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Analytic philosophers have long used a priori methods to characterize folk concepts like 

knowledge, belief, and wrongness.  Recently, researchers have begun to exploit social 

scientific methodologies to characterize such folk concepts.  One line of work has explored 

folk intuitions on cases that are disputed within philosophy.  A second approach, with 

potentially more radical implications, applies the methods of cross-cultural psychology to 

philosophical intuitions.  Recent work suggests that people in different cultures have 

systematically different intuitions surrounding folk concepts like wrong, knows, and refers.  

A third strand of research explores the emergence and character of folk concepts in 

children. These approaches to characterizing folk concepts provide important resources 

that will supplement, and perhaps sometimes displace, a priori approaches.

 

Researchers at the intersection of philosophy and cognitive science have begun systematic 

exploration of folk concepts like wrong, knows, and refers.  There is nothing novel in wanting to 

characterize these concepts – that has been a preoccupation of philosophers for millennia.  The 

file:///C|/Documents and Settings/Shaun/Desktop/WebstuffUtah/Papers/FolkconceptsFinal.htm (1 of 16)6/11/2006 1:49:38 PM



Title: Folk Concepts and Intuitions: Philosophical Questions Meet Social Scientific Methodologies

novelty of the recent work lies in the appropriation of social scientific methodology to investigate 

what has heretofore been a largely a priori enterprise.  This work also has potentially wide 

ramifications for cognitive science since it’s plausible that these concepts that have attracted 

philosophical attention also guide cognition in central domains like moral evaluation, mental state 

attribution, and semantic judgment.  

 

Philosophical context

Concepts like knowledge, belief, and wrongness have played a central role in philosophy at least 

since Plato.  Since these concepts are central to the philosophical enterprise, it is a primary 

concern to achieve an adequate characterization of them.  Philosophers have, of course, pursued a 

wide range of projects, but one of the central goals of many philosophers has been to try to 

characterize such concepts.  Furthermore, many philosophers would maintain that in order to 

answer substantive questions like “do we know anything?”, “do beliefs exist?”, or “is morality 

relative?” we need first to have a clear idea of the character of the relevant concepts [1-4].

In analytic philosophy, the dominant approach to characterizing concepts has been a priori: the 

philosopher considers whether a proposed analysis fits his intuitions about various possible 

cases.  To analyze the concept of knowledge, for instance, the philosopher consults his intuitions 

about various cases, and the concept of knowledge will be adequately characterized when the 

analysis conforms to the intuitions.   So, to take one well-known example, a number of 

philosophers have embraced the “justified true belief” analysis of knowledge, according to which 

if S believes that p on the basis of good justification, and p is true, then S knows that p [5,6].  

However, this analysis was challenged by cases about which many philosophers have the 

intuition that a person’s justified true belief does not count as knowledge (for a detailed example 

see Box 1) [7,8].  Thus, we are encouraged to reject the justified true belief account of knowledge 
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since it runs afoul of intuitions about possible cases. 

A number of philosophers have wondered exactly what is delivered by this approach of 

consulting intuitions about cases [9,10].  Is the philosopher who uses this method merely 

gleaning the character of his own concepts [11], or perhaps more broadly the concepts of analytic 

philosophers?  This would invite an obvious worry about parochialism.  If analytic philosophers 

are merely giving analyses of their own intuitions, their own concepts, then it’s not obvious that 

their work carries much interest for the vast majority of the population who happen not to be 

analytic  philosophers. However, there is a natural way out of this worry.  One might maintain 

that although the method is a priori, the results of this inquiry will be analyses not just of the 

concepts of analytic philosophers, but of the concepts deployed by lay people.  Hence, many 

analytic philosophers now view conceptual analysis as a project of describing the folk concepts of 

belief, wrongness, knowledge, and so forth [3,4,12,13].

