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What is intuition? 

Abstract 

This article presents an account of the nature of intuition that may serve as a unifying 

framework for the study of intuition in philosophy and psychology.  Section 1 

describes the current lack of any theoretical foundation for an integrated study of this 

kind.  Section 2 introduces the basic distinction between judgement and appearance.  

Sections 3 to 5 demonstrate the integration of the recent philosophical literature, on 

the basis of a prototype of intellectual appearance, which is derived from a common 

kind of paradox—thus showing the analogy with perception to be non-essential to 

the conception of intellectual appearance.  Section 6 explains the general spontaneity 

of intuitive appearance.  The concluding section 7 shows how the account developed 

in the previous sections not only integrates previous philosophical and psychological 

work on intuition but may also be used to systematise future study of intuition in 

both disciplines. 

 

Our knowledge of the world comes to us through what, for lack of a better term, we 

might call ‘modes of intuition’, such as our senses of sight, touch, smell, taste, our 

interoceptive sense, our memory, etc.  This much is at least a psychological fact. 

—John L. Pollock 

1 Introduction 

This paper provides a more general account of the nature of intuition than has previously 

been achieved.1  In the philosophical and psychological literature one is faced with a 

myriad of implicit and explicit views of intuition, ranging from those which hold that 

intuition is of great importance to the human pursuit of knowledge to those which deny its 

                                                           
1 Compare, for example, Dane and Pratt 2007, Epstein 2010, Glöckner and Witteman 2010, Gore 

and Sadler-Smith 2011, Hodgkinson, Langan-Fox and Sadler-Smith 2008, Hogarth 2010, Newell 

and Shanks 2014 and Osbeck and Held 2014 (especially 14–16 and 24–30). 



2 

very existence.2  This current lack of a theoretical basis constitutes an important motivation 

for developing the general account presented in this paper, which is designed to establish 

common ground on which to discuss and investigate the finer details of what is variously 

described as ‘intuition’, ‘intuitions’ or ‘intuitive’. 

A very superficial comparison of a handful of respectable dictionaries shows that the 

noun ‘intuition’ currently lacks any widely agreed meaning.  However, the general account 

of intuition presented in this paper may be used to explain all of the contemporary 

alternatives given below, each of which is indeed sometimes intended when people 

nowadays speak of intuition.  Moreover, it may be used to systematise all of the different 

ways in which relevant terms have been employed in recent academic and popular 

treatments of the topic and, likely, to systematise discourse on intuition in general. 

So, to begin with, here are the alternatives listed by the Oxford English Dictionary, 

including some historical definitions (with a few points of interest underlined by me): 

†1. The action of looking upon or into; contemplation; inspection; a sight or

 view.  (= Latin intuitus.) Obsolete.  1497–1664 

†2. The action of mentally looking at; contemplation, consideration; perception,

 recognition; mental view.  Obsolete.  1628–1755 

†3. The action of mentally looking to or regarding as a motive of action; ulterior

 view; regard, respect, reference.  with intuition to (of), with reference to; in

 intuition to, in respect to, in view of, in consideration of.  Obsolete. 

 1626–1718 

4. Scholastic Philosophy.  The spiritual perception or immediate knowledge,

 ascribed to angelic and spiritual beings, with whom vision and knowledge

 are identical. 

5. 

                                                           
2 The following works may provide further useful points of entry to readers who are unfamiliar with 

some of the recent literature in either philosophy or psychology.  For examples of philosophy, see 

Boghossian and Williamson 2020, Cappelen 2012, Chudnoff 2013, Dennett 2013 and DePaul and 

Ramsey 1998.  For examples of psychology, see Dane, Rockmann and Pratt 2012, Davis-Floyd and 

Arvidson 1997, Ericsson, Hoffman, Kozbelt and Williams 2006/2018, Hogarth 2001, Kahneman 

and Klein 2009, Myers 2002, Liebermann 2000, Reber 1993 (especially 158–9) and Topolinski and 

Strack 2009. 
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a. Modern Philosophy.  The immediate apprehension of an object by the mind

 without the intervention of any reasoning process; a particular act of such

 apprehension. 

b. Immediate apprehension by the intellect alone; a particular act of such

 apprehension. 

c. Immediate apprehension by sense; a particular act of such apprehension.

 Esp.  in reference to Kant, who held that the only intuition (Anschauung,

 intuitus) possible to man was that under the forms of sensibility, space, and

 time. 

