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Chapter 3

The Psychology of Intuition

Edward J. Wisniewski

What role should intuition play in attempting to understand how humans think
and behave in the world? In this chapter, I argue that intuition should play a
rather limited role in achieving this goal. Based on research from cognitive and
social psychology and observations about evolution, I describe the dangers of
appealing to intuition as the sole methodology for obtaining knowledge. I begin
by describing several salient examples of fairly basic intuitions that seem obvi-
ously true, but that are contradicted by the results of psychological studies. Such
examples are not rare and the fact that strong intuitions sometimes turn out to be
wrong should make one very cautious about trusting any intuition (see Dawes
1988; Gilovich 1991; Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 1982; Nisbett and Ross
1980; and Stanovich 1996 for many examples and extensive discussion).

Importantly, I then suggest that intuition, uninformed by psychological re-
search, is inherently limited as a method that researchers can use to understand
how people think and behave. Specifically, people do not always have conscious
access to their thought processes, and they are sometimes unaware of factors that
influence their thoughts and behavior. However, intuition is fundamentally a
conscious enterprise. Therefore, it is not possible to form intuitions about some
aspects of thought and behavior by directly and consciously observing the pro-
cesses and factors that give rise to them. Therefore, the lay person, as well as the
researcher who relies solely on intuitions (the intuition researcher), is deprived of
an important source of information for developing accurate intuitions about
thought and behavior. Consistent with these observations, I present psychologi-
cal research showing that lay people and intuition researchers can have poor intu-
itions about thought and behavior.

To develop accurate explanations of thought and behavior, standard methods
of psychological research are necessary in order to indirectly infer that which is
consciously unobservable. Furthermore, I will suggest that researchers who
study behavior and thought within an experimental framework develop better in-
tuitions about these phenomena than those of intuition researchers or lay people
who do not study these phenomena within such a framework. The intuitions are
better in the sense that they are more likely to be correct when subjected to ex-
perimental testing. Before I begin, let me very briefly explain the experimental
approach that is used by psychologists to study thought and behavior. Unknown
to many lay people, this approach has been applied to virtually every question
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asked about human thought and behavior. It also characterizes all of the experi-
ments that I discuss in this chapter.

The Experimental Approach

Consider a hypothetical situation in which there are two people who are identi-
cal—they are both named Marcella, they are identical-looking, they have identi-
cal kidneys, they think, perceive, and feel in an identical manner, they have iden-
tical experiences that happen in identical places and at identical times, and so on.
Suppose that you are interested in whether a chemical compound causes people
to be happier than they otherwise would be. You could design an experiment to
test your hypothesis: the first Marcella takes pills that contain the compound and
the second Marcella takes placebos—pills that do not contain the compound but
that are otherwise identical. Assume that neither of the Marcellas can tell the dif-
ference between these pills nor knows about the hypothesis.

The Marcellas take their pills (at identical times and places and in identical
ways) and a week later you notice a marked change in the behavior and feelings
of the first Marcella—she smiles and reports feeling happier than the second
Marcella, and so on. Furthermore, you have accurately perceived the behavior of
each Marcella and acted identically toward each Marcella during the test. Also as-
sume that smiling and reports of feeling happy accurately describe what happi-
ness is all about. Then, it is logically the case that your chemical compound
causes an increase in happiness. In this experiment, there are two conditions that
are identical in every aspect but one—the variable of interest (i.e., the presence
versus absence of a chemical compound). Thus, the chemical compound must
have caused the difference in behavior between the two Marcellas.

Clearly, it is impossible to conduct an experiment like the one described
above, as no two people are identical. However, in psychology one is able to
conduct experiments in which it is likely that the only systematic difference be-
tween conditions is the variable of interest. To illustrate, consider how the psy-
chologist would go about testing the hypothesis described above. The psycholo-
gist would randomly and independently assign subjects to either a condition in
which they took pills that contained the compound or a condition in which they
took the placebos. Of course, a subject in one group will not be identical to a
subject in the other group, and they will vary along many dimensions—some of
which are related to happiness (e.g., perhaps self-esteem, job security, level of
stress, sex life, and so on). However, because a subject is equally likely to be as-
signed to one or the other condition, it is equally likely that the various values
of these happiness variables will be assigned to one or the other condition.
Therefore, before the pills are taken, it is unlikely that there will be a systematic
difference between the two groups in terms of happiness. Thus, if the experi-
menter subsequently finds that the group that takes the pills containing the
compound is happier than the placebo group, then the experimenter can conclude
that it is likely (though not logically the case) that the compound causes happi-
ness. This simple but powerful technique of random assignment does not equate
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the groups on every happiness variable but rather minimizes the likelihood that
508. initially will be a systematic difference between the groups in terms of
happiness. Other techniques are employed that do equate variables that can in-
fluence the results. .Huoa example, a single experimenter might be employed rather
than separate experimenters for each condition to avoid the possibility that differ-
ences between happiness in the groups was due to differences in how different
experimenters treated the groups.

