Tobia, Buckwalter et al., 2013; Tobia, Chapman et al.,
2013) or those with at least an MA in any !eld of philosophy (Schwitzgebel
& Cushman, 2012, 2015).

This view of expertise is problematic for both scienti!c and dialectical
reasons. Let’s start with the scienti!c reason. According to our best knowl-
edge from empirical studies of expertise in various domains, expertise is
domain-restricted, and it takes about 10 years to attain. This translates to
roughly 10,000 hours spent in a speci!c domain or on a speci!c task within
that domain before a recognizable di"erence emerges between an individual
who is an expert in that domain and those who are novices. Moreover, this
10-year rule is !eld neutral. It is true for chess (Simon & Chase, 1973), music
(Sosniak, 1985), tennis (Monsaas, 1985), swimming (Kalinowski, 1985),
long-distance running (Wallingford, 1975), and even for an armchair dis-
cipline like mathematics (Gustin, 1985). Additionally, the reasons for the
domain-speci!city of expertise can be attributed to the following: expertise
in one domain often comes with the risk of being a novice in related
domains or su"ering from poor memory about cases outside one’s domain,
and sometimes it is attainable only by focusing on a lesser base of knowledge
within one’s own domain (Lewandowsky et al., 2007).

However, if the critics of philosophical expertise argue that their studies
have only aimed at versions of the expertise reply that rely on the assump-
tion that philosophers are experts in every domain of philosophy, this would
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clearly be a straw-man argument, also amounting to an unsystematic attack
on the expertise reply.

Now, let’s look at the second reason, the dialectical reason. As seen in the
preceding section, experimental philosophers are often very eager to give
methodological advice to armchair philosophers in order to denounce their
“illusion of expertise,” claiming that their expertise in thought experiments
does not meet the standard that is required for the emergence of expertise as
speci!ed in the expertise literature (see Alexander, 2016; Machery, 2015;
Weinberg et al., 2010). Yet, those same sources stipulate that one does not
become an expert until one has worked for nearly a decade in a target
domain. If experimental philosophers believe that those empirical sources
provide credible objections against armchair philosophers, then those
sources should also be taken to provide credible guidelines for establishing
that a target group of professionals has no alleged expertise.

Notably, Schwitzgebel and Cushman (2012, 2015) have been more
sensitive to these issues by tracking what they take to be the best test
case of their samples, namely, those with at least a PhD in ethics. Even
so, caution regarding what these results have established against phi-
losophical expertise is warranted. Why so? Chess masters have exper-
tise if anyone does; yet, according to the empirical research, chess
masters normally exhibit reliable superior performances over novices
only under some speci!ed conditions but not in others, namely, only
under those same conditions in which their expertise was acquired in
the !rst place (Gobet & Simon, 1996). This is important because if
philosophers have attained expertise on judgments on cases by always
viewing these cases in a simple manner manner – for example, in the
push case versus switch case – then it would be problematic to claim
that they have no expertise because they show unsuspected vulner-
ability to contextual factors when exposed to scenarios where a switch
case is followed by a push case, then a bad moral luck case, then
a good moral luck case, and so on (Schwitzgebel & Cushman, 2012,
mutatis mutandis for, Schwitzgebel & Cushman, 2015). That would
amount to saying that if one has expertise in a target domain, then,
under any condition in which scenarios are presented, one has to be
able to produce a reliable superior performance. Such ability is not
available, however, even to chess masters.

5.2. The problem of low external validity

Here is the dialectical situation. Critics of philosophical expertise hope to
undermine faith in the reliability of such expertise across all domains in
analytic philosophy: epistemology, philosophy of mind, ethics, and meta-
physics, to mention but a few. Yet, to do this, they rely on trolley cases and
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sacri!cial moral dilemmas, and these thought experiments are in many ways
unlike successful thought experiments in philosophy, such as Gettier cases.
This observation is not some idiosyncratic move.

Gettier cases have been known to be the gold standard in philosophical
thought experiments. For example, Pritchard notes that Gettier counterex-
amples have “indefeasible standing in the analytic project” (Pritchard, 2012,
p. 93). Williamson writes that the convincing power of Gettier cases has been
unparalleled in the philosophical community (Williamson, 2007, p. 180), and
Weatherson argues that unlike most thought experiments in philosophy,
Gettier cases are always devastating for a theory (Weatherson, 2003, p. 8).

Trolley cases and sacri!cial moral dilemmas, by contrast, have elicited
more cautious responses among experts in the !eld of moral philosophy
(Hare, 1981; Pinco"s, 1986; Singer, 1999). Rawls even wrote that competent
moral judges should be expected to have expertise only in a certain class of
cases. Such a case, he noted, should not be “especially di$cult and be one
that is likely to arise in ordinary life” (Rawls, 1951, p. 182).

