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Recent empirical work appears to suggest that the moral intuitions of professional philosophers are just as vulnerable to distorting psychological factors as are those of ordinary people. This paper assesses these recent tests of the ‘expertise defense’ of philosophical intuition. I argue that the use of familiar cases and principles constitutes a methodological problem. Since these items are familiar to philosophers, but not ordinary people, the two subject groups do not confront identical cognitive tasks. Reflection on this point shows that these findings do not threaten philosophical expertise—though we can draw lessons for more effective empirical tests.
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	However, Cappelen (2012) argues that intuition’s role in philosophy is far less essential than has been portrayed. See also Williamson (2007) for the claim that appeals to intuition actually involve disguised employment of deductively valid arguments.


	Though see (Ryberg 2013) and (Rini 2014) for discussion of the analogy between moral expertise and expertise in fields like mathematics.


	An important qualification: much of the debate over the expertise defense appears to proceed on the assumption that philosophical intuition is all of one sort—that whatever we might say about intuitions in epistemology, we might also say about intuitions in metaphysics or ethics. There is some reason to be skeptical of this assumption (Nado 2012), but I will not be able to engage with it here. Still, it should be noted that the empirical studies discussed below deal solely with moral intuition, and there is a live question as to whether anything said about these findings can be generalized to other areas of philosophy.


	Interestingly, Rawls also says that “all judgments on hypothetical cases are excluded” (Rawls 1951, p. 182). He abandons this requirement in A Theory of Justice, though he continues to maintain that “in deciding which of our judgments to take into account we may reasonably select some and exclude others. For example, we can discard those judgments made with hesitation, or in which we have little confidence” (Rawls 1971, p. 47).


	It is worth noting that focusing on Rawlsian considered judgments does not involve what Weinberg and Alexander (2014) call a “thick” conception of philosophical intuition. That is, I will not suppose that the intuitions under discussion are a class with special conceptual or cognitive properties (see Ludwig 2007; Kauppinen 2007). Weinberg and Alexander argue that the special properties of thick intuitions may make them untestable in experimental studies, and perhaps even undetectable in ordinary philosophical practice. But the cognitive restrictions implied by “considered judgments” are relatively pedestrian.


	These are not the only empirical studies with some relevance to the expertise defense. For instance, Schulz et al. (2011) appear to show that professional philosophers exhibit a (presumed distorting) link between personality traits and views on free will and moral responsibility. Similarly, a series of behavioral studies by Schwitzgebel and coauthors (2009, 2012) appear to show that professional moral philosophers are no better morally behaved than ordinary people. I leave these studies to the side because they make assumptions (about how to measure expertise or about the relationship between knowledge and behavior) that require separate discussion.


	The ‘Jim and the Indians’ case concerns an innocent man, Jim, who is given the opportunity to save a number of defenseless South American Indians from a sadistic paramilitary force, if he will only agree to pull the trigger and kill one of the condemned Indians himself (Smart and Williams 1973, p. 98).


	TBS used undergraduates for non-philosopher subjects (borrowing data from Nadelhoffer and Feltz (2008) for the Switch case). Philosopher subjects were APA Pacific conference attendees with PhDs in philosophy (Tobia et al. 2013, pp. 3–5).


	Curiously, the direction of the effect reversed between the two groups: non-philosopher subjects were more likely to find the proposed action in Switch or Jim and the Indians morally obligatory in the Observer condition, while philosophers were more likely to find it obligatory in the Actor condition (Tobia et al. 2013, pp. 4–5). It is intriguing that non-philosophers and philosophers displayed the Actor-Observer effect in opposed directions—but, for the present, this directional difference doesn’t matter. That an Actor-Observer effect constitutes a distortion of moral intuition does not depend on the direction of the effect—any difference between Actor and Observer responses is considered evidence of distortion.The reversal is, however, interesting for interpretation of Nadelhoffer and Feltz’s original data. In their paper, they suggest that Actor subjects were trying to avoid the aversive experience of imaging hitting the switch: “If you are asked to imagine yourself to be in the position of having to decide whether it would be permissible for you to hit the switch, one easy way of keeping yourself from having to make such a hard decision is to simply judge it to be impermissible!” (Nadelhoffer and Feltz 2008, p. 141). It is unclear how to understand philosophers’ greater willingness to endorse action in the Actor condition on this interpretation.


	The Footbridge case (Thomson 1976) resembles the Trolley case in that it involves bringing about the death of one person to save five, but it differs in that the agent must physically push the one person in front of the oncoming vehicle, rather than flipping a switch to direct danger toward a person.


	See, among many, Foot (1967), Thomson (1976), Quinn (1989), Unger (1996), Kamm (2000), Thomson (2008), and Liao (2009).


	More precisely, what subjects actually responded to was the following question: “Sometimes it is necessary to use one person’s death as a means to saving several other people—killing one helps you accomplish the goal of saving several. Other times one person’s death is a side-effect of saving several more people—the goal of saving several unavoidably ends up killing one as a consequence. Is the first morally better, worse, or the same as the second?” SC interpreted responses of ‘worse’ as endorsing the Doctrine (Schwitzgebel and Cushman 2012, pp. 138–140).


