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Introduction
In this essay, I take for granted that intuitions play a significant role in providing a pri-
ori justification within various domains, including philosophy itself.1 I focus on the 
question of what intuitions are, and how they might be able to supply the justification 
at issue. I will develop my account partly by contrasting it with Ernest Sosa’s well-
known views on these matters.

For concreteness, let us begin by looking at the role of intuitions in thought experi-
ments and, in particular, in the famous case of Twin Earth, as described by Hilary Putnam.2

In putting forward his Twin Earth thought experiment, Putnam was concerned to 
refute a view that he (appropriately) called the “Received View of Meaning.” He took it 
to consist in the conjunction of the following two claims:

(1) The meaning that a speaker associates with a word is determined by individual-
istic facts about that speaker,

and,

(2) The meaning that a speaker associates with a word determines that word’s 
extension.

In order to refute the Received View, Putnam described a possible world in which, in 
another part of our galaxy, there is a Twin Earth, a planet as much like Earth as possi-
ble, except that the liquid that flows through its lakes, rivers, and faucets, although 
superficially quite similar to water, is not H2O but XYZ.

On Earth, we suppose there to be a user of the word ‘water,’ Oscar, who, while not 
knowing anything about water’s chemical composition, is nevertheless perfectly com-
petent at using it. While on Twin Earth, there is a molecule for molecule duplicate of 
Oscar’s, Toscar, who also counts as a competent user of ‘water’ by the relevant standards, 

1  For arguments in favor of the view that I here take for granted, see Boghossian (forthcoming).
2  See Putnam (1975). The reasons for choosing this example are largely historical. Nothing I say should 

depend on the specifics of this particular case.
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although he, too, does not know anything about the chemical composition of the 
local liquid.3

Putnam asks whether the extension of Oscar’s word ‘water’ is the same as Toscar’s. 
He believes that, when we reflect on this question, we will see clearly that, in the sce-
nario he described, Oscar’s word ‘water’ will have H2O in its extension but not XYZ; 
while Toscar’s word ‘water’ will have XYZ in its extension but not H2O.4

If Putnam were right about this judgment, the Received View, which predicts that 
the extensions would be the same, would stand refuted. And, since the Received View 
is enmeshed with a large number of other important and well-entrenched claims—
claims involving privileged access, psychological explanation, and the relation 
between meaning and reference—the implications of that refutation would be 
dramatic.

Accepting Putnam’s judgment, then, threatens to upend many central and seem-
ingly well-supported philosophical theories. Given this fact, his judgment had better 
be pretty strongly justified if it is to be accepted: we don’t want to rewrite large 
swathes of the philosophy of mind, the philosophy of language, and epistemology, if 
Putnam’s judgment is just something that he is inclined to believe, without adequate 
justification. Clearly, Putnam believes his judgment to be strongly justified; and so 
does each of us when we arrive at the same intuitive judgment about this particular 
case.

The question is: What could be the justification for this judgment about this highly 
contrived and specialized case, far removed from any actual scenario that we have pre-
viously encountered or thought about? How do we come to know what would be true 
in such remote and unusual scenarios?5

In the earlier work alluded to above, I argued that we could not hope to explain the 
source of the justification for this and other thought experimental judgments simply 
by appeal either to perception (broadly understood to include sensory experience, 
memory, introspection, and testimony) or to the understanding—our conceptual 
competence with the relevant concepts. Rather, I argued, we must make appeal to the 
traditional notion of intuition, understood as a species of intellectual seeming or 
insight.

According to this traditional idea, in reflecting on Putnam’s scenario, and on his 
question, we have an intuition to the effect that Oscar’s and Toscar’s tokens of ‘water’ 
have non-overlapping extensions, and it is that intuition that leads us to, and that justi-
fies, the corresponding Twin Earth judgment, and thereby to a rejection of the Received 
View.

3  As usual, we set aside the complication that we ourselves are largely made up out of water.
4  The important claim here is not that XYZ is in the extension of Toscar’s ‘water.’ That much we may take 

to have been stipulated by Putnam (though it needn’t have been). The important claim is that H2O isn’t in 
that extension (and vice-versa for Oscar’s word ‘water.’)

5  There is also a question about how we know that the scenario that Putnam describes is metaphysically 
possible. For the sake of simplicity, I will ignore this question for now.
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A crucial feature of this justification, as I have been emphasizing, is that it must be 
strong enough to trump the justification we previously had for (what is often) a large 
number of central beliefs that conflict with it. It must be able to justify our tossing out 
those well-entrenched conflicting beliefs, or, at the very least, to justify our reconsider-
ing them.