In a way, viewing philosophy as providing characterizations of folk concepts is not entirely 

revisionary.  For it’s plausible that many traditional philosophical problems, like the mind/body 

problem and the problem of free will, are rooted in folk concepts and intuitions.  Indeed, it is 

natural to regard much work in the history of philosophy as attempts to discern the character of 

folk concepts.  When Socrates asks his fellow Athenians, “What is virtue?” or “What is 

knowledge?”, he is, in part, trying to draw out the character of the concepts they already have.   

The goal of characterizing folk concepts thus seems to be historically ancient and connected with 

some of the  weightiest questions in philosophy.  And the view that philosophers are 

characterizing folk concepts presents an attractive escape from the charge of parochialism.  

However, this approach also carries the substantive assumption that the intuitions of analytic 

philosophers will be representative of folk intuitions.  Prima facie, this substantive assumption 

carries an empirical commitment.  When a philosopher maintains that his intuition about a 
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possible case is representative of folk intuitions, this should typically mean that, barring 

performance errors, the folk will have the same intuition when presented with the same case.  

Indeed, the very method of collecting intuitions about possible cases might be extended into the 

experimental domain. That’s exactly what has been happening in recent work at the intersection 

of philosophy and the social sciences.

 

Folk concepts: social scientific methodologies

Researchers have used a number of different empirical approaches to investigate folk concepts. 

The focus here will be on work using techniques from social psychology, cross-cultural 

psychology, and developmental psychology.

 

Social psychology and folk concepts

One trend has been to explore folk intuitions using social-psychological surveys on cases that are 

disputed within philosophy [14-17].  Since it will help to consider a case in detail, let’s focus on 

recent empirical work on the folk concept of “intentional action”.  In the philosophical literature, 

the “simple view” of intentional action maintains that if S intentionally did A, then S intended to 

do A [18].  Philosophers have squabbled about whether this coheres with our intuitions – some 

philosophers reject the simple view [19,20] while others defend it [21,22].  Philosophers on both 

sides have brought sophisticated and subtle moves to bear on the issue. But until recently, what 

they haven’t systematically done is ask people.  In a set of experiments, Joshua Knobe has 

presented adults with cases that are designed to assess whether people answer in line with the 

simple view or not.  Knobe presented the following scenario:

The vice-president of a company went to the chairman of the board and said, ‘We are 

thinking of starting a new program. It will help us increase profits, but it will also harm the 
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environment.’ 

The chairman of the board answered, ‘I don’t care at all about harming the environment. I 

just want to make as much profit as I can. Let’s start the new program.’ 

They started the new program. Sure enough, the environment was harmed.

When presented with this vignette, most participants said that the agent intentionally harmed the 

environment, but relatively few said that it was the agent’s intention to harm the environment 

[13,23,24]. These results suggest that the folk concept of intentional action does not conform to 

the simple view. 

Using survey methods for assessing folk intuitions has the potential to be delightfully liberating.  

For it might allow us to circumvent the impasses that arise when the intuitions of philosophers 

clash.  Furthermore, the social psychological methodologies provide the foundation for a tractable 

research framework.  For instance, it is possible that Knobe’s effects are the product of pragmatic 

features of the experimental materials [25].  Another possibility is that there are systematic 

individual differences concerning these sorts of questions.  There might be important similarities 

in the minority of Knobe’s subjects whose responses conform to the simple view.  These kinds of 

hypotheses based on pragmatics or individual differences can be tested directly by exploiting 

established research methods in the social sciences [26,27].  By contrast, it’s less clear how to 

arbitrate a dispute over intuitions between two highly trained analytic philosophers. 

 

Cross-cultural psychology and folk concepts

Folk concepts have also been investigated cross-culturally, again using lay intuitions about 

possible cases. Researchers in this area have found what seem to be striking cultural differences 

in intuitions involving folk concepts like wrong, knows, and refers [28-31]. Some of this work is 

set against prior research by Nisbett and colleagues that indicates systematic differences between 
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East Asians and Westerners on a variety of dimensions.  For instance, East Asians seem more 

inclined to classify objects on the basis of family resemblance, and Westerners seem more 

disposed to focus on causation in describing the world and classifying things [32-34]. Related 

East/West differences also seem to show up in people’s intuitions about knowledge [29,30]. 

