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Experimental philosophy

Jordan Kiper, Stephen Stich, H. Clark Barrett 
and Edouard Machery

Introduction

For centuries, thinkers have urged that fundamental philosophical concepts, 
such as the concepts of knowledge, or right and wrong, are universal or at 
least shared by all rational people (e.g., Plato 1892/ 375 bce; Kant 1996/ 1781; 
Foot 2003). Yet many social scientists, in particular cultural anthropologists 
(e.g., Boas 1940), but also continental philosophers such as Foucault (1969) 
have remained skeptical of these claims. For example, Andriessen and Boom 
(2007, 645) describe “the Confucian concept of knowledge” as follows:

Basic in the Confucian concept of knowledge is the unity of knowledge 
and action. Knowledge exists in action. Knowledge is not a formal struc-
ture of ideas on the level of rational thinking or representation: know-
ledge unfolds itself  in (moral) action.

They quote Eliade (1992) in support of their claim: “Knowledge in its 
genuine and earnest aspect is action and action in its intelligent and discrim-
inating aspect is knowledge” (quoted in Andriessen and Boom 2007, 645). 
Much is at stake not only philosophically, but also scienti!cally, if  crucial 
philosophical concepts are indeed cross- culturally universal (Stich 1990, 
2018; Stich and Tobia 2016; Machery 2017a, 2017b). Until recently, compel-
ling empirical evidence about their universality has remained scant. It was not 
until the early 21st century that anthropologists, philosophers, historians, and 
linguists began to accumulate data suggesting that what it means to know, 
and how we as humans come to possess knowledge, may not be the same for 
all historical periods, cultures, and demographic groups (Weinberg et al. 2001; 
Bromhead 2009; Cohen 2010; Rheinberger 2010).

To what extent do people around the world share philosophical concepts? 
This is an empirical question that cannot be answered by consulting existing 
ethnographies, surveys, or historical accounts. Most cultural studies prior 
to the onset of  massive cross- cultural studies in the 2010s, which we dis-
cuss below, were centered on occasional descriptions of  philosophical 
concepts, rather than focused investigations of  those concepts. Partly as 
a response to this gap in the literature, experimental philosophy— a new 
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62 Jordan Kiper et al.

line of  research led primarily by philosophers, but also involving cultural 
psychologists and anthropologists— was initiated in the early 21st century. 
Experimental philosophy uses methods from anthropology, cross- cultural 
psychology, and linguistics to examine philosophical concepts, and thereby 
to address traditional philosophical questions and investigate how people 
ordinarily think.

In what follows, we highlight some of the results of these empirical studies, 
which suggest that the question of philosophical universals is far from settled, 
and that far more cross- cultural research is necessary. To illustrate what is at 
stake, we will focus in detail on the concept of knowledge, and use it as a case 
study throughout this chapter.

Our discussion proceeds as follows. We begin by questioning the assumption 
that philosophical concepts are universal. We then explain why assessing this 
assumption is so important. After considering this, it will become clearer 
why experimental philosophy is increasingly focusing on cross- cultural 
projects, as illustrated by experimental philosophy research on the concept 
of  knowledge. Finally, we outline an ambitious project, the Geography of 
Philosophy Project, which empirically investigates the concepts of  know-
ledge, understanding, and wisdom across cultures, languages, religions, and 
socioeconomic groups.

Are there universal philosophical concepts?

Some leading !gures in Western philosophy have held that one or another 
important philosophical concept is universal. According to Kant’s discussion 
of human nature in Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, a concept 
of justice is part of the “animal nature” that is shared by all human beings 
(Kant 1996, 176): “It appears as if  a certain concept of justice (which applies 
to external freedom) evolves together with the animal nature; consequently, 
it is not something that is gradually learned.” Similar views can be found 
among more recent philosophers. A good example is a forthcoming article by 
leading philosophers and cognitive scientists which argues that the concept 
of knowledge is a basic representation, shared by monkeys, apes, and human 
beings on a par with universal representational capacities such as the capacity 
to represent magnitudes (Phillips et al. in press): “a capacity for knowledge 
representation [that has] ended up being one that is cognitively basic.”