Any intuition-friendly view of a priori justification confronts three urgent questions:

	 (I)	 What are intuitions?
	 (II)	 Precisely what kind of justification do they supply?
	(III)	 How exactly do they supply the justification that is claimed for them?

Sosa on Intuitions
In a series of influential and important essays, Sosa has developed non-skeptical 
answers to these central questions, answers that may be summarized in the following 
theses:6

�(S-I)  An intuition that p is an intellectual seeming that p, which is itself to be under-
stood as consisting in an attraction to assent to p that is based merely on an under-
standing of p.
(S-II)  Intuitions supply a foundational and a priori justification for propositions.
�(S-III)  An intuition that p is able to justify the belief that p if and only if it is explained by 
a competence to tell, on the basis of one’s understanding of p alone, whether p is true.

Since I agree with Sosa on (S-II), I will simply assume it in what follows. My focus will 
be on assessing his picture of what intuitions are (S-I), and of how they justify (S-III). 
In particular, I will be interested in whether the understanding deserves the role that it 
is accorded by Sosa’s account.7

The Nature of Intuitions and the Understanding
We may break up Sosa’s account of the nature of intuitions, (S-I), into two theses:

(S-Ia)  Intuitions are intellectual seemings.
�(S-Ib)  Intellectual seemings that p are attractions to assent to p that are based on 
one’s understanding of p alone.

I agree that intuitions are intellectual seemings. But why should we go along with Sosa’s 
other claim—that intellectual seemings are attractions to assent that are based on one’s 
understanding of the relevant proposition alone? Why attractions to assent? And: 
Why based on the understanding alone?

6  See Sosa (2007: 45) and other essays (1998, 2006, 2009).
7  The discussion in this essay complements and, in some respects, supersedes my earlier discussion of 

Sosa’s views on these topics—see Boghossian (2009).
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The view that intellectual seemings are to be understood as a species of attraction to 
assent is not without motivation. In its absence, intellectual seemings can seem myste-
rious. For what are they to be?

We can agree, of course, that an intellectual seeming is a kind of seeming. And a 
seeming, we can say, is a conscious mental state that presents a proposition as true. It’s 
a conscious mental state that presents the world as being so, or perhaps even as being 
necessarily so. But what makes such a seeming an intellectual seeming?8

The intended contrast is with sensory seemings, seemings that some sense organ or 
other delivers, and that are individuated by their characteristic phenomenologies. But 
how are intellectual seemings individuated? Do they, too, have a characteristic 
phenomenology?

This is an area of some controversy. Many philosophers balk at talk of states with a 
special intellectual phenomenology. Many philosophers report that they can detect no 
such states in themselves when they contemplate thought experiments and respond 
with intuitive judgments. But what then is an intellectual seeming to be, if it is not to be 
picked out by its distinctive phenomenology?

In response to this problem, Sosa’s answer can seem quite compelling: an intellectual 
seeming that p is an attraction to assent to p. This proposal identifies an intellec-
tual seeming with something we appear to have an independent purchase on—namely, 
assent. And it approximates the pre-doxastic character of a seeming by equating it not 
with actual assent, and not even with a disposition to assent, but merely with an attrac-
tion to assent. I can be attracted to assent to the proposition that the Müller-Lyer lines 
are unequal in length, even while not being disposed to assent to that proposition (as a 
result of knowing that they are in fact equal in length).

But once we remove the mystery of what intellectual seemings are by equating them 
with attractions to assent, we face another problem. Intellectual seemings can’t just be 
any old attractions to assent, as the example used above shows, since such an attraction 
to assent to p might be based on one’s sensory experience of p; and such an attraction 
would obviously not be an intellectual seeming.

This observation motivates Sosa’s (S-Ib): an intellectual seeming is not any old 
attraction to assent to p, but one that is based on one’s understanding of p alone. That 
restriction seems to give us a sufficiently distinctive account of what an intellectual 
seeming is, one that distinguishes it from a mere sensory seeming, since sensory seem-
ings are attractions to assent that are not based on the understanding alone but are 
partly based on sensory experience.

So, a compelling consideration in favor of an understanding-based view of the 
nature of intuitions is that it appears to give us a prima facie plausible account of what 
they are, one that distinguishes them in what appears to be the right way from mere 
sensory seemings.