: Of course, this sketch of experimental methodology provides a very simple
picture of the process. There are many other concerns that must be faced in de-
signing m:.a o.ozacoasm a good experiment and in evaluating its results. For ex-
ample, a finding might be due simply to chance, a result obtained from studying
oo:.omm monroa.oaw may or may not generalize to other subject populations
.mcgomﬁm may ::aw that they have figured out the experimenter’s hypothesis wna,
Sazso:m:w act in way that supports (or undermines) the hypothesis, an exper-
imenter may interpret data in a biased fashion, a variable may not ::_.v\ measure
i:ﬁ:: purports to measure (e.g., is “number of times that children touch toy
guns” an mooﬁm.ﬁo measure of violence?), and so on. Furthermore, because of eth-
ical reasons, it is either difficult to study some things by using ﬁro experimental
approach (e.g., causes of violence) or not possible to directly investigate them
(e.g., whether cigarette smoking causes cancer in people). These concerns (and
many others) are legitimate but by and large, they are wrinkles that are often
ironed out (for discussion on how the wrinkles are ironed out see Mitchell and
Jolley 1992; Underwood 1966). I now turn to some counterintuitive findings
that have been uncovered by this experimental approach. i

Strong but Wrong Intuitions

Oo.:mEQ the following statements that are meant to describe the typical human
being who has normal cognitive functioning:

18 Given a choice, most people prefer less pain to more pain.

2. My person first comprehends an idea and then decides whether or not it is
rue.

38 Given two options (call them A and B), if a person prefers option A over

M_uao: B, then that person should also reject option B in favor of option

I assume (although it is only a strong intuition on my part) that virtually ev-
eryone io.c_a confidently endorse these statements (including philosophers and
vmw.o:o_om_mav.. It also seems fairly easy to envision each statement acting as a
basic premise in a philosophical analysis. For example, one might find state-
ment | in a .&mocmmmo: of ethics, statement 2 in a discussion of language, and
statement 3 in a discussion of folk psychology. As alluring as these m::o:.,o:a
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may be, they are contradicted by a number of findings from psychological exper-
iments.

Pain

Recently, Kahneman and his colleagues have investigated how people evaluate
past episodes of pain. In one study, Kahneman, Fredrickson, Schreiber, and
Redelneir (1993) exposed subjects to aversive experiences involving the immer-
sion of their hands into cold water. On one trial of the experiment, subjects
placed a hand into a tub of cold water (14.1° C [57.4° F]) for 60 seconds (the
short trial). On another trial, these subjects placed their other hand into the same
tub of cold water for 90 seconds (the long trial). In this case, the cold water re-
mained at 14.1° C for 60 seconds (as in the first trial) but was then gradually in-
creased from 14.1° C to 15.2° C (59.4° F) over the additional 30 seconds. (The
order of the short and long trials and their assignment to the dominant or non-
dominant hand were counterbalanced across subjects.) During a trial, subjects
used their other hand to adjust a potentiometer, which recorded their subjective
sense of discomfort on a scale from 0 to 14. The average discomfort rating was
almost identical for the short trial and the first 60 seconds of the long trial (a rat-
ing a little over 8). For the additional 30 seconds of the long trial, the gradual
increase in water temperature caused a drop in discomfort, but the average rating
(5.7) still indicated that subjects were experiencing a fair amount of discomfort.
Interestingly, after completing the trials, subjects were asked to pick which of
the two cold-water trials they would repeat—69 percent of the subjects chose the
longer trial—thus preferring more pain to less pain. Kahneman et al. (1993) ex-
plain the finding by providing evidence that memory for a painful event is based
on its worst and final moments and is relatively unaffected by duration. Even
though the longer trial involved more pain, discomfort was less at the end of this
trial than the shorter trial (with the peak levels of discomfort being the same in
the two trials). Kahneman et al. (1993) also cite studies showing that this char-
acterization of memory for pain is true for a number of other situations as
well—including exposure to loud drilling noises and highly aversive films in-
volving amputations and colonoscopies.