6. In a more general sense:  Direct or immediate insight; an instance of this. 

Collins English Dictionary lists the following contemporary alternatives (again, my 

underlining): 

1. knowledge or belief obtained neither by reason nor by perception 

2. instinctive knowledge or belief 

3. a hunch or unjustified belief 

4. philosophy:  immediate knowledge of a proposition or object such as Kant’s

 account of our knowledge of sensible objects 

5. the supposed faculty or process by which we obtain any of these 

Merriam-Webster has this (notable for its relative generality): 

1 a :  the power or faculty of attaining to direct knowledge or cognition without 

  evident rational thought and inference 

 a :  immediate apprehension or cognition 

 b :  knowledge or conviction gained by intuition  

2 :  quick and ready insight 

Most recently, the philosophical debate on the nature of intuition has focused on 

whether intuitions are beliefs, judgements, dispositions to believe or judge, or, perhaps, a 

kind of experience.  If nothing else, recent work on the issue has shown the enormous extent 

of disagreement concerning almost any characterisation of intuition, including considerable 

differences of methodology.  For example, some authors have attempted to characterise 

intuition primarily from the subject’s point of view.3  Others have attempted to do so by 

specifying the type of object that an intuition takes, one notorious candidate being ‘the a 

priori’.4  Yet others have attempted a characterisation primarily in terms of what causes the 

                                                           
3 See, for example, Bengson 2015 and Chudnoff 2013. 

4 See, for example, Bealer 1996 and BonJour 1998. 
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relevant relation between subject and object to occur.5  The present account is an attempt 

at a more balanced approach. 

2 Judgement vs appearance 

Intuition is sometimes described as ‘seeing with the mind’s eye’ or ‘intellectual perception’.  

Similarly, perhaps, people often say things like ‘that looks correct to me’ or ‘that sounds 

right’.6  Philosophers have always been interested in the analogy between intuition and 

perception.  Plato, Augustine, Descartes, Locke, Husserl and Gödel all famously deployed 

this analogy.  Indeed, the Latin root of the modern term ‘intuition’—the verb intueri, a 

composite of in (at, in, on) and tueri (to look at, watch over)—suggests an original analogy 

specifically with intense observation. 7   Today, both philosophers and psychologists 

continue to make frequent use of the analogy as they understand it.  The exact nature of the 

analogy has of course always been a controversial issue.  I shall argue that at least an 

analogous distinction between judgement and appearance may, however, be fairly 

uncontroversial. 

If, following Frege and Kant, we take judgement simply as assent—fürwahrhalten, 

literally ‘holding-true’—then we can give a corresponding characterisation of subjective 

appearance, in the sense of things appearing to a subject to be a certain way, as something 

that the subject may assent to.8  Of course, these broad-stroke stipulations leave many 

                                                           
5 See, for example, Ludwig 2007 and Sosa 2014. 

6 Jung famously defined intuition as ‘perception via the unconscious … a kind of perception which 

cannot be traced back directly to conscious sensory experience’ (1931, §951). 

7 From an etymological perspective, the Kantian and post-Kantian term Anschauung—which stems 

from the composite verb anschauen—is precisely equivalent to ‘intuition’. 

8 See Frege 1918 and Kant 1781/7.  On these two thinkers, see also Kremer 2000.   
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possible questions unanswered, including that of the proper object of assent, but for present 

purposes this level of precision will suffice.9 

We may, then, take perceptual judgement to be simply a subject’s judgement that things 

are as they perceptually appear to them. And we may permit, quite naturally, amongst the 

possible objects of perceptual appearance different sorts of things and states of affairs, 

including the smell of roses or the cat’s being on the table.  The resulting distinction 

between perceptual judgement and appearance is easily illustrated by any case in which 

something sensorily appears to someone a certain way and yet they know that it is not in 

fact the way it appears.  For instance, in a curved mirror my legs may look twice the length 

of my torso, but I know that they are not, and so I do not (or, at any rate, need not) judge 

that things are as they subjectively appear. 

Most people, including most psychologists and historical philosophers, would classify 

perceptual judgement in the sense defined above as intuitive, so that perceptual judgement 

and appearance would be a species of intuitive judgement and appearance.10  However, 

                                                           
9  Some scholars prefer to speak in terms of impression, presentation or seeming rather than 

appearance, but this usually amounts to no more than a terminological difference.  I offer a brief 

elaboration on the question of the proper objects of appearance and assent in note 40, at the end of 

this paper. 