            One recent attempt to use intuitions about cases in a cross-cultural setting explores folk 

intuitions about reference.  Roughly speaking there are two prevailing accounts of reference.  

According to descriptivism, a name refers to the object that best fits the description associated 

with the name.  On the causal-historical account, a name 

is introduced to refer to an individual, and the name continues to refer to that individual so long 

as the uses of the name are causally linked back to the introduction of the name; crucially, on this 

account, the description associated with a name plays no role in fixing the referent.  Philosophers 

assess these theories by how well the theories fit with intuitions about cases that implicate 

reference.  A famous thought experiment from Kripke, the “Gödel case”, elicited intuitions from 

philosophers that did not fit with the descriptivist theory, and this led many philosophers to 

promote the causal-historical approach.  Kripke presents the case as follows:

Suppose that Gödel was not in fact the author of [Gödel’s] theorem. A man called 

‘Schmidt’… actually did the work in question. His friend Gödel somehow got hold of the 

manuscript and it was thereafter attributed to Gödel. On the [descriptivist] view in question, 

then, when our ordinary man uses the name ‘Gödel’, he really means to refer to Schmidt, 

because Schmidt is the unique person satisfying the description ‘the man who discovered 

the incompleteness of arithmetic’ [35]. 

Kripke’s intuition about this case is that, despite the fact that the description that is associated 

with “Gödel” is uniquely satisfied by Schmidt, the name “Gödel” does not refer to Schmidt.  This 

intuition is shared by the majority of subsequent commentators.  However, given the apparently 
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different classificatory tendencies of East Asians and Westerners noted earlier, Machery and 

colleagues predicted that East Asians would be more likely than Westerners to have descriptivist 

intuitions about such cases.  East Asian and Western participants were given a version of 

Kripke’s “Gödel” case and asked whether in this scenario, a person using the name “Gödel” is 

talking about (a) the person who really discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic or (b) the 

person who got hold of the manuscript and claimed credit for the work.  As predicted, East 

Asians and Westerners responded differently.  East Asians tended to give the answer (a) that 

conforms to descriptivist theories of reference, and Westerners tended to give the answer (b) that 

conforms to causal-historical theories of reference.  (See figure 1.)

 

Developmental psychology and folk concepts

Developmental psychology offers yet another avenue for investigating folk concepts. Indeed, 

developmental psychologists have been exploring the emergence of folk concepts in children for 

the last two decades.  Recent work has looked more closely at the emergence of notions like free 

will and moral objectivity, which have been closely studied by philosophers. 

 

Free Will

In the literature on the child’s understanding of the mind, there has been extensive work on the 

child’s concepts of belief and desire [36-40].  However, the philosophically central notion of free 

will has been almost entirely neglected in this body of work.  Philosophers have long debated 

about the proper characterization of the notion of free will [41,42].  One historically prominent 

view is that free will is incompatible with determinism, the thesis that every event is an inevitable 

consequence of the prior conditions and the natural laws.  On such views, an action was free only 

if the agent could have done otherwise, even if the prior conditions had been the same.  Recent 
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experiments investigated whether children think that agents could have done otherwise [43].  

Children were placed in one of two conditions: those in the agent condition witnessed an agent 

exhibit motor behavior; those in the object condition witnessed an object move.  For instance, 

children in the agent condition were shown a closed box with a sliding lid; the experimenter slid 

the lid open and touched the bottom.  Children in the object condition were shown the closed box 

with a ball resting on the lid; the experimenter slid the lid open and the ball fell to the bottom.  