Comprehension and Truth Assessment

Gilbert and his colleagues have addressed the relationship between people’s un-
derstanding of an idea and their judgments of the truth of that idea. Gilbert (1991)
describes contrasting views of this relationship by two early philosophers. Ac-
cording to Decartes, people first comprehend an idea and then are free to judge or
assess its truthfulness. Thus, there is a clear distinction between comprehension
and assessment. Gilbert (1991) also suggests that among philosophers and psy-
chologists the Cartesian view is the consensus view of how people understand
ideas. In contrast, Spinoza suggested that comprehension and assessment were
part of the same psychological act, and that in order to comprehend an idea peo-
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ple initially had to accept it. Of course, the
. : » they were free to unaccept that j
c:wmﬁ.“m%ﬂwsoo Wwas a secondary, deliberate revision of an initially moﬂovﬂwaﬁwm..% "
ilbert, Krull, .m:a Malone (1990) tested Spinoza’s intuition in several mE.a-

Mwwmowawwo specifically, after learning facts about glarks, a proposition was pre
a computer screen either preceded by the ion, * :
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Gilbert (1991) cites a number of other studies from social, developmental, and
cognitive psychology whose results converge on this view.

Preferring versus Rejecting

In a series of studies, Shafir (1993) examined people’s choices between options
that were framed either in terms of preferring or rejecting. In one study, subjects
were presented with a description about Parent A and one about Parent B. They
were asked to imagine that they were serving on the jury for an only-child sole-
custody case following a fairly messy divorce. Half of the subjects were asked
which parent they would prefer to award sole custody of the child. The other half
were asked which parent they would deny (i.e., reject) sole custody of the child.
Parent A had the following characteristics: average income, average heaith, aver-
age working hours, reasonable rapport with the child, and a relatively stable so-
cial life. Parent B was described as having above-average income, a very close re-
lationship with the child, an extremely active social life, lots of work-related
travel, and minor health problems.

Interestingly, the subjects who were asked which parent they preferred to
award sole custody and the subjects who were asked which parent they would
deny sole custody more often chose Parent B. That is, subjects were both more
willing to award and deny sole custody of the child to the same parent. Shafir
(1993) explains this result (and those of further studies that he conducted) by not-
ing that options sometimes contain both highly positive and negative features.
Framing a choice in terms of preference causes people to more heavily weight
highly positive features, whereas framing a choice in terms of rejection causes
them to more heavily weight highly negative features. Thus, it is possible to
both prefer and reject the same option. In the descriptions of the parents above,
note that Parent B has both highly desirable and undesirable features with respect
to child raising, whereas Parent A has no striking positive or negative features.

There are many other studies that show such inconsistencies in choice. For
example, in choosing between gambling options, people sometimes select a bet
A over a bet B but are willing to sell bet B for more than bet A (Lichtenstein
and Slovic 1973). As another example, the extent to which physicians (and pa-
tients) prefer one kind of cancer treatment versus another depends on whether the
treatment options are framed in terms of lives lost versus lives saved (McNeil et
al. 1986). These results, like those of Shafir’s, are quite counterintuitive.

To summarize, I have described some examples of strong intuitions about
thought and behavior that are actually wrong. Strong but wrong intuitions are
not rare. An interesting question is why people do not have the right intuitions
about these examples. Perhaps people entertain both the right and wrong intu-
itions but believe that the “wrong” intuitions are much more plausible. How-
ever, another possibility is that people never even consider the right intuitions in
the first place. The intuitions are not considered because they involve influences
of which people are not consciously aware. For example, when people make
judgments about pain they may simply be unaware that sometimes they are af-
fected by the peak and final moments of pain but not affected by its duration.
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Thus, it is difficult for a person to hav intuiti i
» 118 ’ € an intuition about which of the
affect their recollections of pain. N