This point is closely connected with another problem that Gettier cases
do not share with trolley cases. In a very important study, Bauman et al.
(2014) show that trolley cases and sacri!cial moral dilemmas are low on
external validity because they lack (a) experimental realism, that is, how well
the scenarios meaningfully engage participants and make them take the
experiment seriously; (b) mundane realism, that is, how well the scenarios in
the experiment resemble the scenarios that participants face in everyday life;
and (3) psychological realism, that is, whether the same ability operates
during the experiment and in real world analogies (Bauman et al., 2014).
With low external validity, not only would the results of such studies fail to
generalize to a range of other cases and thought experiments, they could not
be used to undermine the underlying reliability of philosophical expertise in
other cases and thought experiments.

Trolley cases and sacri!cial moral dilemmas score low on experimental
realism because of the high incidence of laughter and humor among partici-
pants: 63% in the push case and 33% in the switch case (Bauman et al., 2014).13

This is troubling because if people are enjoying the humorous features of
scenarios presented in an experiment, they typically lose sight of the moral
issue at stake in the experiment. There is also the further concern that such
humorous features disengage normal human ability. For example, research
shows that people ignore negative information in order to keep up their good
mood (Andrade, 2005; Isen & Simmonds, 1978). Hence, using such cases
might present a distorted view of human decision-making.

Similarly, trolley cases and sacri!cial moral dilemmas score low on
mundane realism because, in general, subjects !nd them unbelievable and
lacking in relevant details – circumstantial, legal, and personal. Indeed,
“people often sco" at the notion that the fat man’s body could really stop
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a train, question whether there really is no place for workers on the track to
go, and dispute whether anyone could really appraise all of the important
aspects of the situations with certainty and in time to act” (Bauman et al.,
2014, p. 542). Their studies also show that compared to the Heinz dilemma
and contemporary social and moral problems, sacri!cial moral dilemmas
score lower on mundane realism among subjects (Bauman et al., 2014).

Finally, sacri!cial moral dilemmas score very low on psychological rea-
lism. Bauman and colleagues discovered that the majority of their subjects
found the sacri!cial moral dilemmas to be unrealistic, and for these same
people, there was no discomfort with other people who expressed di"erent
moral verdicts about these scenarios. Given how disagreement on moral
verdicts in other moral situations normally generates discomfort, this result
shows that sacri!cial moral dilemmas “failed to elicit a response that has
been documented by multiple other moral contexts” (Bauman et al., 2014.
p. 544; see also Haidt et al., 1997). For our present purposes, the worry to be
noted here is that an account of philosophical expertise based on verdicts on
sacri!cial moral dilemmas may end up accentuating or attenuating the role
of some psychological processes, which has no bearing on expertise in other
scenarios, moral or otherwise.

By contrast, it can easily be shown that the Gettier cases score high on
experimental realism because they do not evoke laughter or have grisly
details; that they score high onmundane realism because stopped “watches,”
for example, are common phenomena and do really show the right time
twice a day (Williamson, 2011, p. 217); and that they score high on psycho-
logical realism because they do not engage idiosyncratic abilities or psycho-
logical processes.

Moreover, Gettier cases, being about the attribution of the presence or
absence of knowledge to real or hypothetical scenarios, have an uncommon
feature that is not present in trolley cases and sacri!cial moral dilemmas.
How so? Consider evidence from the study of the limits of cross-cultural
variation in the lexicon of mental state concepts. The word ‘knows’ is found
in the core vocabularies of all known human languages (Haspelmath &
Tadmor, 2009), has an exceptional status of a universal lexeme by appearing
in the short-list of words that typically have a one-word equivalent in all
natural languages (Goddard, 2010), and it is the 8th most common verb of
the Oxford English Corpus. This is important not only because it shows that
the word ‘knows’ plays a key role in our social life, it also means that
expertise in its use is most likely to emerge. If expertise is a function of
frequency and exposure to a given activity, and cases involving knowledge
attribution have more mundane realism than sacri!cial moral dilemmas,
then expertise in giving verdicts in the former is likelier than expertise in
giving verdicts in the latter.
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Next, consider evidence from the limits of cultural variation in knowledge
attribution. In their landmark paper, Weinberg et.al (2001) argue that they
found empirical evidence that majority of their correspondents with East
and South Asian backgrounds do not apply the concept KNOWS in the
standard way to the Gettier cases, namely, denying knowledge to the
protagonist of the story.() However, this study has failed to replicate (see
Nagel et al., 2013; Turri, 2013). Indeed, in a recent and more robust study
testing the judgments of correspondents from four di"erent countries and
cultural groups with four distinct languages (English, Portuguese, Bengali,
and Japanese), Machery et al. (2015) have found robust and telling evidence
that subjects judge Gettier cases as cases of justi!ed true belief that do not
amount to knowledge as required. They hypothesize that this provides
evidence of an underlying core folk epistemology across all human cultures.
In the same vein, Nagel (2012, 2013) hypothesizes that our knowledge
attribution practices depend on a more fundamental ability to track mental
states correctly and that there are cultural and evolutionary pressures to do
this in a reliable manner. For example, Boyd and Nagel (2014) cite the
Machiavellian intelligence hypothesis to explain the evolutionary pressure:
“Animals who are able to keep track of each other’s underlying mental states
do not simply expect the same surface patterns of behaviour, but can more
accurately anticipate changing behaviour across changing circumstances”
(Boyd & Nagel, 2014, p. 111). Besides competitive gains, they also cite
cooperative gains.