8  I follow John Bengson (2015) in emphasizing the importance of presentations (as opposed to rep-
resentations) as sources of epistemic justification. Unlike Bengson, though, I see no daylight between pres-
entations and seemings and use them pretty much interchangeably.
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Understanding and A Priori Justification
The understanding also figures in Sosa’s account of the justificatory power of intuitions, 
(S-III).

According to Sosa, what explains why an intuition is able to a priori justify a belief 
that’s based upon it is that the attraction to assent to the relevant proposition derives 
from a competence to tell, on the basis of the understanding alone, the true from the 
false, in the domain to which the proposition belongs. There are two questions here to 
which Sosa may be seen as giving answers:

	(A)	 How could intuitions be the source of any sort of justification?
	(B)	 How could they be the source specifically of a priori justification?

In some sense, there ought not to be too much of a puzzle about why intuitions could 
be a source of some justification for belief. For intuitions are a kind of seeming, and, 
surely, seemings must be the source, at the very least, of prima facie justification. Where 
could rational belief begin if not with how things seem to be? Such justification may be 
defeasible by other beliefs that are more strongly grounded, but that concession cannot 
interfere with a seeming’s ability to provide prima facie justification.

What I have just said about prima facie justification will be found plausible by those 
with a generally internalist orientation in the theory of justification. But those philoso-
phers, like Sosa, for whom justification involves the reliability of the mechanism by 
which belief is fixed, will not be satisfied. They will insist that it is a condition on intui-
tion’s being able to supply justification that it be a reliable source of truth about the 
relevant domain. And they will want to know how our having an intuitive response to a 
remote possible world scenario could possibly be a reliable source of truth about the 
modal facts? How, to return to the Twin Earth example, they might ask, could we relia-
bly know, just by reflecting on the scenario in question, what the extensions of words 
would have been on Twin Earth?

The demand for an explanation of intuition’s reliability about modal facts may be felt 
even by those who accept a broadly internalist view of justification. Some philosophers 
may feel that, regardless of whether reliability is a condition on justification, there had 
better be a scientifically respectable explanation of how a given epistemic faculty could 
be a reliable source of truths about a particular domain.

Either way, we seem to be faced here with an embarrassing question: what’s the 
informational route whereby our intellectual seemings can be a source of reliable views 
about abstract or modal truths?

The answer can’t be that there’s a causal channel open between abstract reality and 
our cognitive faculties that explains why we’re reliably attracted to assent to truths 
about abstracta, on analogy with the way in which sensory perception serves as such a 
causal channel to concrete reality. But what’s the alternative?

Here, too, it looks as though play with the understanding provides a potentially sat-
isfying resolution to these worries. If we have a competence to reliably tell, on the basis 
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of our understanding alone, which modal propositions are true and which false, we 
would have a demystifying answer to the potentially embarrassing question about reli-
ability. The ‘causal channel’ in question would be open only between our cognitive 
faculties and the information that’s encoded in our concepts; and, presumably, every-
one should be comfortable with the existence of that sort of mechanism.

Finally, (S-III) promises to give a satisfying answer to question (B) as well. If the 
competence for reliable modal belief were based upon the understanding alone, that 
would explain why the justification involved is a priori, since, by relying on the under-
standing alone, one wouldn’t be relying on sense experience.

Rejecting the Link between the Nature of Intuitions  
and the Understanding

I believe that these considerations build a powerful case for deploying the notion of the 
understanding in an account of intuition in the way that Sosa does. Nevertheless, I 
believe that such accounts are ultimately mistaken. In what follows I will first try to 
explain why they are mistaken. I will then turn to defusing the considerations I have 
adduced in their favor and suggest an alternative picture.

Let me start with a discussion of (S-I). According to Sosa’s account, a person’s intui-
tion that p is an attraction to assent to p that is epistemically based on that person’s 
understanding of p alone.

It is a distinctive feature of views that identify intuition with some species or other of 
assent that an intuition can have an epistemic basis, rather than merely serving as one. 
A presentational state, such as a visual percept, could serve as an epistemic basis for 
assent, but could not itself be epistemically evaluated. An attraction to assent, by con-
trast, in being a species of assent, may be epistemically evaluated and so could itself 
have an epistemic basis, as opposed simply to being able to serve as one.