Unconscious Processes

There has been a long history of debate about unconscious processing in psy-
ovo_omv\. In modern psychology, the importance of the unconscious was cham-
pioned by Freud, then largely banished from psychology by the behaviorists
only to re-emerge as a basic tenet in cognitive psychology, where it was taken as
mw\_.m.oSaoB that much of thinking was unconscious. Certainly, many basic cog-
nitive processes are largely unconscious (e.g., object recognition, depth percep-
tion, understanding a sentence, motor tasks, and so on). These processes often
vmvvn: extremely fast. In fact, our corresponding phenomenological experience
is a mosmo.az: there are no processes operating at all. For example, when I look
into my living room, I almost instantaneously see objects laid out in depth—
chairs, a table in front of a wall and windows, and so forth. P

. Language understanding and production are paradigmatic cases of basic cogni-
tive processes that are largely unconscious. In producing and understanding
_im:_mco ox.?ommmosm, people largely rely on tacit knowledge that is uncon-
mﬂoch available to them. That speakers possess such knowledge is evidenced
by their command of the language—but they are not aware of using it and are
BEJ\. able to articulate it. For example, in the sentence “The pain that Marcella
Moo_m 1s unpleasant” the complementizer “that” is optional but in the sentence
The dog that bit Marcella ran away,” it is not. Any native speaker of msm:mr.
knows these distinctions but cannot explain why they know them.

Importantly, because such knowledge is not consciously accessible, one can-
not rely mo_.mq on intuition to determine how people understand and Emacoo lan-
guage. To illustrate the difficulties of (just) using intuitions to draw conclusions
about language understanding and use, consider some views from philosophy on
the comprehension of nonliteral (i.e., figurative) speech and the use of count and
mass syntax. In a paper that has greatly influenced psycholinguistic research
Grice (1975) M.:m:oa that language use is a cooperative enterprise between m
.wvamwnq and a :m.ﬂosﬁ in which the speaker adheres to certain conversational max-
Ims 1n communicating ideas to the listener. For example, speakers typically do
not say what they believe to be false or that for which they lack adequate evi-
dence (the maxim of quality, Grice 1975: 46). Importantly, on this account
mmoww.ﬂm sometimes deliberately violate these maxims and listeners recognize Em
violations so as to infer that the speaker intended something else. For example
suppose E.E you and Marcella are sitting in the kitchen on a summer day m
anox broiling away in the oven, and the windows closed. Both of you m:w
sweating. If Marcella were to say, “I'm hot” you would probably get up and
open a s::.aos. According to Grice, Marcella’s statement violates the conversa-
:ozm._ maxim of being informative since it is obvious to both you and Marcella
that it is hot. You recognize the violation and assume that Marcella is making a
request (or indirect speech act). ®

This intuitively compelling view of language use and understanding provides
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a straightforward account of how people comprehend nonliteral speech, often
called the standard pragmatic view. When a speaker produces an utterance, the lis-
tener derives its literal meaning and determines whether it makes sense in the
present context. If not, the listener assumes that the speaker has deliberately vio-
lated a conversational maxim and attempts to determine a nonliteral interpreta-
tion of the utterance. For example, upon hearing the nominal metaphor “that
dinner was a roller coaster” the listener determines that it does not make sense
literally and that the speaker intended to violate a conversational maxim (e.g.,
quality). The listener then derives a nonliteral interpretation such as “that dinner
involved a series of courses which alternated between tasting awful and tasting
delicious.” The philosopher Searle (1993) details just such an account of nonlit-
eral language understanding, but it also has been proposed by psycholinguists
(Clark and Lucy 1975) and cognitive psychologists (Gagne and Shoben, 1997).

However, although conversational maxims are an important aspect of lan-
guage use, there is much evidence against the standard pragmatic account of how
people understand figurative language (e.g., see Gibbs 1989, 1994; Glucksberg,
Gildea, and Bookin 1982; Glucksberg 1991; Keysar 1989; Rumelhart 1993;
Wisniewski and Love, forthcoming). For example, the standard pragmatic view
predicts that people should be slower to interpret figurative than nonfigurative
language. However, given an appropriate discourse context, people do not take
longer to understand figurative utterances, such as “billboards are warts on the
landscape” or “the ham sandwich left without paying” (see Gibbs 1994 for a re-
view). As another example, the standard pragmatic view implies that people seek
nonliteral meanings if and only if the literal meaning makes no sense in context
(Glucksberg 1991). However, Keysar (1989) found that the time to judge the
truth of a statement that literally made sense in a particular context was facili-
tated or inhibited by whether the context also implied that its metaphorical
meaning was true or false (see Glucksberg et al. 1982 for a related finding).