Well- known social scientists have likewise maintained that important philo-
sophical concepts are held by people in all cultures (Wierzbicka 1992, 1996; 
Mikhail 2011). To illustrate, in his study of magical thinking, Mauss held 
that the concept of mana was universal, despite being rarely lexicalized, as 
Leacock (1954, 62) explains:

For example, in Mauss’ study of magic, which will be discussed later, 
magical practices were studied in a number of societies and were found 
in a number of cases to be associated with the concept of mana. It was 
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Experimental philosophy 63

therefore assumed that the concept of mana was universal, and that all 
magical practices were ultimately based on this concept.

Mauss (1938) similarly believed that the concept of a self, while actively 
denied by Buddhists and other philosophical traditions, is nevertheless an 
innate mental category, and thus a universal. More recently, Clyde Kluckhohn 
(1955, 672) has defended the universality of some moral concepts:

Every culture has a concept of murder, distinguishing this from execu-
tion, killing in war, and other “justi!able homicides.” The notions of 
incest and other regulations upon sexual behavior, the prohibitions upon 
untruth under de!ned circumstances, of restitution and reciprocity, of 
mutual obligations between parents and children— these and many other 
moral concepts are altogether universal.

Skepticism over these claims has nonetheless persisted among ethnographers, 
historians, and linguists whose work focuses on the analysis of speci!c cultures 
(Boas 1940; Geertz 1993), and among ethnographers there is great skepticism 
about the existence of many sorts of universals. Emotions, for instance, are 
claimed to be so complex when expressed in a particular culture that only a 
detailed narrative could do justice to their relative meaning (Beatty 2013); 
a fortiori concepts of emotions are bound to be culturally local (Lutz 1982, 
1988). Likewise, the historical genealogies of Foucault (1997) suggest to many 
scholars that what we might have taken to be universal concepts are in fact 
socially constructed and importantly different in particular historical contexts. 
For example, contrary to Mauss, Foucault claims that the concept of self  is 
constructed by various self- oriented practices that vary across periods and 
cultures (Foucault 1969). Numerous linguistic anthropologists have similarly 
claimed that subtle cultural and linguistic differences in the meanings of words 
challenges the universality of many supposedly universal concepts (Everett 
2005). If  these skeptics are right, concepts of interest to Western philosophers 
are very unlikely to be identical across all, or even most, cultures.

An alternative middle ground to these views is that there may be a universal 
core to many philosophical concepts that is elaborated in different ways in dis-
tinct cultures (e.g., Atran 1998, on folk biological concepts; Lillard 1998, on folk- 
psychological concepts). Machery et al. (2017a) have, for instance, speculated 
that the culture- speci!c concepts of knowledge, expressed by the words usually 
taken to translate “to know that,” may well share a common core, while varying 
in other respects (see also Hannon 2015; for discussion, see Wierzbicka 2018).

What is at stake?

Much is at stake in whether philosophical concepts are universal. For one 
thing, discovering the universality of some concepts will tell us much about 
the mind and just how malleable our minds are (Machery and Faucher 2020). 
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64 Jordan Kiper et al.

The issue is also central for determining which philosophical projects are 
worth pursuing. Additionally, the relativity of certain concepts is of practical 
importance for cross- cultural communication and cooperation in science, 
politics, and law.

Cross- cultural communication

Cross- cultural communication is an important practical issue affected by the 
debate about the universality of philosophical concepts. Deep differences 
in philosophical concepts across cultures would surely pose a challenge to 
communication across cultural divides (e.g. Andriessen and Boom 2007, on 
the concept of knowledge). The challenge will be even greater if  many of 
these conceptual differences are covert— that is, hidden by what appears to 
be a shared vocabulary or misleading traditional translations. On the other 
hand, central philosophical concepts that are shared across cultures, would be 
important foundations on which to build cross- cultural understanding.

Malleability of mind

The existence of universal, philosophically important concepts would 
demand an explanation, raising a host of questions. Is their universality a 
product of some constraints imposed by our cognitive architecture? If  so, 
are these concepts adaptations or rather spandrels? In the former case, are 
they still adaptive? Alternatively, these philosophical concepts may be either 
so obvious or useful that they have been invented and reinvented all over the 
world and transmitted by cultural transmission.