Sosa tells us very little about basing and even less about what it is to grasp or under-
stand a proposition. This is not surprising: these notions have proven to be very diffi-
cult to explicate. But they are, of course, notions that are needed quite generally; and 
we are entitled to some confidence that each is in good standing, even in the absence of 
a satisfying account.

However, what we are not entitled to be confident about is that when we finally get a 
satisfyingly general account of grasp, that it will be clear how mere grasp of p could 
serve as an epistemic basis for assenting (or being attracted to assent) to p.

There is one model for this that we (think we sort of) understand reasonably well. 
And that is when grasp of p consists in grasp of some sort of explicit definition for p, and 
our basis for assenting to p consists in inferring p from its definition.

But this is clearly a very special case—special both in that grasp rarely consists in 
grasping an explicit definition, and in that ‘basis’ rarely means inferential basis.

But if the relation between grasp and assent is not inferential, what else could it be? 
Do we understand how the relation between grasp and assent could be like the relation 
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between a perceptual state and the belief that is based upon it? What notion of grasp 
would work like that?

Rejecting the Link between Justificatory Power of 
Intuitions and the Understanding

Let me turn to the role the understanding is said to play in explaining intuition’s justifi-
catory powers.

As we saw, Sosa’s account of this (S-III) claims that an intuition that p is a potential 
provider of foundational a priori justification for the belief that p if and only if it is an 
attraction to assent to p that is explained by a competence to tell, on the basis of one’s 
understanding of p alone, whether p is true.

Any account of intuitions that gives a central place to the notion of understanding is 
likely to seem surprising against the background of the history of analytic philosophy. 
For, historically, explanations of a priori justification on the basis of the understanding 
alone—explanations in terms of what I have called “epistemic analyticity”—were 
thought to be rivals to accounts in terms of intuition.9 Much of the early interest in the 
notion of analyticity was fueled precisely by a desire to do the epistemology of a priori 
justification without appeal to intuition.10

One immediate puzzle about Sosa’s view concerns the foundational aspect. How 
could the justification provided by intuitions be foundational, on this view, when what 
is providing the justification is itself epistemically evaluable? That flies in the face of 
what foundational justification is.

Since I believe it is correct that intuitional justification is foundational justification, I 
am committed to finding a way of thinking about what intuitions are that doesn’t 
equate them with a species of assent, but rather construes them on analogy with the 
sorts of pre-doxastic presentational states that visual perceptions are.11

A second problem for the account, from my point of view, derives from its reliance 
on a reliabilist conception of epistemic justification. I do not pretend to have anything 
new to say about this extensively discussed topic. As far as I’m concerned, the standard 
objections to such a conception are fatal. A reliabilist conception of justification, in my 
view, loses the topic.12

A final objection to (S-III) concerns the reach of such a theory of intuitional justifi-
cation. Sosa makes it clear that he thinks intuitions supply all (or most) of our a priori 
knowledge. But if intuitions are constrained to justify only what can be reliably settled 

9  For the notion of epistemic analyticity see Boghossian (1996, 1997, 2003).
10  For an account of the rivalry between intuition and analyticity-based accounts of the a priori, see 

Creath (1990).
11  Sosa finds important a distinction between ‘‘basis-dependent foundational justification’’ and ‘‘virtue 

foundational justification.’’ And he holds that his account is able to supply the latter but not the former. For 
my part, I don’t really understand this distinction and recognize only the former variety of foundational 
justification.

12  See Cohen (1984), Foley (1985), and BonJour (1985).
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on the basis of one’s understanding, then there will be lots of a priori knowledge that 
intuitions won’t be able to explain. As a result, the story in terms of intuitions will be, at 
best, radically incomplete.

What are some of the propositions that look resistant to explanation by the 
understanding alone? I will mention two examples, although there are likely many 
others.

The first is the famous color exclusion case. We can establish on the basis of a thought 
experiment that nothing can be red and green all over at the same time. But how could 
this be accounted for purely conceptually?

Knowledge of the exclusion could not be built into one’s grasp of the concept red, 
because one could have red without having green. Mutatis mutandis, it could not reside 
in one’s grasp of the concept green.

Hence, at best it could reside only in the joint possession of red and green. But what 
could the joint possession of red and green be if not the simultaneous possession of 
each?

So it looks as though, in addition to grasping the ingredient concepts, some further 
act of insight is required if someone is to be able to get justification for the color exclu-
sion claim from whatever information is encoded in our color concepts.