10 Notable past philosophers include Scotus, Auriol and Ockham as well as Kant and Husserl.  Even 

Locke, who defines ‘intuition’ as pertaining only to subjective ideas, consistently describes it as a 

kind of perception, even calling it ‘intuitive perception’; see Locke 1690, book 4, chapter 2.  The 

same conceptual constellation is found in Descartes, who says:  ‘By “intuition” I do not mean the 

fluctuating testimony of the senses or the deceptive judgement of the imagination as it botches things 

together, but the conception of a clear and attentive mind … indubitable … which proceeds solely 

from the light of reason. … Perceptions such as these are more numerous than most people realize’ 

(Descartes [1985], 14).  See also Davidson 1882, Hume 1739–40, 1.3.1.2, McCosh 1860/72 and 

Russell 1912, chapter 11. 
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modern philosophers frequently work on the assumption that any such cross-classification 

is incorrect, or somehow undesirable, and a number have explicitly argued against it.11  

Thus, it is first of all noteworthy that the distinction between judgement and appearance 

can also be made in a way that will be more satisfactory to those with a special interest in 

‘non-perceptual’ intuition.12 

3 An intellectual case 

The case which is standardly used to demonstrate the distinction for intuition that is of an 

intellectual rather than sensory sort is that of the naïve comprehension principle for sets: 

For every predicate (‘… is a chair’, ‘… is a number’, etc.), there is a set which 

consists of all and only those objects that satisfy that predicate. 

This tends to appear true to most people when they first encounter it.  But it is generally 

agreed nowadays that it is not, due to Russell’s paradox of the set of all sets that do not 

contain themselves.13  Yet many people, including many logicians and philosophers, who 

                                                           
11 See, for example, Bealer 1998, Ludwig 2007 and Sosa 2007.  By contrast, compare Parsons 1995, 

57–9. 

12 I put scare quotes around ‘non-perceptual’ here, because the variety of ways in which the notions 

of intuition and perception have been employed are so disparate, both historically and in the present, 

that to some readers ‘non-perceptual intuition’ may sound oxymoronic and to others pleonastic.  For 

example, the former type of reader may habitually conceive of intuition as a kind of perception, like 

Descartes and Locke (see my note 10), while the latter type may, and this is especially common 

nowadays, habitually conceive of perception as nothing but what used to be called more fully ‘sense 

perception’. 

13 Russell argued that for the predicate ‘is a set which contains all and only those sets that do not 

contain themselves’ there is in fact no set which consists of all and only those objects that satisfy 

the predicate, because, assuming that such a set would have to either contain itself or not contain 

itself, no such set can exist due to the contradiction that the supposed set would have to both contain 
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therefore believe that the principle is false have said that it still ‘intuitively’ appears true to 

them.  Supposing that at least some of these reports are correct, we can infer the relevant 

kind of difference:  it intuitively appears to some people that the naïve comprehension 

principle is true, but they do not judge accordingly. 

4 Generalisation of the intellectual case 

Arguably, it is frequently the case that something appears to us a certain way intellectually 

rather than sensorily, and yet we do not judge accordingly because we know better or think 

we know better.  Politics, advertising and numerous other types of public and private 

discourse would seem to offer many examples of this.  However, there is substantial 

disagreement amongst philosophers regarding which, if any, of these types of cases really 

instantiate the phenomenon.  Fortunately, the standard example of the naïve comprehension 

principle can be generalised. 

Many well-known paradoxes are typically presented as a set of premises and a 

conclusion such that at least one premise appears true while the rest of the argument either 

follows or appears to follow.  In the case of Russell’s paradox, the naïve comprehension 

principle constitutes such a premise.  Another example is ‘Where there is no heap of sand, 

adding one grain of sand will not make it a heap either’.  To many people this will appear 

true.  However, if conjoined with additional premises, it may be used, via apparently correct 

reasoning, to support the paradoxical conclusion that there can be no such thing as a heap 

of sand; this is known as a sorites paradox.14 

                                                           
and not contain itself (if the supposed set contained itself, then it would not consist of only those 

objects that satisfy the predicate, but if it did not contain itself, then it would not consist of all those 

objects that satisfy the predicate). 

14 The name is derived from ancient Greek:  soros means heap. 
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This shows that at least some paradoxes, including some of the most important ones in 

the history of logic and philosophy, can be presented in the form of an argument that may 

appear sound to a person, in virtue of at least one premise appearing to be true, and yet—

even if it so appears—that person may or may not judge accordingly because, at the same 

time, they may have reason to believe that the argument cannot be sound.  Thus, this kind 

of paradox entails the relevant distinction between judgement and appearance, which will 

naturally be specified in terms of intuition rather than perception. 