If the results of these studies are reliable, and their narratives or some-
thing close to them are true, then it means that at the present moment,
experimental philosophers, in relying largely on verdicts about trolley cases
and sacri!cial moral dilemmas, have not relied on our best test cases or
thought experiments. Ideally, one should establish one’s claims on the best
test cases so that those claims can be bold and generalizable; that is what is
required to undermine faith in the trustworthiness and reliability of philo-
sophical expertise.

5.3. The problem of relevance

A !nal worry is that experimental philosophers usually overestimate the role
of intuition in philosophy. For example, they presume that moral philoso-
phy stands or falls on intuition because intuition is used as the evidence or
the justi!cation14 for moral principles or hypotheses. This mistake leads to
a closely related mistake, namely, that the activity they test is not related to
what philosophers would normally claim to have expertise in, for instance,
giving verdicts about the cases and having better intuitions in these verdicts
(Schwitzgebel & Cushman, 2012, 2015; Tobia, Buckwalter et al., 2013; Tobia,
Chapman et al., 2013). If this diagnosis is right, that is, if intuition is not
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used as the evidence or the justi!cation for moral hypotheses or principles,
and philosophical expertise does not consist in having better intuitions in
these speci!c cases, then we cannot deduce from the claim “moral philoso-
phers are susceptible to contextual factors in their intuition about trolley
cases and sacri!cial moral dilemmas” the claim that they have no expertise
and that they ought to be restricting their use of intuition as evidence.

We use intuition in trolley cases and sacri!cial moral dilemmas to bring
out certain facts about the world. Indeed, the trolley problem arose from the
observation to be found in Foot (1967, p. 2) that people generally !nd it
morally permissible that a medical doctor can conduct a hysterectomy15 on
a pregnant woman who has cancer, but they !nd it morally impermissible
that the doctor should conduct a craniotomy operation on a woman who is
in labor to save her life.16 Whether the world is that way or not is of course
an entirely empirical question, and even though it borders on the trivial to
say that philosophical expertise does not consist in having better intuitions
about these cases, it is worth stating. The moral philosopher does not and
need not have better intuitions about cases17 such as the switch case and the
push case in order to explore further features of the above observation
concerning craniotomy operations.

On the contrary, philosophical expertise is required to properly evaluate
the cases in order to highlight their moral di"erences.18 Here, the claim is
that in this activity, moral philosophers but not novices can make reliable
and improved performances because of their domain-speci!c knowledge
and skills. For clarity, let us stick with the trolley-driver case – where one is
a driver of a trolley that has lost control, and one can direct the trolley onto
a right-hand track so that it hits just one person instead of hitting !ve people
on the main track, and the push case – where one can push a fat man onto
the path of a trolley that has lost control to prevent it from hitting !ve
workmen on its track. What is the moral di"erence between these cases that
makes the former permissible but not the latter when both cases involve
a net saving of four lives? In response to this question, Foot (1967) says, “it is
not easy, however, to see the principles involved” (p. 1), and Thomson
observes that the question does not “have obvious answers” (Thomson,
1985, p. 1401). By their own terms, the judgment that is required does not
have the properties that are easy, immediate, or spontaneous and which
would, from the experimentalists’ perspective, count as intuitive.19

In coming up with an evaluation of the moral di"erence between the two
cases, Foot considers the principle of double e"ect, which says that “it is
sometimes permissible to bring about by oblique intention what one may
not directly intend” (Foot, 1967, p. 2).She then rejects this principle because
of the confusion in the distinction between direct and oblique intentions.
A more attractive proposal, according to her, can be formulated if we pay
attention to a di"erent kind of distinction: “the distinction between what we
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owe people in the form of aid and what we owe them in the way of non-
interference” (Foot, 1967, p. 5), that is, the distinction between positive and
negative duties. On this basis, Foot would say that in the trolley driver case,
the agent is faced with a con#ict of negative duties: the duty of avoiding
injury to !ve men and the duty of avoiding injury to one man. Since the
agent cannot do both, the agent must embrace the option with the least
injury. By contrast, in the push case, the agent is weighing the duty of not
in#icting injury against the duty of bringing aid. The agent wants to rescue
!ve men, but he can do so only by in#icting injury. Since the duty to avoid
harm is stricter than the duty to render help, one may act in the trolley
driver case but not in the push case. Hence, the following principle applies:
“to refrain from in#icting injury ourselves is a stricter duty than to prevent
other people from in#icting injury” (Foot, 1967, p. 6). Notice that in calling
on these distinctions, Foot is relying on domain-speci!c knowledge and
skills as a moral philosopher.