A second, and arguably more important, case is provided by normative judgments, 
whether these are the judgments of morality or those of rationality.

In a Trolley Problem, for example, one might conclude that it is not morally permis-
sible to throw the fat man off the bridge in order to save the lives of the five innocent 
victims who are trapped below. But it is not plausible to say that this judgment derives 
solely from our understanding of the ingredient concepts.

Hume (1978: book 2, part 3, section 3) famously said:

’Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my 
finger.

Perhaps one wouldn’t want to go as far as Hume. However, the kernel of truth in Hume’s 
memorable remark is that it is not contrary to our understanding of the ingredient con-
cepts to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my finger. 
Whatever deficit one would be manifesting in having such a perverse preference, it 
wouldn’t be a lack of understanding of what one’s preferences actually are.

This argument is, in a sense, an application of Moore’s Open Question Argument, an 
argument that is widely accepted as showing that substantive moral conclusions are 
simply not built into our concepts of right and wrong. If someone were to insist that, 
according to their concept of ‘good’, the good always involves maximizing happiness, it 
seems that it is always coherent to ask: But is that the correct concept of good, the one 
that delivers genuinely normative results?

Notice the contrast here with the concept square. If someone said: According to my 
concept square, a square always has four sides, it wouldn’t make any sense to ask: But is 
that the correct concept square?
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By contrast, it seems always to make sense to ask about the correctness of a given 
normative concept.13

If this is right, and yet moral judgments are knowable a priori, this shows that the 
story in terms of understanding can’t be the whole story. There must be more to a priori 
justification of normative claims than is provided by the understanding account.

Intuitions without the Understanding
So we appear to have many reasons for doubting that the understanding can play the 
roles that Sosa has assigned it, either in our theory of the nature of intuitions or in our 
account of their justificatory powers. Can we do better? I will try here to sketch the 
outlines of an alternative view.

We are agreed that an intuition is an intellectual seeming: a state that non-sensorily 
presents a proposition as true.

The phenomenon of a proposition’s intellectually seeming true to you is undoubt-
edly real. To use an example of George Bealer’s:

When you first consider one of de Morgan’s laws, [for example,
(3)  Not (p and q) is equivalent to (Not p) or (Not q)]
often you draw a blank; after a moment’s reflection, however, something happens: it 
now really seems obvious to you.14

Elijah Chudnoff ’s (2013: 50) example can elicit a similarly compelling impression.

(4)  Two circles can have at most two common points.

But it is very implausible that its so seeming simply consists in some species or other of 
assent. Rather, the phenomenon seems pre-doxastic: it compels assent from you, and 
explains why you are attracted to assent to it. It’s not the assent or the attraction to 
assent itself.

And it may well be that there is no good reductive account of this phenomenon. 
Why should there be, when there are so few good reductive accounts of other 
phenomena?

13  An anonymous referee for the publisher raised the question whether a similar question might not arise 
for a non-normative concept such as that of species. Someone might insist on a particular concept of species, 
but it might still be coherent to ask whether it is the correct concept of species, the one that genuinely carves 
nature at its joints. The sense of the question in the two cases seems to me to be distinct. In the case of the 
normative concept, we can ask whether any of the things yielded by the concept are actually true. In the case 
of a concept about which we can ask whether it ‘‘carves at the joints’’ we are asking not whether the proposi-
tions it embeds are true, but whether they are nomological or counterfactual-supporting.

14  Bealer (1992: 101–2). Some philosophers deny that intuitions are best understood as a species of 
seeming. John Bengson, for example, thinks that intuitions should be thought of as presentations, rather 
than seemings. The difference between them is supposed to be that while the content of a seeming would 
be explicitly available to a subject, the content of a presentation need not be. I believe that, in this sense, 
presentations won’t be able to epistemically justify a belief that is based upon them, but I won’t go into this 
issue here.
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As these examples bring out, in addition to there being conscious episodes in which 
a proposition seems true to you, there are conscious episodes in which a proposition 
seems obviously true to you, conscious episodes in which a proposition seems neces-
sarily true to you, and, indeed, conscious episodes in which a proposition seems both 
things to you at once.

Often, though not always, when we report on having the intuition that p we mean 
not merely that it seems true to us that p, but that it seems obvious to us that p is (neces-
sarily) true.