And so this kind of paradox allows us to identify something like a prototype of intuitive 

judgements and appearances that are of an intellectual rather than a sensory sort.  To be 

sure, it gives us neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition.  To obtain a sufficient 

condition for what constitutes intellectual appearances, we would at least require a precise 

distinction between ‘intellectual’ and ‘sensory’.15  And this kind of paradox does not give 

us a necessary condition either, because clearly not all intellectual appearance should need 

to involve this kind of paradox, or any paradox for that matter.  The identification of a 

prototype may therefore seem only a small step forward.  In fact, however, it represents 

important theoretical progress.  A prototype-based account of intuition may be 

conceptually adequate.16  Moreover, the prototype itself offers theorists a rigorous model 

to work with that everyone can accept, as will be demonstrated in the next section.17 

                                                           
15 Many great philosophers have presented elaborate accounts of such a distinction; most notably 

perhaps Kant, beginning with his inaugural dissertation.  None of this previous work readily lends 

itself to the present purpose, however, because that would require a precise distinction significantly 

less controversial than any of the ones developed to date. 

16 Conceptually adequate or not, a prototype-based account would be strong enough to prevent the 

kind of overgeneration of the category of intuition that is discussed in Williamson 2004 and 2016. 

17 There is a large body of literature in cognitive science on prototype theory.  See, for example, 

Lakoff 1987, Rosch 1973 and Rosch and Mervis 1975, and, for a useful overview, Lewandowska-

Tomaszczyk 2007. 
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5 The analysis of intellectual appearance 

A number of scholars have expressed doubt about the notion of intuitive appearance as 

distinct from perceptual appearance.  Timothy Williamson’s voicing of a well-known 

objection has been particularly influential:18 

In the moment of its intellectually appearing that something is so, often nothing 

much else intellectually appears.  Although mathematical intuition can have a rich 

phenomenology, even a quasi-perceptual one, for instance in geometry, …  I am 

aware of no intellectual seeming beyond my conscious inclination to believe Naïve 

Comprehension, which I resist because I know better.  (Williamson 2007, 217) 

Many intuition theorists have sought to establish a notion of intellectual appearance 

using an analogy with perception.  Williamson argues that this strategy is unsuccessful, 

insofar as supposedly paradigmatic examples of intellectual appearance lack the required 

phenomenal character.  Elijah Chudnoff has suggested that thinkers like Williamson are 

‘wildly mistaken’ about the nature of intuitive appearance and so are not looking for the 

right kind of thing when trying to introspect it.19  However, I believe Williamson and those 

who share his view are at most mildly mistaken.  I will address these two positions in turn. 

As is evident, Williamson speaks freely of intellectual appearances (and, 

interchangeably, intellectual seemings).  Still, in the passage quoted above he goes on to 

conclude that even supposed paradigms of intellectual appearance ‘provide no evidence’ 

of the existence of ‘anything more’ than a conscious inclination to belief.  It is not clear 

what Williamson means by ‘more’, but it is interesting to note that he consistently specifies 

his inclination as being conscious and, even more so, that he reports resisting this conscious 

inclination to believe the naïve comprehension principle due to possessing better 

knowledge.  This report is enough to commit himself implicitly to a dispositional analysis 

of intellectual appearance.  What Williamson reports having is, of course, precisely the sort 

                                                           
18 See also, for example, Cappelen 2012, 117, Deutsch 2015a, 28, Lewis 1983, x, Plantinga 1993, 

105, and van Inwagen 1997, 309. 

19 See Chudnoff 2013, 53. 
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of encounter with paradox discussed above which entails the relevant distinction between 

intuitive judgement and intuitive appearance.20 

Several philosophers have suggested that thinkers like Williamson, including the most 

prolific defender of a dispositional analysis, Ernest Sosa, simply fail at the introspective 

task.21  Paul Boghossian has argued, plausibly, that this should not be surprising, because 

the successful introspection of certain types of mental phenomena sometimes requires prior 

instruction.  However, the instruction that Boghossian himself gives mainly consists in the 

claim that in the case of its sensorily appearing to one that things are a certain way, one’s 

coming to know that they are not in fact the way they appear will result in one’s losing all 

inclination to judge otherwise despite the persistent perceptual appearance to the contrary.  

The same, he adds, is true for cases of intellectual appearance such as the one involving the 

naïve comprehension principle.  The problem with these instructions is that they merely 

represent the introspective experience of Boghossian, and perhaps a few others.22  This, in 

turn, allows their opponents to insist on their own introspective experience.23 

The principal difficulty facing authors like Boghossian, who wish to analyse intellectual 

appearance as being thoroughly pre-judgemental and non-dispositional, can be expressed 

as the difficulty of demonstrating how it is possible that something could intellectually 

appear to you to be so and yet for you not to have any inclination whatsoever to judge 

                                                           
20 Williamson is widely believed to be a sceptic about the existence of intellectual appearance, but 

he is not.  Rather, he is a closet dispositionalist.  Perhaps the closest Williamson has come to 

acknowledging this can be found in his 2020a, 165. 