Thomson rejects that principle because she thinks it gives the wrong
prediction about a case which is a cousin to the trolley driver case: the
bystander at the switch. To get the right prediction, what is needed is the
concept of right, not the concept of duty: we can say that the moral
di"erence between the trolley driver case and the push case is that in the
trolley driver case, but not in the push case case, one makes something that
is already a threat to all a threat to one, and one does not accomplish that by
means which infringe on the rights of the one. Hence, the following prin-
ciple applies: “if a person is faced with a choice between doing something
here and now to !ve, by the doing of which he will kill them, and doing
something else here and now to one, by the doing of which he will kill only
the one, then (other things being equal) he ought to choose the second
alternative rather than the !rst” (Thomson, 1985, p. 1415). Again, like Foot,
this evaluation depends on a great deal of domain-speci!c knowledge and
skills. Thomson (1985) himself makes this acknowledgment:

My own feeling is that solving this problem requires making appeal to that concept
[i.e., the concept of right] or to some other concept that does the same kind of work.
Indeed, I think it is one of the many reasons why this problem is of such interest to
moral theory that it does force us to appeal to that concept; and by the same token,
that we learn something from it about that concept. (p. 1404)

Clearly, like the epistemologist in Gettier cases, domain-speci!c knowledge
and skills are used to make better performances in a certain cognitive
activity, and the knowledge gained in the case, in turn, can shape one’s
domain-speci!c knowledge. Understood in this way, philosophical inquiries
have an intrinsic value in contributing to human understanding indepen-
dent of the validity or the status of the initial questions that motivated them.
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Finally, that one and the same particular fact (i.e., that one should act in the
trolley-driver case but not in the push case) leads to the a$rmation of three
general hypotheses or principles shows that the ground of support is induc-
tive: the particular fact does not lend conclusive proof to any of the general
hypotheses; it merely makes them plausible. Also, one possible ground for the
justi!cation of a chosen hypothesis would be its theoretical virtues: its pre-
dictive strength, evidential !t, simplicity, elegance, naturalness, and so on.
Matters are not so simple with theoretical virtues, however. Individually, their
application criteria are imprecise20; collectively, they pull in di"erent direc-
tions and make con#icting claims on the theorists who want to use them
(Kuhn, 1977). In short, their e"ective deployment presupposes a great deal of
expertise21. Moreover, it is not always clear what data among one’s set of data
must force an amendment of a hypothesis and what must be dismissed as
mere “noise.” For example, in the case above, Thomson observes that the
bystander at the switch is a datum that should be accounted for in any
plausible hypothesis, and she claims that her hypothesis does that e"ectively
while Foot’s does not. This depends, however, on what should hold a salient
concern in this context, evidential !t or simplicity (and elegance). Although
Thomson prefers evidential !t, that is clearly not the only available
alternative.22 Given how the choice of a given hypothesis depends a great
deal on what theoretical virtue(s) a moral philosopher counts as salient in her
inquiry, and given how the rightness of this choice in turn depends on the
expertise or competence of the moral philosopher, it seems more natural to
make this expertise23 the primary source of the justi!cation of the moral
hypothesis and the theoretical virtues the secondary source.24 None of these
supports the centrality of intuition as evidence or justi!cation in the trolley
cases from which one can press the two challenges earlier discussed, namely,
the restrictionist and the egalitarian challenges. In short, experimental philo-
sophers are wrong about the trolley cases twice over: intuition is not used as
evidence or justi!cation, and philosophical expertise does not consist in
having better intuition about the cases.

6. Conclusion

In this paper, I argued for a modest defense of philosophical expertise. What
goes wrong with the old reply is that it is not !ne-grained enough to discharge
the burden of proof of philosophical expertise. What goes wrong with the
position of critics of philosophical expertise is that it is too sweeping to claim
that philosophical expertise is an illusion and that philosophical training is not
conducive to the attainment of one. On the contrary, what seems true is that
philosophical training is conducive to the attainment of expertise, and philo-
sophers have expertise in expertise-relevant activities (e.g., evaluation of the
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trolley cases) and in some domains in which expertise has been claimed (e.g.,
the Gettier cases in analytic epistemology).

Notes

1. Only the !rst and the third uses of intuition shall be of interest here. Thus, both the
Gettier cases and the trolley cases would be explored to demonstrate the possibility
and the nature of philosophical expertise. One motivation for appealing to Gettier
cases is that they show easily why the complete rejection of the expertise reply by
critics of philosophical expertise is implausible. Gettier cases also allow us to have
a better grasp of the scope and limits of expertise in thought experiments when
expertise is about people’s verdicts on cases. Finally, the overarching framework of
expertise to be sketched can show that despite the di"erent structures and uses of
Gettier cases and trolley cases, there is, nonetheless, an underlying unity in terms of
what expertise in these cases consists in.

2. For something close to this, see Egler and Ross (2018).
3. Experimental philosophy is a complex research program with divergent ambitions.

However, throughout this paper, I will be concerned with those who are skeptics
regarding the possibility of a genuine expertise in philosophy.

4. I am grateful to an anonymous referee of this journal for helping me to make this
point.

5. I have used Gettier cases here as an illustration because this is a general skeptical
doubt about expertise in all philosophical thought experiments, Gettier cases
included.