I think this is probably what Gödel had in mind in talking about certain proposi-
tions (he had in mind some of the axioms of set theory) that ‘‘force themselves upon 
you’’ when you contemplate them. They are not forced upon you by sensory evidence, 
or by following easily from other things that you already recognize yourself to have 
reason to believe. Rather, when you contemplate one of these propositions, you cannot 
help but have the impression that it is obviously true.15

A Priori Justification without the Understanding
This, then, is the somewhat minimalist account of intuitions that I favor. An intuition 
is an intellectual seeming: there need be no further reductive characterization. Such an 
intellectual seeming could be one of obvious truth; or one of necessary truth; or just a 
seeming of plain truth; or of some combination of these different types. And in all 
these flavors, the intuition can come in gradable quality: it can be more or less strong or 
more or less vivid.

The question now before us is whether we can account for the justificatory role of 
such states without appealing to the understanding.

We have noted at least four features of that justificatory role that need to be 
accounted for:

(5)  Intuitions are treated as data—that is, they are treated as providing justifiers 
that are themselves beyond justification.

(6)  Intuitions are regarded as providing a priori justification.
(7)  Intuitions are regarded as providing such strong justification that they are capa-

ble of overturning entrenched and highly justified theories.
(8)  Intuitions are regarded as a source of reliable truth.

By contrast:

(9)  Intuitions are not regarded as infallible or indefeasible.
(10)  If p is obvious to someone, it doesn’t follow that everyone else will find p 

obvious.

15  Finding p to be obvious seems not only to be an intentional state—a state with propositional content—
it seems to be a relatively sophisticated propositional state. It has epistemic subject matter: it presents a 
proposition as worthy of assent. And yet it is not a judgment, but more like a presentation. There are many 
difficult questions about how it is possible for us to enjoy such states, questions that I cannot go into here.
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(11) If p is obvious, it doesn’t follow that p cannot also be supported by argument.

Intuitions can mislead; and they can be either defeated or supported by further consid-
erations. All that is perfectly compatible with their having features (5)–(8).16

What we need to explain is not why intuitions are infallible, but only why they can be 
the source of enormously strong, but defeasible, evidence.

Along with many others, I have emphasized that there is no mystery about why a 
seeming, sensory or otherwise, can be the source of some prima facie justification. If 
we cannot start with seemings, we cannot start anywhere. If it seems to me that p, I am 
prima facie justified in believing that p. That’s how it is with vision. And that’s how it is 
with intellectual seemings, too.17

Why should the justification provided by intellectual seemings be thought to be a 
priori? The short answer is that when we say that a justification is a priori we mean that 
its source does not depend on perception (broadly understood) but may depend on 
intuition or conceptual competence.

The trickier question is what epistemologically interesting principle underlies the 
distinction illustrated by these lists. That is a much harder question to which I won’t try 
to give an answer on this occasion.18

The crucial question right now is whether this view is able to explain why intuitions 
are accorded as much weight as they are. How could a deeply entrenched view like the 
JTB view of knowledge be overturned on the basis of its simply intellectually seeming to 
us that Mr. Smith, in a hypothetical scenario, has a justified true belief but does not know?

Part of the explanation is already contained in the fact that the justification that an 
intuition provides is foundational, so not dependent on any other beliefs for its plausi-
bility. But that’s not a full explanation by itself, since justification can both be founda-
tional and, in a given context, quite weak. (For example, with respect to the proposition 
that there are some tomatoes in front of me, vision might be thought to supply quite 
strong justification, touch somewhat weaker justification, smell perhaps weaker still, 
and hearing very little.)

When we get strong justification from our intuitions, I believe that the reason is nearly 
always that those intuitions are impressions not merely of truth but of obvious truth.

If I take it that p is obvious, then I’m taking it that any competent, rational person 
would be willing to consent to p on no evidence at all.

I may be wrong to take p to be obvious; I may even be wrong to take it to be true. But 
in the absence of defeaters, I am prima facie entitled to believe p and to insist that it 
should take a great deal to defeat p. That just is what it is to find p obvious.

So, unless we are to question the probative value of finding certain propositions to 
be obvious, we seem to have all the explanation we need.

16  Skeptics are fond of pointing to the cases where impressions of obvious truth turned out to be spec-
tacularly wrong—for example, Kant’s (alleged) intuition that physical space had to be necessarily Euclidean. 
No one should claim that intuitions can’t mislead.