21 See especially Sosa 2007, chapter 3, and 2014. 

22 See Boghossian 2020b, 223–5.  The same diagnosis applies to Bengson 2015, 712–3 and 726–7, 

and Chudnoff 2013, 53. 

23 Williamson responds precisely in this way.  See his 2020b, 232–4. 
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accordingly.24  Any serious attempt to develop a compelling account of this kind will 

require substantial work to be undertaken in philosophy and psychology.  In the following 

section, I will briefly review one possible strategy that has recently been proposed by 

Chudnoff.25 

6 Spontaneity 

There is another way, on top of the distinction between judgement and appearance, in which 

intuition and perception are generally analogous.  Like perceptual appearance, all intuitive 

appearance is spontaneous:  both perceptual and intuitive appearances come and go of their 

own accord, while the subject can only try to be more receptive or less receptive. For 

example, looking in the right direction may or may not make it visually appear to a subject 

as if the cat is on the table, regardless of whether it is in fact there or not.  Trying to be 

more receptive, by looking closer for example, may still not make things appear that way, 

because the subject might persistently mistake the cat for a bunch of wool, or the cat might 

be hiding behind the fruit bowl.  On the other hand, when looking in the right direction, 

                                                           
24 Incidentally, many prominent defenders of this position in the literature try to use it in support of 

a theory of the a priori and reject the possibility that a dispositional account of intellectual 

appearance could lend such support.  See especially Bealer 1998, Boghossian 2020a, 202–4, and 

BonJour 1998. 

25 Another possible strategy can perhaps be found in Michael Huemer’s work.  Huemer argues that 

subjective appearances in general are thoroughly pre-judgemental and non-dispositional, because 

the same inclination to judge—for example, that the naïve comprehension principle is true—might 

just as well be the result of, say, one’s reliance on testimony.  So, he concludes, ‘appearances are 

only one sort of ground for the disposition’ (2013, 329; see also his 2007, 31, and further his 2001, 

71–2).  But while his generalisation about subjective appearances would give a neat theory, Huemer 

provides insufficient evidence for the claim that the case of intellectual appearances fits the bill.  

Thus, again, it would seem that much more work needs to be done by philosophers and psychologists 

in order to substantiate this kind of claim. 
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with the cat in plain sight, one typically cannot help but have it visually appear to one that 

the cat is on the table.  Similarly, reflecting on whether it is true that grass is green may or 

may not make it intuitively appear to a subject as if this is so (or, perhaps, not so), regardless 

of whether it is in fact true or not.  Trying to be more receptive, reflecting more or harder, 

may still not make things appear that way.  On the other hand, there are many things where, 

on a given occasion, one typically cannot help but have them intuitively appear to one a 

certain way, for example that lying is wrong, or that 2 + 2 = 5.26 

Both in philosophy and psychology, the key distinctive feature of intuition is often taken 

to be that it is ‘un-reflective’.27  However, it is important to distinguish intuitive judgement 

from intuitive appearance in this respect.  Intuitive judgement, as defined here, is correctly 

described as being unreflective insofar as any intuitive judgement is made in accordance 

with, and in direct consequence of, an intuitive appearance.  But intuitive appearance is not 

necessarily unreflective.  Spontaneity is different from lack of reflection, although lack of 

reflection can be a useful indication of the characteristic spontaneity of intuitive appearance.  

It is possible for an intuitive appearance to occur only after one has spent considerable 

                                                           
26 Both Descartes and Kahneman agree.  Descartes says:  ‘As for simple propositions, the only rules 

we provide are those which prepare our cognitive powers for a more distinct intuition of any given 

object and for a more discerning examination of it.  For these simple propositions must occur to us 

spontaneously; they cannot be sought out’ (Descartes [1985], 50).  Kahneman writes:  ‘A core 

property of many intuitive thoughts is that under appropriate circumstances, they come to mind 

spontaneously and effortlessly, like percepts’ (Kahneman 2003, 699).  A small qualification to 

Kahneman’s claim worth making here is that spontaneity is indeed essential but effortlessness is 

not—hence, for example, Descartes’ rules to ‘prepare our cognitive powers’.  On this last point, see 

also my discussion in the next paragraph; for an interesting related study, see Dane 2011 (especially 

1008–9). 