	One of the scenarios involved a boxcar, rather than a trolley, moving under a footbridge occupied by a familiarly large man. Some of the scenarios used in other parts of the study were directly taken from well-known literature, such as those testing intuitions about moral luck (see Williams 1982; Nagel 1979).


	See also other citations in note 11 above.


	See, for example, Fischer and Ravizza (1992, pp. 162–198), Kagan (1997, p. 103), Driver (2006, pp. 128–135), Shafer-Landau (2009, p. 206) and Gensler (2011, p. 156).


	For example: Bennett et al. (2010) conducted an fMRI comparison of social processing in the brains of healthy human beings... and the brain of a dead fish. There was obviously good reason to predict that the dead fish’s brain would not respond selectively to images of social situations, yet seemingly it did! The purpose of this study, of course, was to point out that certain investigative techniques (in this case, inadequate statistical correction for multiple comparisons) lead to unreliable results. There is a similar logic in LeBel and Peters’ (2011) critique of social psychological research methods in the wake of Bem’s (2011) infamous demonstration of ‘precognition’.


	I get this figure by taking the difference between percentages of respondents who approved of an action in the Actor condition with those who approved in the Observer condition. For the Trolley case, TBS report 36 % (Actor) versus 9 % (Observer) acceptance; the figures for Trolley are 89 and 64 % (Tobia et al. 2013, pp. 4–5). The assumption is that this percentage represents the fraction of subjects who would have responded differently had they been assigned to the other experimental condition. If one would not have responded differently, then one is not susceptible to the effect.


	One might think that the fact that only a minority of philosophers apparently exhibited distorting effects is itself a point in favor of the expertise defense. Couldn’t expertise defense proponents simply insist that not all so-called philosophical ‘experts’ (those with doctorates in the field) really are expert in the relevant sense? In that case, expertise defense proponents can accept these results at face value; they need only admit that we will have some difficulty picking out the genuine experts. But this is not a good position for the expertise defense proponent, because each individual philosopher must wonder whether she is in the group affected by distortion. One cannot know the answer to this introspectively, and the data do appear to show that a sizable fraction of those with philosophical training remain affected by distortion. Hence epistemically responsible practice would seem to require having oneself empirically checked for distorting effects—exactly the sort of ‘psychologizing’ of philosophy resisted by expertise defense proponents.


	
Sosa (2007, 2010) claims that experimental findings involving even non-philosopher subjects (not professional philosophers) can be explained in a similar way. He argues that the apparent differences of opinion tracked by the studies may be caused by purely verbal ambiguity, rather than genuine difference. In particular, he says, “verbal reports by rushers-by on the street corner are hard to take seriously as expressive of considered views with full understanding of the issues under dispute” (Sosa 2010, p. 422). For related points, see Cullen (2010) and Bengson (2013).


	To be precise: although Schwitzgebel and Cushman gave their subjects a forced choice in endorsing moral principles, they did use a Likert scale for responses to cases. However, their main results come from binary coding pairs of responses to cases as either ‘equivalent’ or ‘inequivalent’ (Schwitzgebel and Cushman 2012, pp. 140–141).


	Thanks to Guy Kahane and Simon Rippon for suggestions on how to express this point—and special thanks to the latter for suggesting the Phil Papers survey as a comparison.


	Thanks to both Shaun Nichols and Guy Kahane for correctly predicting that I would find philosophers ready to admit to diachronic instability on these issues if I asked around. (Though note that I did not necessarily say they are among that group).


	Indeed, Wright herself suggests that “most moral philosophers and scientists already do this, treating clear/strong intuitions (especially their own) more severely than unclear/weak ones”(Wright 2010, p. 500). Grundmann (2010, p. 501) applies Wright’s data to the expertise debate in a similar way. But see also Zamzow and Nichols (2009, p. 374) for a word of caution on this point.


	Grundmann (2010, p. 503) also objects to using familiar stimuli to test philosopher subjects, though on the different grounds that their responses will not be theory-neutral.


	Thanks to Simon Rippon for helpful discussion of these ideas. A further option (quite different from that discussed in the text) would be to follow Schulz et al. (2011) and examine distorting effects that take place outside the experimental context. These studies did not manipulate subjects’ intuitions, so the familiarity problem does not arise. Instead they tested for already-existing personality traits and correlated these to philosophical views (see also Arvan 2013). On the assumption that the truth of philosophical views does not depend upon a philosopher’s personality traits, these findings would appear to undermine claims of philosophical expertise. But I leave this approach to the side here, as it is not as obvious that personality traits are ‘distorting’ in the same way as Actor-Observer and order effects. (See Zamzow and Nichols 2009 for reasons to tolerate or even favor personality-linked differences in philosophers’ views).
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