To summarize, although the standard pragmatic account of how people under-
stand figurative language is intuitively appealing, it is not correct. (Just exactly
how people understand figurative language is not resolved, but see, e.g.,
Glucksberg and Keysar 1990 and Gentner 1989 for some proposals.) Of course,
the work of Searle and Grice does show that conscious introspection about how
we think can suggest plausible accounts of the processes that are involved. How-
ever, such intuitions were not based on consciously inspecting these processes.

As a second example of intuitions about language use, consider the distinc-
tion between count and mass nouns made in many languages. A number of syn-
tactic constructions apply to count nouns but not (usually) to mass nouns, and
vice versa. For example, count nouns in English typically can follow determin-
ers such as “a” and “another” in their singular form (e.g., “a pig” but not “a wa-
ter’”) and numerals in their plural form (e.g., “three pigs’” but not “three waters”).
On the other hand, singular mass nouns typically can follow determiners that
pick out an indeterminate quantity of what the noun refers to (e.g., “too much
beer” but not “too much computer”).

In English, count/mass usage is quite varied and flexible. The distinction is
made across many different kinds of nouns, including object and substance terms
(e.g., “a dog” but not “a soap”), superordinates that refer to broad categories of
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meozﬂwmmwm:w.mﬁwmﬂ .m:m”wm. Am.m; :w:. MEBE: but not “a furniture™), and abstract
r 2., not “an evidence”). Also, many nouns can have a rol
as either a count or a mass noun (e.g., “a candy” as well as “ oy
In addition, similar aspects of 8&.5\ are wo<o:eum_nmmw st BE.& om:%. v.
count/mass usage. For example, Gleason (1969) notes Eh_wﬁ_wwm%m_ Manw,mm“
Mwmm M_wﬂomﬂw_oo Is a mass noun and that B.mm grammatical distinction is present
e %mm H %mm_mwuw M@Maﬂw wﬁm %mBn Ewsmm_ﬁrmﬂ seem similar (i.e., small,
o-occur). Also, som i
nouns appear coreferential, such as fuzz versus cops, &omgmﬂwﬁwowucm MMWMHM“M@
SNOwW versus m:.os&mwom (see Ware 1979 for discussion). That is, there is m
count/mass a_.m::o:os between some pairs of nouns even thou r,. iti
they refer to similar things. i
As aresult of these observations, a number of linguists (e.g., Bloomfield 1933:
Gleason 1969; McCawley 1975) and philosophers (c.g., Quine 1989; Ware 1979
have mﬁ:m.m_ma with their intuitions to find some compelling reason .E& explain
why this distinction is made across such diverse domains that have little in oo%:d_o X
and why Uo".r count and mass terms are apparently used to refer to the same w%
pects of Rw:c\. Unable to find such a reason, they have questioned whether the
1$ a systematic relationship between count/mass grammar and conceptualizati =
suggesting that the relationship is arbitrary, unprincipled, or EMOmwzomﬂmo =
: m.oigo? other researchers argue that count/mass syntax marks a mosn.nm dis-
tinction between cognitively individuated and unindividuated entities (e
Bloom 1994, 1994b; Imai and Gentner 1994; Jackendoff 1991; Langacker 190,
Wierzbicka 1988 Wisniewski, Imai, and Casey 1996). >oooa.§m to this 1:3.,
m“m” m.mg_amm. conceptualize the referents of count nouns as distinct, oo:WSZo
<E_H\__~ omﬂﬁz MM:mw and those of mass nouns as nondistinct, uncountable, unindi-
Importantly, research suggests that there are a variety of factors that either
enhance or oo:.GaoBmmo individuality that depend on the type of entity involved
.E:.a, the R_mﬁ._onmr% between count/mass syntax and conceptualization is =om
arbitrary, unprincipled, or idiosyncratic. For example, whether people use mass
Or count syntax to refer to a set of objects depends on the degree to which the
are mvm:m:.v\ contiguous. In several unpublished studies, Lyman Casey and I RV.\
sented m:Enma with pairs of object sets. In one set, the objects were very omvmo
Homﬁ:na. g.:. in the other set they were farther apart. Subjects were then presented
with a fictitious phrase such as “Here is some chorb” (mass syntax) or “Here are
some chorbs” Anoc._: syntax) and asked to select the set that is best characterized
.g the phrase. Subjects typically selected the mass syntax phrases for sets of ob-
Jects that are close together and the count syntax phrases for sets of objects that
mwa.?::na apart. Whereas spatial contiguity often affects whether objects are in-
dividuated, temporal contiguity affects whether sounds are individuated. Bloom
( 1994b) mgina E.mﬁ people preferred a plural count noun to label a sound occur-
ring over discrete intervals, implying that they construed the sound as a number
of distinct, temporally bounded, and separate individuals. However, people pre-
ferred a mass noun to label a sound occurring over a long, oonanco.cm period of