27 Useful reviews of the literature, in this connection, are offered in Mercier and Sperber 2009 and 

Nagel 2012. 
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effort focusing one’s attention or even after extensive reflection and yet, when it occurs, it 

will do so spontaneously.  The naïve comprehension principle may serve as an example 

once again.  Most people will need to reflect on it for some time upon first encountering it, 

before it may appear true to them.28 

The spontaneity of intuition shows an otherwise intriguing analysis of intellectual 

appearance to be false.  In an attempt to provide a thoroughly pre-judgemental and non-

dispositional analysis, Chudnoff has argued that all intellectual appearance is entirely 

constituted by other, conscious (or, at any rate, introspectable) mental states or processes.29  

He often gives conscious thoughts and imaginings as examples of such supposed 

constituents.  He illustrates his key claim largely by using cases from geometry, presumably 

because reflection on them invites the use of quasi-perceptual imagination.  A particularly 

nice example is this: 

Two circles can have at most two common points. 

Like the naïve comprehension principle, this will not immediately appear true to everyone.  

Rather, most people will need to reflect on it for a while upon first encountering it, before 

it may appear true to them.  Naturally, the exact sequence of reflections culminating in an 

intuitive appearance can vary from subject to subject.  Chudnoff argues that such variations 

confirm his theory, because this theory can be used to explain why the resulting intuitive 

appearances are ‘phenomenally different’ (2013, 56).  However, his ‘phenomenological 

                                                           
28 Similarly, the spontaneity of intuition is different from ‘speed of judgement’, although speed of 

judgement can be a useful indication.  Compare Cappelen 2012, 114–5.  Compare also Goldman 

and Pust 1998, which wrongly suggests that intuitions are ‘spontaneous mental judgments’ (179), 

and McMahan 2000 and Weinberg, Nichols and Stich 2001, 19, each of which defines intuition as 

spontaneous judgement.  Notably, the revised McMahan 2013 more accurately omits the word 

‘spontaneous’ from its definition of intuitive judgement. 

29 See Chudnoff 2013, chapters 1 (especially 48–57) and 2. 
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observations’ (57) are incorrect:  he is wrong to believe that the various ways in which an 

intuitive appearance can be reached constitute different intuitive appearances.  Rather, the 

various ways in which an intuitive appearance can be reached are simply various ways in 

which an intuitive appearance can be reached, which may or may not be the same intuitive 

appearance. 

First, the same set of reflections may result in an intuitive appearance for one subject 

but not for another.  Thus, any reflections that are associated with an intuitive appearance 

in such a case cannot, contra Chudnoff, be all that constitutes it.  Second, some intuitive 

appearances occur immediately.30  For instance, when asked whether killing a person is 

wrong, it might immediately appear to one that yes, it is.  Similarly, when asked whether a 

tennis racquet is an endangered bird species—a question one may well never have been 

asked before—it might immediately appear to one that no, it is not.  Chudnoff’s theory, 

implausibly, entails that this cannot be so.31  But the fundamental mistake of the theory, in 

both types of cases, is that it fails to recognise the essential spontaneity of intuitive 

appearance. 

7 Conclusion 

Many people find intuition mysterious. Its common association with traditions and 

practices with a dubious reputation—fortune-telling, mediumship, religious mysticism, 

etc.—has naturally been unhelpful in this regard.  And given the rich history of the concept 

                                                           
30 It is not a coincidence that all three dictionary entries quoted above mention immediacy. 

31 The closest Chudnoff comes to addressing the issue of immediate intuitive appearance is in his 

discussion of what he calls ‘unreflective intuitions’.  See Chudnoff 2013, 72–6.  In keeping with his 

constitutedness thesis, the positive account he gives of unreflective intuitions makes them different 

from immediate ones.  Thus, his account of unreflective intuitions is as vulnerable to my first 

objection as the rest of his theory, while it leaves my second objection concerning immediate 

intuitive appearance unanswered. 
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and the many popular books on the topic, it should not be surprising that some scholars 

have also raised serious doubts about the existence of intuition.  At the same time, there are 

some very influential research programmes in psychology, which have existed for many 

decades now and are still growing, that naturally—and, no doubt, correctly—claim to be 

investigating intuition.  Moreover, intuition has played an important role in many of the 

great works of philosophy throughout its history.  Yet philosophers, and indeed 

psychologists, are in as much disagreement as ever concerning the question of what, if 

anything, intuition might be. 

Still, why should we find intuition particularly mysterious?  Is it any more so than many 

of the other things that people have found similarly fascinating, such as love, death, 

morality, consciousness or truth?  Presenting substantive theories about any of these things 

may be difficult, but that is not a reason to stop trying or to pretend that they do not exist.  