The child was asked whether the agent/object had to behave as it did after the lid was open, or 

whether it could have done something else instead.  The results were very clear – children tended 

to say that the agent could have done something else, but that the object had to behave as it did 

(figure 2).  In a second study, adults and children were asked about physical events, e.g., a pot of 

water coming to a boil, and moral-choice events, e.g., a girl stealing a candy bar.   Participants 

were asked whether if everything in the world was the same up until the event occurred, the event 

had to occur.  In this setting, both adults and children were more likely to say that the physical 

events had to occur than that the moral choice events had to occur.   This provides preliminary 

evidence that the folk have a concept of free will on which agents could have done otherwise. 

 

Moral objectivity

The child’s concept of morally wrong will serve as a final example.  In philosophy, there has 

been a protracted discussion about whether the folk concept of moral wrongness is objectivist.  

According to an objectivist conception of moral wrongness, if a particular action is morally 

wrong, then it is wrong simpliciter.  So, for instance, if it was morally wrong for Bill to kick the 

puppy, then this was wrong full stop, not merely wrong relative to some groups. Thus, an 

objectivist notion of moral wrongness is committed to the view that (i) true moral judgments are 

nonrelativistically true and (ii) some moral judgments are true.  
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When we ask whether the folk concept of wrongness is objectivist, philosophers are divided 

[4,44].  Research on adult intuitions suggests that there is, in fact, variation in the adult 

population. Some adults respond as objectivists and some as nonobjectivists concerning 

canonical moral violations like unprovoked hitting [15]. Although there seems to be variation in 

adult intuitions on these matters, it’s less clear that the variation is present in children.  Rather, 

children typically maintain that a moral violation like unprovoked hitting is wrong regardless of 

authority or rules or culture [45-47].  There is evidence of broad cross-cultural consistency on 

these features of the child’s concept of morally wrong [48-50].  Further, at least in the U.S., 

children also maintain that a moral violation is bad “for real”, not merely bad “for some people”; 

by contrast, children maintain that onions are yucky “for some people” rather than yucky “for 

real” [51]. All the available evidence fits with the claim that children’s concept of morally wrong 

is objectivist.  

The developmental work might generate a somewhat more nuanced treatment of folk concepts, 

because we might find that there are “default settings” on some folk concepts.  For instance, one 

way to interpret the results on moral concepts is that objectivism is the default setting on moral 

concepts, but that this setting can be overwritten later in development. 

 

Folk Concepts: The Future

One familiar critique of conceptual analysis from cognitive science is that much conceptual 

analysis seems to rely on the assumption that folk concepts can be analyzed as definitions [4,5,6], 

and this assumption runs against prevailing views of concepts in psychology [52,53].  But the 

prospect of cultural variation in folk concepts poses a further threat to conceptual analysis.  If 

there is significant cultural diversity in folk intuitions, that might undermine the authority of a 

priori philosophical methods since philosophers will often be blind to the culturally local aspects 
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of their concepts.  But the issue is a resolutely empirical one, and the cross-cultural work on folk 

concepts and intuitions has only just begun.  It still might turn out that there are deflationary 

explanations of the results in the extant cross-cultural work.  For instance, it might be that the 

responses of undergraduates to questionnaires are too superficial, and that the cultural differences 

will disappear in experiments that demand more sustained and careful attention. Further, even if 

there is some diversity in intuitions, it’s possible that there is a core, cross-culturally shared set of 

intuitions surrounding folk concepts like knowledge, belief, and wrongness.  For instance, 

although there seem to be cultural differences in what counts as knowledge, it is plausible that all 

cultures share the view that lucky guesses don’t count as knowledge [29]. Determining which 

intuitions are shared cross-culturally is, of course, another empirical question, one which will be 

an important matter for future research.