6. The discussion of the trolley cases in the !nal section will bring more clarity to this
point.

7. I thank [Thomas Grundmann] for suggesting this point to me.
8. Take, for example, the following advice for undergraduates in a typical European

university: “Full-time students study between 40 and 50 hours per week on average.
The number of hours doesn’t just comprise studying (self-study) but also attending
classes, preparing practicals, writing papers, etc. Most study coaches suggest
a minimum of 40 hours” (https://www.kuleuven.be/english/studentservices/studyad
viceservice/brochure/structure/a3-5.html). By the time the student is enrolled in
a PhD program, she is expected to devote this time to a speci!c area within her
domain for four years. That is an awful lot of time and training! Also, the doctoral
student receives feedback from her supervisor, supervisory committee, fellow stu-
dents, referees, conferences, and so on.

9. In fact, this is what has been explicitly rejected by shifting from rote expertise
measured by speed and automaticity to literate expertise measured by knowledge
and understanding.

10. In fact, they take this study as supporting the conclusion that the hindsight bias, which
is manifested in judging one scenario as morally worse because of its outcome is not
re#ective of people’s competence and domain knowledge; rather, it re#ects the
mechanism underlying the way the judgment is formed (Kneer & Machery, 2019).

11. It is also for these reasons that we can justi!ably speak of expertise in thought
experiments as a uni!ed phenomenon.

12. Previous research (see Liao et al., 2011; Lombrozo, 2009; Wiegmann et al., 2012) has
found that non-philosopher subjects’ moral judgments are sensitive to order e"ects.

13. Foot (1967) has already indicated this limitation in her original paper.
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14. Following a common practice in this debate, I use both interchangeably, glossing over
important di"erences.

15. The operation to remove a woman’s uterus.
16. This is a complicated pregnancy in which the head of the child is wedged in the birth

canal and crushing that head is the only way to save the mother’s life.
17. For example, in the trolley driver versus the surgeon case, the bystander at the switch

versus the transplant case, and so on.
18. Thomson also makes this observation: “I think we may take it to be a datum that it is,

the job which confronts the theorist of rights being, not to establish that it is, but
rather to explain why it is” (Thomson, 1985, p. 1409).

19. In fact, as Cappelen (2012) has shown, the judgment that philosophers make in the
trolley cases in response to the puzzle do not even have the attributes that mainstream
philosophers who are enthusiastic about the central role of intuition in philosophy
need in order to classify it as intuitive.

20. This problem arises, for example, when we ask what evidential !t amounts to in
a given inquiry.

21. I have argued for a similar view in Irikefe (2020).
22. In fact, a growing consensus in the debate on scienti!c methodology is that evidential

!t does not always count in favor of a theory because it leads to the problem of over-
!tting, where a theory !ts present data well but future data badly. Foster and Sober
have shown that this problem is solved by adverting to simple and elegant theories
(see Forster & Sober, 1994; for a comprehensive discussion of this implication for
philosophical methodology, see Williamson, 2016).

23. Again, expertise here is nothing more than the domain-speci!c knowledge and skills
which are conducive to improved or better performances.

24. Note that this approach is di"erent from the deductive model o"ered by Cappelen
(2012), who believes that the justi!cation of the philosopher is just the quality of the
arguments or reasons given. Note also that Cappelen !nds the expertise reply to be
a discredited approach.

Acknowledgement

I am deeply grateful to Sylvia Wenmackers, Thomas Grundmann, Paul Silva jr., and the
anonymous reviewers of this journal for their valuable insights, comments, and contribu-
tions in the preparation of this manuscript.

Disclosure statement

No potential con#ict of interest was reported by the author.

Notes on contributor

Paul Oghenovo Irikefe received an M.A. in Philosophy from the University of Ibadan,
Nigeria, and a Research M. A. in Philosophy from the University of Leuven, Belgium. He
is currently a doctoral candidate and a VC fellow at Cardi"University. His research focusses

PHILOSOPHICAL PSYCHOLOGY 23



on the intersection between philosophical methodology and virtue ethics in Analytic
philosophy.

ORCID

Paul Oghenovo Irikefe http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4086-8229

References

Alexander, J. (2016). Philosophical expertise. In J. Sytsma & W. Buckwalter (Eds.),
A companion to experimental philosophy (pp. 557–567). Blackwell.

Alexander, J., & Weinberg, J. (2007). Analytic epistemology and experimental philosophy.
Philosophy Compass, 2(1), 56–80. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-9991.2006.00048.x

Andrade, E. B. (2005). Behavioral consequences of a"ect: Combining evaluative and reg-
ulatory mechanisms. Journal of Consumer Research, 32(3), 355–362. https://doi.org/10.
1086/497546

Bauman, C., McGraw, P., Bartels, D., &Warren, C. (2014). Revisiting external validity: Concerns
about trolley problems and other sacri!cial dilemmas in moral psychology. Social and
Personality Psychology Compass, 8(9), 536–554. https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12131

Bealer, G. (2000). A theory of the a priori. Paci!c Philosophical Quarterly, 81(1), 1–30.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-0114.00092

Bereiter, C, & Scardamalia, M. (1993). Surpassing ourselves: An inquiry into the nature and
implications of expertise. Chicago, IL: Open Court.