time, implying that they construed the sound i
et s, nd as a temporally unbounded, unin-

.
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Note that in both of these examples, mcgoonm were most EAME ::WMWM %M
why they preferred to label one ma:EEm i:.r count syntax _w_z Mnoogommaaa
mass syntax. However, by carefully manipulating certain varia _A_wm yp e
to affect such choices (and preventing others from systematica wrﬁ:w :m\ mﬂmmm
experimenters determined which aspects of the world map onto the cou
a_mﬁ__ﬁ%mmro_om% there is a growing mﬂ?oommaon of Eo :UEEQ. %m ::oM”MMMWM
influences across all aspects of cognition. Below I c_,:.wmw descri m unc el
influences on two other aspects of oom:Eo:l.ouEw:mco:m for one’s ofw_ o:m ;
ior and beliefs about whether one’s memory is of an event that actually hap

pened.

Explaining Behavior and Feelings

A number of studies in social psychology suggest that voov_.o moﬂﬂﬂ:mw HMM

plain their behavior or feelings by using Eo._a._ac.:._osm to decide w _Ho Re

of the situation caused their behavior. If their intuitions a.o not mzmmwm p mwﬁg-

causes, then people believe that the reason for %QMWM\WHMNW Mwﬂ MM <w% wo e

ry. As a result, people sometimes erroneously a i ]

M”Ww_% plausible o%&g that :owmnro_owm Haa :omH *__MWMMA%M MMM”_ MMMMMMMW ww M%N

i intuitively implausible factors that neve :

Mmmo%ﬂwmwcvooEw mo%woaaom fail to understand <<.3\ they do E_ﬂmmag MMM_% %Muwm

ticular way. Of course, this Sﬂi B_w_am sense given that people do

i ess to their thought processes. .
:w<.w% AWHWM%MMMM\_W phenomenon, mo:maﬂ mo<n.8_ mE&.om from social Umwmrm._”
ogy. Nisbett and Wilson (1977) had subjects view a .c.:wm aom_._BnEm.JMz Ma 32
plight of the Jewish poor in large o:ﬁw.ﬁﬂ— ﬂ:ﬂo%hmwwmnw MM LMMM%% e
i hile a power saw made noises in the ha le. . 3
M__wmwnwa <mae<ma the film without &mqwo:ww. H:mwm Mwwﬂ_omm &Mwaﬂ Mﬂw Nﬁwsm_ﬂmmw
imensions: how interesting they thoug » ho
wmwmwﬂﬁﬁwﬂoa people would be affected by : and how mv&ﬁw:ﬁco Jov\mwmﬂ
the main character to be. After making the ratings the experimenter M.wo "omo o
those who saw the film under the noisy condition and w&.ﬁoa the subjects o
cate whether any of their ratings were affected by the noise. The Enmmw_om._ AL
noise did not affect subjects’ ratings compared to Eo. group s&o Socwo.a. g’
without the noise. However, a majority of subjects in the noise condition
neously reported that the noise had lowered at least one of their Bz:.m.mmm e i
As another example, Lewicki (1985) oosa:oﬁ.oa a man.Eﬁ typifi o

conscious influences of recently mo:<mﬁa but irrelevant _iﬂ,:,:_mzo:H %s _Eomo
ments. Subjects participating in an experiment oaoao@ a aooﬂ where mwNOm o
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tion, the experimenter explained the meaning of birth order after being asked and
took down the subjects’ birth order, leaving out the irritated reply. Half of the
subjects were randomly assigned to each of these conditions.