The research on folk concepts and intuitions might also illuminate the psychological 

underpinnings of some longstanding philosophical problems that seem to be driven by conflicting 

folk intuitions.  For instance, one way to view the problem of free will is that it is driven by 

powerful intuitions that push in different directions.  On the one hand, we have an intuition that 

an agent could have done otherwise, even if everything else was exactly the same.  The 

developmental work recounted above suggests that this intuition is present even in children.  On 

the other hand, some philosophers claim that people believe that there is a deterministic causal 

explanation for any action [41].  If one grants that people have both intuitions, a natural 

psychological explanation is that there are two different systems underlying the opposing 

intuitions.  One possibility is that the deterministic intuition comes from the cognitive system 

devoted to predicting and explaining behavior, whereas the intuition that agents could have done 

otherwise comes from the cognitive system devoted to moral evaluation [43].  But any such 

proposal will seem ad hoc without some kind of support.  This is where the empirical work can 
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provide a novel approach.  By investigating these intuitions empirically, we might discern the 

cognitive systems that generate the intuitions, and this will enable us to evaluate whether the 

conflicting intuitions about free will are generated by partly independent cognitive systems.  Of 

course, to investigate these matters adequately will likely require exploiting reaction times, error 

rates, and other experimental techniques more sensitive than the survey and interview 

methodologies reviewed here. 

 

Conclusion

The intrusion of social science methodology onto philosophical terrain does not mean that we 

abandon traditional philosophical questions like “what is morality?” or “what is reference?”.  

Rather, social scientific methods can supplement traditional philosophical methods to 

characterize folk concepts more adequately.  Indeed, much of the recent work appropriates the 

very thought experiments that philosophers have devised.  And the empirical work might reveal 

that folk notions of morality, for instance, have great cross-cultural consistency and deep 

developmental roots.  However, the social scientific methodology might also raise serious 

problems for traditional philosophical approaches.  If there is significant intercultural or even 

intra-cultural diversity in folk concepts and intuitions, that might undermine the reach of 

traditional philosophical methods.  But the empirical work on folk concepts and intuitions has 

only just begun, and it is impossible to make any pronouncements with confidence, except that 

there is a wealth of questions for future research (see Box 2).  

 

 
 
 

Box 1: An example of conceptual analysis using intuitions about cases
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According to standard accounts of knowledge, S knows that p just in case:

i. S believes that p.

ii. That belief is true.

iii. That belief is justified.

Consider, however, the following scenario:

Marie’s friend Bill has lived in Lincoln, Nebraska for his entire life.  Marie concludes from this 

that Bill lives in a city named after a famous politician.  Marie is unaware that Bill has just 

moved to Washington, D.C. In this case, Marie’s belief that Bill lives in a city named after a 

famous politician is true; her belief is also justified, since she has good reason to believe that 

Bill lives in Lincoln. Nonetheless, many analytic philosophers (and many Western 

undergraduates) would have the intuition that Marie does not know that Bill lives in a city 

named after a famous politician [7,8,29].  Thus, it is concluded that the concept of knowledge is 

not adequately analyzed as justified true belief.

 
 
 

Box 2. Questions for future research
 
Diversity in folk concepts: 
Are the differences in intuitions between cultures systematic and explainable?
Within cultures, are the individual differences systematic and explainable?
Within individuals, are the intuitions stable across time?
 
New domains: 
To what extent are there inter-cultural and intra-cultural differences in other folk concepts, like 
causation and personal identity?
 
Core notions:  
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Are there stable cross-cultural intuitions for folk concepts like knowledge, reference, and free 
will? If so, what are they?
 
Default settings:
Is there a shared default setting in children for concepts like reference, knowledge, and wrong? 
If so, which factors lead to departures from default settings?
 
Order effects: 
To what extent are folk intuitions subject to effects of ordering and training?
 
Cognitive mechanisms: 
What are the cognitive mechanisms that generate the folk intuitions?
Do apparently incompatible intuitions derive from different cognitive mechanisms? 
 
Philosophical implications:
To what extent do social scientific methods displace traditional a priori methods for 
characterizing folk concepts?
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