Bird, A. (1998). Dispositions and antidotes. The Philosophical Quarterly, 48(191), 227–234.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9213.00098

Boyd, K., & Nagel, J. (2014). The reliability of epistemic intuitions. In E. Machery &
E. O’Neil (Eds.), Current controversies in experimental philosophy (pp. 109–127).
Routledge.

Bransford, J. D., & Johnson, M. K. (1972). Contextual prerequisite for understanding: Some
investigations of comprehension and recall. Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal
Behaviour, 11(6), 717–726. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-5371(72)80006-9

Cappelen, H. (2012). Philosophy without intuitions. Oxford University Press.
Collins, H., & Evans, R. (2007). Rethinking expertise. University of Chicago Press.
Egler, M., & Ross, L. (2018). Philosophical expertise under the microscope. Synthese,

197:1077–1098. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-018-1757-0
Ericsson, K. A. (1996). The acquisition of expert performance: An introduction to some of

the issues. In K. A. Ericsson (Ed.), The road to excellence: The acquisition of expert
performance in the arts, sciences, sports, and games (pp. 1–50). Erlbaum.

Feltovich, P. J., & Barrows, H. S. (1984). Issues of generality in medical problem solving. In
H. G. Schmidt & M. L. de Volder (Eds.), Tutorials in problem-based learning (pp.
128–142). Van Gorcum.

Foot, P. (1967). The problem of abortion and the doctrine of the double e"ect in virtues and
vices. Oxford Review, 5, 5–15.

Forster, M., & Sober, E. (1994). How to tell when simpler, more uni!ed, or less ad hoc
theories will provide more accurate predictions. British Journal for the Philosophy of
Science, 45(1), 1–35. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjps/45.1.1

24 P. O. IRIKEFE



Gobet, F., & Simon, H. A. (1996). Recall of rapidly presented random chess positions is
a function of skill. Psychonomic Bulletin and Reviews, 3(2), 159–163. https://doi.org/10.
3758/BF03212414

Goddard, C. (2010). Universals and variation in the lexicon of mental state concepts. In
B. Malt & P. Wol" (Eds.), Words and the mind (pp. 72–93). Oxford University Press.

Goldman, A. (2007). Philosophical intuitions: Their target, their source, and their epistemic
status. Grazer Philosophische Studien , 74(1), 1–26. https://doi.org/10.1163/
9789401204651_002

Gott, S. P., Hall, E. P., Pokorny, R. A., Dibble, E., & Glaser, R. (1993). A naturalistic study of
transfer: Adaptive expertise in technical domains. In D. K. Detterman & R. J. Sternberg
(Eds.), Transfer on trial: Intelligence, cognition and instruction (pp. 258–263). Ablex.

Grundmann, T. (2010). Some hope for intuitions: A reply to Weinberg. Philosophical
Psychology, 23(4), 481–509. https://doi.org/10.1080/09515089.2010.505958

Gustin, W. C. (1985). The development of exceptional research mathematicians. In
B. S. Bloom (Ed.), Developing talent in young people (pp. 270–331). Ballantine Books.

Haidt, J., Rozin, P., McCauley, C., & Imada, S. (1997). Body, psyche, and culture: The
relationship between disgust and morality. Psychology and Developing Societies, 9(1),
107–131. https://doi.org/10.1177/097133369700900105

Hales, S. D. (2006). Relativism and the foundations of philosophy. MIT Press.
Hannon, M. (2018). Intuitions, re#ective judgments, and experimental philosophy.

Synthese, 195(9), 4147–4168. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11229-017-1412-1
Hare, R. M. (1981). Moral thinking. Oxford University Press.
Haspelmath, M., & Tadmor, U. (2009). World loanword database. Max Planck digital

library. http://wold.livingsources.org/.
Horvath, J. (2010). How (not) to react to experimental philosophy. Philosophical Psychology,

23(4), 447–480. https://doi.org/10.1080/09515089.2010.505878
Isen, A. M., & Simmonds, S. F. (1978). The e"ect of feeling good on a helping task that is

incompatible with good mood. Social Psychology, 41(4), 346–349. https://doi.org/10.2307/
3033588

Kalinowski, A. G. (1985). The development of Olympic swimmers. In B. S. Bloom (Ed.),
Developing talent in young people (pp. 139–192). Ballantine Books.

Kauppinen, A. (2007). The rise and fall of experimental philosophy. Philosophical
Explorations, 10(2), 95–118. https://doi.org/10.1080/13869790701305871

Kneer, M., & Machery, E. (2019). No luck for moral luck. Cognition, 182, 331–348. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2018.09.003

Knobe, J., & Shaun, N. (2008). An experimental philosophy manifesto. In J. Knobe &
S. Nichols (Eds.), Experimental philosophy (pp. 3–14). University Press.