In fact, the vast majority of cases in which things are commonly called ‘intuition’, 

‘intuitions’ or ‘intuitive’ are perfectly unproblematic, both within philosophy and 

psychology and outside them.32  The trouble only begins when we ask ourselves what 

intuition really is.  And it seems fair to say that philosophical discourse on the nature of 

intuition has too often been dominated by authors with only a passing interest in the 

question, because they were following broader agendas which required intuition to play 

some particular role or other.33  Perhaps as a result we are still relatively ignorant of its 

nature, but intuition is not therefore mysterious. 

                                                           
32 See Parfit 2011, 544–5, for a similar line of defence. 

33 Speaking about the rationalist problem of explaining the a priori, Boghossian once fittingly 

observed:  ‘“Intuition” seems like a name for the mystery we are addressing, rather than a solution 

to it’ (2000, 231).  Thus, what is mysterious is not intuition but the role that some rationalists would 

like it to play.  The same seems to hold of the mystery that Chudnoff is addressing in his 2013, 57. 
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The general account outlined in this paper provides useful common ground.  Its 

components—the judgement–appearance distinction, the prototype of intellectual 

appearance, and the spontaneity of intuitive appearance—are practically, even if often 

unknowingly, agreed upon by almost everyone currently working on intuition. 34   In 

conclusion, I will briefly demonstrate how the account may be used, first, to explain various 

contemporary employments of ‘intuition’, ‘intuitions’ and ‘intuitive’ and, second, to 

systematise philosophical and psychological work on intuition. 

Although not all the things that we ordinarily call ‘intuition’ or ‘intuitions’ are intuitive 

appearances, it is easy to see how ordinary usage of relevant terms can be explained in line 

with what has been said so far.  To begin with, the word ‘intuition’ has already been used 

above not only to refer to single instances (‘an intuition’) but also, occasionally, to refer to 

the capacity for intuitive judgement in general.  Other ways of using the noun—in particular 

all of the contemporary dictionary alternatives quoted at the start—are easily construed as 

being derivative of the central notion of intuitive appearance in broadly the same kind of 

way in which the notion of intuitive judgement is derivative of it.  Similarly, it is easy to 

see how the adjective ‘intuitive’ may be used to yield meaningful composite terms, such as 

‘intuitive action’, ‘intuitive belief’, ‘intuitive knowledge’, ‘intuitive proposition’ or 

‘intuitive thought’, on the basis of corresponding intuitive appearances which may be 

present or past, conscious or unconscious, actual or merely possible. 

The present account maintains that spontaneity is a necessary condition for subjective 

appearance to qualify as intuitive.  Perhaps the most elegant way to complement this 

necessary condition with a sufficient one would be to simply take it as being both at once:  

thus, all spontaneous subjective appearance would be intuitive appearance.  The resulting 

theory would classify not only perceptual appearances as intuitive—including interoceptive 

and proprioceptive appearances—but also imaginative, introspective and memorial 

                                                           
34 Chudnoff, with his constitutedness thesis, is a rare exception. 



17 

appearances.  To see how, for example, memorial appearances may be spontaneous, try 

asking yourself the question ‘What year were you born?’ or ‘What is your name?’, or try 

to fill in the blanks ‘Donald J. …’, ‘hammer and …’, ‘bread and …’.  Such a broad 

classification is neither unnatural nor uncommon.35 

Less natural and less common, although not obviously false either, would be the 

classification of dreams as intuitive appearances.  One way in which this result might 

perhaps be avoided is by taking intuitive appearance to be necessarily conscious, as many 

philosophers have done.  However, this condition excludes various other things which are 

commonly called ‘intuitions’ or ‘intuitive’, including some of the phenomena extensively 

studied under that heading in psychology.  For instance, neither intuitive action nor intuitive 

thought need involve conscious intuitive appearance.  Yet it follows from my having done 

something intuitively that things intuitively appeared to me a certain way.  Therefore, we 

should not take intuitive appearance to be necessarily conscious. 

Recent philosophical work on the nature of intuition has, on the whole, been too 

narrowly focused to come anywhere close to forming a psychologically adequate inquiry 

into the topic.  Some of the best work shows at least some acknowledgement of this fact.36  

For example, John Bengson’s article ‘The Intellectual Given’ does an exceptionally good 

                                                           
35 See, for example, Russell 1912, chapter 11, which classifies memorial appearance as intuitive.  

George Bealer also explicitly concedes the point with regard to memorial appearance but insists, on 

purely phenomenological grounds, that the classification is false:  ‘Many items that are, somewhat 

carelessly, called intuitions in casual discourse in logic, mathematics, linguistics, or philosophy are 

really only a certain sort of memory.  For example, it does not seem to me that 252 = 625; this is 

something I learned from calculation or a table’ (Bealer 1998, 210).  On Kirk Ludwig’s account of 

intuitive judgements, these judgements are ‘akin to propositional memories … not in being 

expressions of antecedent propositional knowledge, but in being expressions of prior know-how or 

conceptual competence’ (Ludwig 2010, 432). 