What philosophical projects are worthwhile?

Variation in philosophical concepts across cultures or other demographics 
would matter philosophically because it would raise questions about the sig-
ni!cance of a century- long research tradition in Western philosophy. The 
details of this argument are intricate (Stich 1990; Machery 2017, 126– 148), 
but the gist of the argument is simple. Epistemology, for instance, would 
simply be an exercise in understanding the way Westerners talk about “know-
ledge,” and it is entirely unclear why we should value this inquiry.1 Focusing 
on epistemic concepts such as the concepts of knowledge and justi!cation, 
Stich put the point as follows (1990, 20):

The analytic epistemologist proposes to evaluate these differing cogni-
tive processes by explicating our intuitive notions of cognitive evaluation 
[e.g., the concept of knowledge], and then exploring which inferential 
processes fall most comfortably within the extension of those notions. 
But these intuitive notions of cognitive evaluation are themselves local 
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Experimental philosophy 65

cultural products, and there is no reason to think that they won’t exhibit 
just as much intercultural and interpersonal variation as the cognitive 
processes that they evaluate. In light of this, it is hard to see why most 
people would care very much whether a system of cognitive processes 
falls within the extension of some ordinary notion of epistemic evalu-
ation— why, for example, they would care whether their reasoning falls 
within the boundaries of the intuitive notion of rationality— unless of 
course there is some reason to think that falling within the extension of 
one of these concepts correlates with something else we do care about.

Experimental philosophy

Whether philosophical concepts are universal or vary across cultures, as well 
as the extent and manner to which they vary, are empirical questions that 
cannot be answered from the armchair. To answer them, a new philosophical 
tradition emerged at the beginning of the 21st century known as experimental 
philosophy. Experimental philosophy examines, among other things, whether 
and how philosophical concepts vary across groups, including cultures. It 
relies on the methods of empirical sciences, primarily psychology, but also 
anthropology and, increasingly, linguistics and neuroscience (Knobe and 
Nichols 2008, 2014; Machery and O’Neill 2014; Sytsma and Livengood 2015; 
Sytsma and Buckwalter 2016; Fischer and Curtis 2019). It often borrows 
methods from the social sciences such as free listing tasks, questionnaires, 
and responses to vignettes (often modeling vignettes on famous philosophical 
thought experiments).

Frequently, participants are presented with a vignette describing an 
imaginary situation. For instance, in Machery et al.’s (2017a) study on the 
concept of knowledge, participants in Brazil, the USA, India, and Japan were 
presented with the following vignette:

Paul Jones was worried because it was 10 pm and his wife Mary was not 
home from work yet. Usually she is home by 6 pm. He tried her cell phone 
but just kept getting her voicemail. Starting to worry that something 
might have happened to her, he decided to call some local hospitals to 
ask whether any patient by the name of “Mary Jones” had been admitted 
that evening. At the University Hospital, the person who answered his 
call con!rmed that someone by that name had been admitted with major 
but not life- threatening injuries following a car crash. Paul grabbed his 
coat and rushed out to drive to University hospital. As it turned out, 
the patient at University Hospital was not Paul’s wife, but another 
woman with the same name. In fact, Paul’s wife had a heart attack as 
she was leaving work, and was at that moment receiving treatment in 
Metropolitan Hospital, a few miles away.

Did Paul know that his wife was in a hospital?
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66 Jordan Kiper et al.

In addition to this target question, participants were asked additional com-
prehension questions, and a pair of questions designed to determine whether 
they thought Paul’s belief  was justi!ed and whether they thought Paul 
thought he knew, but didn’t. Responses were analyzed statistically to look 
for patterns. Using vignettes such as this, and varying the information in the 
vignette, allows experimental philosophers to identify the cues that in"uence 
or fail to in"uence the application of concepts such as the concept of know-
ledge (Machery et al. 2017a).