Kripke, S. (1980). Naming and necessity. Harvard University Press.
Kuhn, T. (1977). The essential tension: Selected studies in scienti!c tradition and change. The

University of Chicago Press.
Lewandowsky, S., Little, D., & Kalish, M. (2007). Knowledge and expertise. In D. Francis,

N. Raymond, D. Susan, L. Stephan, & P. Timothy (Eds.), Handbook of applied cognition
(2nd ed.) (pp. 83–109). John Wiley.

Lewandowsky, S., & Thomas, J. (2009). Expertise: Acquisition, limitations, and control.
Reviews of Human Factors and Ergonomics, 5(1), 140–165. https://doi.org/10.1518/
155723409X448044

Lewis, D. (1983). Philosophical papers (Vol. 1). Oxford University Press.
Lewis, D. (1997). Finkish dispositions. The Philosophical Quarterly, 47(187), 43–158. https://

doi.org/10.1111/1467-9213.00052

PHILOSOPHICAL PSYCHOLOGY 25



Liao, S. M., Weigmann, A., Alexander, J., & Vong, G. (2011). Putting the trolley in order:
Experimental philosophy and the loop case. Philosophical Psychology, 25(5), 661–671.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09515089.2011.627536

Lombrozo, T. (2009). The role of moral commitments in moral judgment. Cognitive Science,
33(2), 273–286. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1551-6709.2009.01013.x

Ludwig, K. (2007). The epistemology of thought experiments: First person versus third
person approaches. Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 31(1), 128–159. https://doi.org/10.
1111/j.1475-4975.2007.00160.x

Machery, E. (2015). The illusion of expertise. In E. Fischer & J. Collins (Eds.), Experimental
philosophy, rationalism, and naturalism: Rethinking philosophical method (pp. 188–203).
Routledge.

Machery, E., Mallon, R., & Stich, S. (2004). Semantics, cross-cultural style. Cognition, 92(3),
B1–B12. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2003.10.003

Machery, E., Stich, S., Rose, D., Chatterjee, A., Karasawa, K., Struchiner, N., Sirker, S.,
Usui, N., & Hashimoto, T. (2015). Gettier across cultures. Noûs, 51(3), 1–20. https://doi.
org/10.1111/nous.12110

Malmgren, A.-S. (2011). Rationalism and the content of intuitive judgements. Mind, 120
(478), 263–327. https://doi.org/10.1093/mind/fzr039

Martin, C. B. (1994). Dispositions and conditionals. The Philosophical Quarterly, 44(174),
1–8. https://doi.org/10.2307/2220143

McClosky, D. N. (1990). If you’re so smart: The narrative of economic expertise. University of
Chicago Press.

Monsaas, J. A. (1985). Learning to be a world-class tennis player. In B. S. Bloom (Ed.),
Developing talent in young people (pp. 211–269). Ballantine Books.

Mylopoulus, M., & Regehr, G. (2007). Cognitive metaphors of expertise and knowledge:
Prospects and limitations for medical education. Medical Education, 41(12), 1159–1165.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2923.2007.02912.x

Nagel, J. (2012). Intuitions and experiments: A defense of the case method in epistemology.
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 85(3), 495–527. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.
1933-1592.2012.00634.x

Nagel, J. (2013). Defending the evidential value of epistemic intuitions: A reply to Stich.
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 87(1), 179–199. https://doi.org/10.1111/phpr.
12008

Nagel, J., San Juan, V., & Mar, R. (2013). Lay denial of knowledge for justi!ed true beliefs.
Cognition, 129(3), 652–661. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2013.02.008

Nichols, S., Stich, S., & Weinberg, J. (2012). Meta-skepticism: Meditations in ethno-
epistemology. In S. Stich (Ed.), Knowledge, rationality, and morality, 1978–2010
(pp. 227–247). Oxford University Press.

Nichols, S., & Knobe, J. (2007). Moral responsibility and determinism: The cognitive science
of folk intuitions.Nous, 41(4), 663–685. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0068.2007.00666.x

Novick, L. R., & Holyoak, K. J. (1991). Mathematical problem solving by analogy. Journal of
Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory, and Cognition, 17(3), 398–415. https://doi.
org/10.1037//0278-7393.17.3.398

Pinco"s, E. L. (1986).Quandaries and virtues: Against reductivism in ethics. University of Kansas.
Plantinga, A. (1993). Warrant and proper function. Oxford University Press.
Pritchard, D. (2012). On meta-epistemology. The Harvard Review of Philosophy, 18(1),

91–108. https://doi.org/10.5840/harvardreview20121815
Pritchard, D. H., Millar, A., & Haddock, A. (2010). The nature and value of knowledge: Three

investigations. Oxford University Press.

26 P. O. IRIKEFE



Pust, J. (2001). Against explanationist skepticism regarding philosophical intuitions.
Philosophical Studies, 106(3), 227–258. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1013356707899

Rawls, J. (1951). Outline of a decision procedure for ethics. The Philosophical Review, 60(2),
177–197. https://doi.org/10.2307/2181696

Scardamalia, M., & Bereiter, C. (1991). Literate expertise. In K. A. Ericcson & J. Smith (Eds.),
Toward a general theory of expertise: Prospects and limits (pp. 172–194). Cambridge
University Press.