After finishing this short interview, each subject went to another room where
the main part of the experiment was to take place. In the other room there were
two new experimenters sitting at separate tables: one looked somewhat similar
to the first experimenter who had done the short interview (she had short hair and
glasses like the first experimenter) and the other was dissimilar (she had long
hair and did not wear glasses). The subject was to approach an experimenter who
currently was not busy in order to start the experiment. However, both experi-
menters were busy writing things so a subject had to make a choice on some
other basis. Subjects in the slightly irritated condition were four times as likely
to choose the new experimenter who did not look like the first experimenter. Af-
ter performing a task that involved choosing the most interesting irregular poly-
gons, subjects filled out a questionnaire concerning their feelings during the ex-
periment ostensibly designed to help the experimenters better understand the sub-
jects in general and to make them more comfortable during the experiments.
There were many questions that involved rank ordering numerous possibilities
pertaining to all the phases and details of the experiment. Located toward the end
of the questionnaire was a question that asked subjects why they chose the exper-
imenter that they did. Most subjects ranked “my choice was completely random”
as their first choice. Subjects also rated how much they liked the first experi-
menter—subjects in the slightly irritated condition did not rate the first experi-
menter any less likable than did subjects in the neutral condition.

The results of these studies suggest that people did not explain their
thoughts, feelings, or.behavior by consciously examining the cognitive pro-
cesses that produced them. Rather, they evaluated the context in which the
thoughts, behavior, or feelings occurred and attempted to construct an explana-
tion that implicated factors that were intuitively plausible causes. In the Nisbett
and Wilson (1977) study, subjects recalled that they viewed the film under a
noisy condition and assumed quite plausibly that it affected their ratings of the
film (although it did not actually affect their ratings). In the Lewicki (1985)
study, there was no plausible, compelling factor that should affect a subject’s
choice of one or the other experimenter. Thus, a subject plausibly assumed that
they had arbitrarily selected one of the experimenters.

Although people’s intuitions about the causes of their thoughts and behavior
can be accurate (Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Smith and Miller 1978), many studies
suggest that a person’s intuitions either fail to implicate the correct cause or im-
plicate an erroneous cause (see Nisbett and Wilson 1977; Wilson and Stone
1985; Wilson and Brekke 1994 for reviews). Thus, by itself, intuition is a poor
tool for understanding how people think and behave.

The Origin of Memories

Another interesting issue that has received much attention concerns intuitive
judgments about the source or origin of memories and beliefs (see Johnson,
Hashtroudi, and Lindsay 1993 for a review). For example, it is often crucial to
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distinguish whether your memory of an event is something that actually hap-
pened in the past or something that you imagined in the past. That is, is the
source of this-memory a real or imagined event? This question is particularly rel-
evant with respect to evaluating the validity of claims about repressed childhood
memories (Loftus 1993). As another example, which is especially relevant in
academics, it is often important to know whether you were the one who origi-
nally thought of the bright idea or whether the source was a colleague who told
you that bright idea.

Baddeley (1990) describes a particularly notable example of confusing the
source of a memory, which involved the psychologist Donald Thomson. As told
by Baddeley, Thomson had conducted studies showing that eyewitness identifica-
tion is likely to be strongly influenced by the clothes that the criminal was wear-
ing at the time of the crime. He found that innocent people are likely to be
picked out of a line-up if they are wearing clothes that resemble those worn by
the criminal. Thomson appeared on a television program that discussed this is-
sue. A few weeks later he was picked up by the police and subsequently picked
out of a line-up by a woman who claimed that she had been raped by him. By
coincidence, Thomson’s appearance on the television program coincided with the
time of the rape and the woman happened to be watching the show. She was cor-
rect in recognizing Thomson’s face but had confused the source of the memory.

A fair amount of research suggests that the source of a memory or belief is
not explicitly stored with that memory. Instead, people examine their memories
and use certain processes to decide the source of that memory. Sometimes the de-
cisions about the source are based on deliberative conscious processes, such as
attributing a statement that you remember to your friend Marcella because she
would be the only who would say that sort of thing, so she must have said it. In
these cases, people might have good intuitions about how they determine a
source of a memory.