A handful of philosophers began examining the universality of philo-
sophical concepts in recent decades, providing evidence suggesting that vari-
ation may exist among and across populations. In particular, variation was 
reported between Western and East Asian students (Weinberg et al. 2001; 
Machery et al. 2004), genders (e.g., Buckwalter and Stich 2014), and person-
ality characteristics such as introversion and extroversion (Feltz and Cokely 
2009). These initial !ndings provided tentative evidence that long- standing 
assumptions in philosophy about the universality of concepts may not be 
warranted, and they have led to intense, but fruitful empirical and philosoph-
ical debates (Machery et al. 2017a, 2017b; Adleberg et al. 2015; Nagel 2012; 
Stich 2013).

Since the onset of these studies, the literature on the universality of philo-
sophical concepts has grown increasingly sophisticated and rich, and we have 
no space here to review it in any detail (for an overview, see Stich and Machery 
n.d.). For sake of brevity, we will continue to focus on the concept of know-
ledge (see also Mizumoto et al. 2018, 2020a, 2020b).

An important aspect of the concept of knowledge, according to many 
philosophers, is the idea that some forms of luck are incompatible with 
knowing something. One does not know that p when one acquires a belief  
that p by luck even if  that belief  is true. In his famous paper, Gettier (1963) 
proposed a pair of cases in which, Gettier maintained, the protagonist did 
not have knowledge despite having a belief  that was not only true, but also 
justi!ed, although acquired by luck. The vignette presented above illustrates 
the basic structure of a Gettier case: Paul Jones has a true, justi!ed belief  
that his wife is in a hospital. Most philosophers shared Gettier’s verdict 
about these cases, and a large literature offering additional “Gettier cases” 
grew out of Gettier’s paper in order to characterize the concept of knowledge 
(Hetherington and Hetherington 2018). Just about all of this work was done 
by English- speaking philosophers whose cultural background is European. 
In one of the earliest experimental- philosophy studies, Weinberg et al. (2001) 
reported evidence that most East Asians and South Asians did not share 
Gettier’s verdict; unlike most Westerners, and the overwhelming majority of 
philosophers, they judge that protagonists in Gettier cases did have know-
ledge. Yet, this study was relatively limited in terms of participants, and was 
in need of replication. Follow- up studies have failed to !nd any cultural vari-
ation in people’ judgment about the Gettier case (Seyedsayamdost 2015; Kim 
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and Yuan 2015), but they too are limited, examining few participants and a 
small number of cultures. Machery et al. (2017a, 2017b) conducted the !rst 
large cross- cultural studies about lay people’s reaction to Gettier cases: they 
found that, across cultures, most people are like philosophers in being sen-
sitive to the incompatibility of knowing something and luck. In this case, 
philosophers’ judgment about knowledge is in line with those of lay people 
across cultures (but see Starmans and Friedman 2020), although the sample 
of cultures examined remains limited.

Many philosophers have argued that knowledge ascription is sensitive to 
what is at stake— to how costly it would be for the agent to have a false belief  
(Stanley 2005): the higher the stakes, the more stringent the criteria for the 
ascription of knowledge. Here, too, Rose et al. (2019) found that people ascribe 
knowledge similarly across cultures and languages: across 19 sites, 16 coun-
tries, and 14 languages, stakes barely matter for knowledge ascription. It is 
noteworthy that in this case philosophers’ judgment about knowledge turned 
out to be widely different from that of laypeople since many epistemologists 
have asserted that stakes in"uence lay ascription of knowledge.

Other studies compare participants in two or three countries. Some 
philosophers have argued that asserting something is only permissible 
when one knows it. Turri and Park (2018) have shown that, like American 
participants, Korean participants judge that one should not assert something 
that is false because one lacks knowledge in this case. Yuan and Kim (in press) 
have presented evidence that, just like American participants, Korean and 
Chinese participants are less likely to ascribe knowledge when the evidence 
is based on textual information about the probability of error than when it 
is perceptual (holding the risk of error constant), are in"uenced by moral 
factors when they ascribe knowledge, and are willing to ascribe knowledge to 
someone while denying her the relevant belief.