17  This is true both on a liberal and a conservative view of perceptual justification.
18  See the interesting discussion in Casullo (2003).
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This brings us, finally, to the question about reliability. According to the view I am 
defending, we have impressions of obviousness that help us reasonably answer such 
questions as:

(a)  Is the Twin Earth scenario metaphysically possible?
(b)  What would the extension of ‘water’ have been on Twin Earth?

And we take it that these impressions of obviousness are reliable. How could we be 
justified in taking these intuitions to be reliable?

Even though I am not a reliabilist about justification, I take this question seriously. 
Even if reliability is not what makes our judgments justified, evidence of the unreliabil-
ity of a given putative source of justification can undermine the justification that the 
source is presumed to provide.

Do we have evidence of the unreliability of our intuitions? Philosophers who have 
engaged in empirical work on intuitions say yes. I think this work is flawed, but will not 
engage it here.

I am more concerned about an a priori argument that purports to show that our 
intuitions could not be reliable because there could be no plausible mechanism in vir-
tue of which they could be reliable.

The worry here is just an application of Hartry Field’s version of Paul Benacerraf ’s 
problem about mathematical knowledge, on a Platonistic view of mathematics. We 
assume that the subject matter of mathematics is abstract. We also assume that we have 
a reliable capacity for forming true mathematical beliefs. But how could we have such a 
capacity on a Platonistic view? Wouldn’t such a capacity necessarily involve our being 
able to track the mathematical facts? But how could we possibly be doing that, if there 
could not, in the nature of things, be a causal channel open between us and the abstract 
mathematical facts?

This worry applies equally to facts about logic, modality, epistemic rationality, and 
morality. And it raises a quite general concern, which applies equally to intuitions: how 
could any capacity we have, including that of intuitions, be a reliable guide to facts in 
these domains?

The dialectic here is that the skeptic thinks he has a proof that would show, on com-
pletely a priori grounds, that states of intuition could not reliably track the modal and 
abstract facts.

Sosa, as we have seen, deals with this challenge by postulating that the relevant 
abstract facts are somehow or other encoded in our understanding of concepts, so all 
we have to do is exercise our capacity to say what is in our concepts.

But he doesn’t explain why we should be confident that the relevant facts are encoded 
in our concepts; nor how it is that we access what is in them.

In any case, we have seen that even if those problems could be overcome, explana-
tions that lean entirely on our understanding of concepts cannot provide a sufficiently 
general explanation of a priori knowledge.

If our reliability cannot be explained entirely in terms of understanding, how could 
it be explained? Recall, what’s needed is a ‘‘proof of concept,’’ not an actual detailing of 
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the mechanisms that underlie our putative reliability. We need to show that there is a 
possible story that could explain our reliability, consistent both with the absence of a 
causal channel between the subject matter and us and with scientific scruple.

I think that there clearly is such a story. On the kind of explanation I have in mind, 
the problem of reliability is split into two parts: on the one hand, into a scientifically 
respectable account of why we have certain concepts, and judgments involving them; 
and, on the other, into a scientifically respectable account of why, given that we have 
such concepts and make such judgments, we would be reliable about them.

Once the problem is split up in this way, we can easily imagine a scientifically 
respectable answer to each of its two parts.

Thus, it seems plausible to suppose that having the capacity to think about what fol-
lows from what would be evolutionarily advantageous. And it also seems plausible to 
suppose that once we develop the capacity to make such judgments and deploy them 
in our thinking, that it would be evolutionarily advantageous for us to be at least fairly 
reliable in how we arrive at them. If these judgments were arrived at on the basis of 
intuition, it would be evolutionarily advantageous for our intuitions to be at least fairly 
reliable.

Obviously, there are many outstanding issues for such a style of explanation. But its 
availability is sufficient to refute the suggestion that we have an a priori proof at hand 
that shows that there can be no scientifically respectable explanation of the reliability 
of our intuitions.19

Conclusion
I am increasingly inclined to the view that we cannot adequately explain a priori justi-
fication without appeal to intuitions.

If such an appeal to intuitions is to help, it must provide epistemological resources 
that go beyond those provided by explanations in terms of epistemological analyticity 
(appeals to our understanding of concepts). Accounts, like Sosa’s, which reduce intui-
tions to attractions to assent, and which give the understanding an indispensable role 
in explaining the justificatory powers of such attractions, cannot provide such a 
resource. As a result, such accounts must be rejected.

I have briefly presented an alternative account of these issues, one that seems to me 
to hold greater promise.
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