However, this research also suggests that the accuracy of identifying the
source depends on many factors of which people are largely unaware. One factor
is the amount of perceptual and contextual information associated with the
memory. Real events generally contain more of such information than imagined
events, and people use this cue in remembering a past event as real or imagined.
A second factor has to do with the cognitive operations associated with encoding
the memory. Confusions between real and imagined events are related to the de-
gree of cognitive processing involved in the event. For example, in a study by
Finke, Johnson, and Shyi (1988), people were asked to rate the complexity of
geometric forms, which included half forms. Whenever they saw a half form they
were asked to “mentally complete” the figure in order to rate its complexity.
From previous research, it is known that objects that are symmetrical along the

vertical axis are easier to mentally complete than those symmetrical about the
horizontal axis. After doing this task, subjects were shown examples of all the
completed geometric forms, and they were asked to distinguish those figures they
had actually seen completed from those they had imagined as completed. Sub-
jects were more likely to say that they had imagined as completed the half forms
that were symmetrical about the horizontal axis. The implication of this finding
is that when something is easily imagined it will be harder to remember at a
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ideas they comprehend as quickly and automatically as they cm:oé in the objects
they see.” At the same time our belief system has mechanisms that m:.oi ﬁ:
subsequent unacceptance of ideas. Within an evolutionary m_.waoiwqw, Gilbert’s
claims and supporting findings make sense. However, outside of this framework
they may seem counterintuitive.

An Important Moral

1t is clear that researchers must be very careful about relying on their intuitions
in formulating theories of thought and behavior. mxvoaBoaS_ methods are abso-
lutely essential for determining the validity of such intuitions. Perhaps less ob-
vious is that familiarity and direct experience with psychological research may
lead to better intuitions about thinking and behavior. Cognitive and moﬁm_ psy-
chologists, like other scientists, attempt to develop theories 32 explain a iﬁo
range of phenomena and that predict new phenomena. Oosm.aon a vmwoso_omaﬁ
who has developed a theory that explains a number of surprising w:a. counterintu-
itive findings. The psychologist will use the theory to make predictions about
new phenomena that will be intuitive to the psychologist Adoowc.mo EQ follow
from the theory) but that are likely to be surprising and counterintuitive to re-
searchers and lay people who do not know about the theory. To the extent that
the theory is a good one (by the usual scientific criteria), the psychologist’s intu-
itions are more likely to turn out right than those of people who are not familiar
with the theory and the phenomena it explains.

Chapter 4

Philosophical Intuitions and Cognitive
Mechanisms

Eldar Shafir

Intuition occupies a central role in philosophical theorizing. Some of the most
poignant and memorable passages in philosophical writings have relied on ex-
amples whose appeal to intuition can make compelling a theory that until then
seemed obscure. The appeal to intuition can be observed in domains ranging
from metaphysics and epistemology, to ethics and the philosophy of mind. In
what follows, I shall be unabashedly descriptive in my treatment of intuitions. I
shall focus on systematic and well-documented aspects of the psychology that
underlies people’s intuitions; I shall ignore questions such as whether there are
moral facts, or facts about rationality, and whether we may have intuitive, per-
ceptual, or other privileged access to such facts. This chapter will consider the
systematic ways in which intuitions shift as a result of supposedly inconsequen-
tial manipulations, and the implications this might have for the stability and
significance of philosophical theorizing.

A descriptive account of the psychology that underlies people’s attitudes and
intuitions should be given serious consideration, even by scholars mostly con-
cerned with normative or prescriptive theory. The compelling nature of norma-
tive theory notwithstanding, most scholars of human behavior tend to endorse
theories that they consider psychologically feasible. Even those who suppose an
exceedingly high degree of rationality or morality on the part of individuals have
typically regarded their assumptions to be plausible, if somewhat idealized. Un-
willing to deny the relevance of human nature, these theorists adopt a naive ac-
count of mental life that, if approximately correct, could yield behaviors largely
consistent with those dictated by normative theory. Requirements of deductive
closure or unbounded memory, for example, are obviously unrealistic about us
and thus not part of the assumptions that most people make. Likewise, moral
principles are taken seriously to the extent that the creatures to which they are
applied are assumed to be able to follow them. Many errors of reasoning, incon-
sistencies in choice, failures of self-control, and moral transgressions, to name a
few, are considered interesting, if not embarrassing, precisely because there is the
feeling that one could, and should, have done better.

The descriptive approach is based on empirical observation and experimental
studies of behavior. The evidence indicates that people’s sentiments and prefer-
ences exhibit patterns that are often at odds with intuitive assumptions, and em-
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