36 See especially Nagel 2007 and 2012. 
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job of distinguishing its target notion of intuition from other ways in which the term is 

commonly used.  Bengson does not discuss the variety of intuition phenomena studied in 

psychology, but he is careful enough to distinguish some instances of conscious intuition 

from non-conscious ones.  He also correctly points out that epistemologists have naturally 

been most interested in conscious intuitive appearance.37  However, ethical theorists and 

moral psychologists, for example, have traditionally been more interested in other forms of 

intuition, such as intuitive belief.38  And intuitive belief no more needs to involve conscious 

intuitive appearance than do intuitive action or thought.  The same holds for other, related 

mental states and processes.  One can act, believe, know, think, etc. intuitively without 

being conscious of an intuitive appearance, even though it follows from one’s having acted, 

believed, etc. intuitively that things intuitively appeared to one a certain way.  Thus, an 

exclusive focus on intuitive appearance that is conscious, which Bengson shares with many 

epistemologically minded intuition theorists, cannot lead to a theoretical framework that 

would be psychologically adequate, nor indeed to one that would cover all major forms of 

intuition that have attracted philosophical interest.39 

The general account of intuition outlined in this paper offers a unifying framework for 

the study of intuition that is philosophically and psychologically adequate.  With the notion 

of intuitive appearance at its centre, and using the prototype of intellectual appearance, the 

account helps to reduce existing philosophical disagreement on the nature of intuition and 

                                                           
37 Bengson is wrong, however, to suppose that this interest on the part of epistemologists was 

traditionally limited to intellectual appearance.  In fact, the empiricist problem of explaining sense 

data is just as natural a continuation of mediaeval discourse on intuitive cognition as is the rationalist 

problem of explaining the a priori; see, for example, Russell 1912, chapter 11.  See also my note 10. 

38 See, for example, Audi 2004, Ross 1930 and Sinnott-Armstrong, Young and Cushman 2010.  See 

also Lewis 1983, x, Ludwig 2010, 442, Parsons 1995, 56, Plantinga 1993, 105–6, van Inwagen 1997, 

309, and Weinberg, Nichols and Stich 2001, 19. 

39 Compare also Audi 2015, 63. 
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related phenomena to the question of the correct analysis of intuitive appearance and its 

objects, thus enabling theorists to draw more widely on connections with other work on 

intuition in philosophy and psychology.40   The prototype of intellectual appearance—

derived from a common kind of paradox and an uncontroversial distinction between 

judgement and appearance—has shown that the analogy with perception is non-essential 

to the conception of intellectual appearance.  And it has been shown that there does indeed 

exist a broader analogy between intuitive appearances and all kinds of spontaneous 

subjective appearances, including imaginative, introspective and memorial as well as 

perceptual ones.  This analogy, it has been argued, provides the basis for a possible theory 

according to which all spontaneous subjective appearances are intuitive appearances, which 

is indeed plausible both from the perspective of psychology and that of the history of 

philosophy.  Following this theory, future psychological research may show whether the 

different kinds of intuitive appearance can be fully explained in terms of familiar cognitive 

                                                           
40 Just as the general account outlined in this paper remains neutral on the analysis of intuitive 

appearance (see section 5), it puts no substantive restrictions on the possible objects of subjective 

appearance or, for that matter, corresponding judgements or inclinations to judge.  Thus, for example, 

the account can in principle admit facts, particulars, propositions and universals in these places.  This 

is in virtue of the fact that anything’s appearing to you entails its appearing to you to be a certain 

way—even if that is only its appearing to be there—whilst judgement in the sense of assent 

(fürwahrhalten, ‘holding-true’) need not strictly be propositional either.  For example, Gödel 

famously defended an account of intuitive knowledge of the objects of set theory.  See Gödel 1964; 

see also Maddy 1980.  For other examples of non-propositional views of the objects of intuition, see 

also Chudnoff 2013, chapter 7, Husserl 1901/21, Kant 1781/7, Locke 1690, McCosh 1860/72 and 

Russell 1912, chapter 14.  On Husserl’s influence on Gödel’s account of intuition, see Føllesdal 

1995. 
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processes such as vision, touch, smell, imagination, memory—which, if so, will rightly be 

called ‘modes of intuition’.41 
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