Schwitzgebel, E., & Cushman, F. (2012). Expertise in moral reasoning? Order e"ects on
moral judgment in professional philosophers and non-philosophers.Mind and Language,
27(2), 135–153. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0017.2012.01438.x

Schwitzgebel, E., & Cushman, F. (2015). Philosophers’ biased judgments persist despite
training, expertise and re#ection. Cognition, 141, 127–137. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cog
nition.2015.04.015

Simon, H. A., & Chase, W. G. (1973). Skill in chess. American Scientist, 61(4), 394–403.
Singer, P. (1999). Living high and letting die. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 59

(1), 183–187. https://doi.org/10.2307/2653467
Smart, J. J. C., &Williams, B. (1973).Utilitarianism: For and against. CambridgeUniversity Press.
Sosa, E. (2007). A virtue epistemology: Apt belief and re"ective knowledge (Vol. 1). Oxford

University Press.
Sosa, E. (2009). A defense of the use of intuitions in philosophy. In D. Murphy & M. Bishop

(Eds.), Stich and his critics (pp. 101–112). Wiley-Blackwell.
Sosniak, L. A. (1985). Learning to be a concert pianist. In B. S. Bloom (Ed.), Developing

talent in young people (pp. 19–67). Balantine Books.
Swain, S., Alexander, J., & Weinberg, J. (2008). The instability of philosophical intuitions:

Running hot and cold on truetemp. Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 76(1),
138–155. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1933-1592.2007.00118.x

Sweller, J. (1988). Cognitive load during problem solving: E"ects on learning. Cognitive
Science, 12(2), 257–285. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15516709cog1202_4

Thomson, J. J. (1985). The trolley problem. The Yale Law Journal, 94(6), 1395–1415. https://
doi.org/10.2307/796133

Tobia, K., Buckwalter, W., & Stich, S. (2013). Moral intuitions: Are philosophers experts?
Philosophical Psychology, 26(5), 629–638. https://doi.org/10.1080/09515089.2012.696327

Tobia, K., Chapman, G., & Stich, S. (2013). Cleanliness is next to morality, even for
philosophers. Journal of Consciousness Studies, 20(11–12), 195–204.

Turri, J. (2013). A conspicuous art: Putting Gettier to the test. Philosophers’ Imprint, 13(10),
1–16. https://doi.org/3521354.0013.010

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1981). The framing of decisions and the psychology of choice.
Science, 211(4481), 453–458. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.7455683

Vincent, K. J. (1992). Memory recall in a process control system: A measure of expertise and
display e"ectiveness. Memory and Cognition, 20(4), 356–373. https://doi.org/10.3758/
BF03210920

Voss, J. F., Greene, T. R., Post, T. A., & Penner, B. C. (1983). Problem-solving skill in the
social sciences. In G. Bower (Ed.), The psychology of learning and motivation: Advances in
research and theory (pp. 165–213). Academic.

Wallingford, R. (1975). Long distance running. In A. W. Tayler & F. Landry (Eds.), The
scienti!c aspects of sports training (pp. 118–130). Charles Thomas.

Weatherson, B. (2003). What good are counterexamples? Philosophical Studies, 115(1),
1–31. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1024961917413

PHILOSOPHICAL PSYCHOLOGY 27



Weinberg, J. (2015). Humans as instruments: Or, the inevitability of experimental philoso-
phy. In E. Fischer & J. Collins (Eds.), Experimental philosophy, rationalism, and natural-
ism: Rethinking philosophical method (pp. 171–187). Routledge.

Weinberg, J., Gonnerman, C., Buckner, C., & Alexander, J. (2010). Are philosophers expert
intuiters? Philosophical Psychology, 23(3), 331–355. https://doi.org/10.1080/09515089.
2010.490944

Weinberg, J., Nichols, S., & Stich, S. (2001). Normativity and epistemic intuitions.
Philosophical Topics, 29(1), 429–460. https://doi.org/10.5840/philtopics2001291/217

Weinberg, J. M., & Alexander, J. (2014). The challenge of sticking with intuitions through thick
and thin. In A. Booth & D. Rowbottom (Eds.), Intuitions (pp. 187–212). University Press.

Wiegmann, A., Okan, Y., & Nagel, J. (2012). Order e"ects in moral judgment. Philosophical
Psychology, 25(6), 813–836. https://doi.org/10.1080/09515089.2011.631995

Williamson, T. (2000). Knowledge and its limits. Oxford University Press.
Williamson, T. (2007). The philosophy of philosophy. Blackwell.
Williamson, T. (2011). Philosophical expertise and the burden of proof.Metaphilosophy, 42

(3), 215–229. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9973.2011.01685.x
Williamson, T. (2016). Abductive philosophy. The Philosophical Forum, 47(3–4), 263–280.

https://doi.org/10.1111/phil.12122

28 P. O. IRIKEFE