In the previous examples, little variation was found across cultures 
and languages, but other cases show that cultures and languages in"u-
ence how people ascribe knowledge and other epistemic concepts (see in 
this volume Chimakonam and Ogbonnaya; Ito; Liu and King; Winther; 
Yen). Philosophers often begin their discussion of knowing something by 
contrasting it to merely believing it or to believing it with justi!cation. This 
starting point surely re"ects the fact that “knowing that” and “believing that” 
are two distinct expressions in English, as in other languages commonly 
spoken by philosophers. While common, this linguistic distinction is not uni-
versal, and some languages such as Cofán, a language spoken in northeast 
Ecuador and southern Colombia, do not distinguish lexically knowing and 
believing something (Chartrand et al. n.d.).2 Speakers of these languages 
may of course still distinguish the concepts expressed in English by “knowing 
that” and “believing that,” but it may also be the case that they don’t. Be 
that as it may, it is dubious that philosophers would start their discussion of 
knowing by contrasting knowing and believing that if  they spoke one of these 
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languages. Based on the semantics of “knowing how” in English, Stanley and 
Williamson (2001) have argued that all knowledge- how reduces to propos-
itional knowledge, but critics have been quick to note that other languages 
such as French lexicalize know- how and propositional knowledge quite dif-
ferently (Rum!tt 2003).

Cross- cultural experimental studies have also begun identifying variation 
in knowledge ascription. Philosophers have claimed that people refrain from 
ascribing knowledge to someone who has a true belief  when the possibility 
that the person’s belief  could be false is salient, a phenomenon philosophers 
call “skeptical pressure.” One of the most in"uential ideas in epistemology, 
the context- sensitivity of knowledge, is meant to address the impact of skep-
tical pressure on knowledge ascription (Lewis 1996). In two experiments 
Waterman et al. (2018) have recently shown that participants in India, 
China, and the USA were all sensitive to skeptical pressures, but Chinese and 
Americans were much more sensitive to the presence or absence of a possi-
bility of error than Indians. Perhaps, then, it was a mistake to make so much 
of the context- sensitivity of knowledge ascription in English when building 
a theory of knowledge. Mizumoto (2018) also notes that “to know” corres-
ponds to two distinct verbs in Japanese, and provides evidence that they are 
used differently, raising questions about the generalizability of observations 
about the use of “know” in English (see also Mizumoto et al. 2020b on the 
expression of “to know how” in Japanese).

In any case, most of the studies we have mentioned have serious limitations. 
Most studies involve only two or three cultural groups, and even the largest 
studies included very few small- scale societies (Machery et al. 2017b; Rose 
et al. 2019). Further, participants are often undergraduates, who may share 
a common cultural background and many shared assumptions from being 
raised in the same educational system. Much remains to be known, then, 
about whether, how, and why epistemic concepts vary across languages and 
cultures, and while some important notions in epistemology— particularly, 
the incompatibility of knowledge and some form of luck— have been found 
across cultures, others may re"ect the peculiarities of epistemic languages in 
English and a few other languages.

The Geography of Philosophy Project

Though the work that has been done so far provides a promising begin-
ning, much more cross- cultural experimental research in philosophy is 
necessary (as is the case in the cognitive sciences more broadly; see Barrett 
2020). Philosophers and anthropologists are increasingly using both large 
and small cross- cultural studies that employ experimental methods to focus 
on the universality or variability of particular phenomena. These have 
included studies of communication styles based on individualism and collect-
ivism (Hofstede 2011), perspectives on cooperation and sociality (Henrich 
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Experimental philosophy 69

and Ensminger 2014), and aspects of cognition such as judgments about 
intentions (Barrett et al. 2016). Inspired by such projects, Machery, Stich, 
and Barrett assembled an international team of philosophers, psychologists, 
linguists, and anthropologists working on !ve continents, to collect data 
about three important philosophical concepts: the concepts of knowledge, 
wisdom, and understanding (see also Hall et al., in prep. on the concept 
of knowledge). The resulting project, the Geography of Philosophy (www.
geographyofphilosophy.com), plans to compare students and non- students 
across cultures, religions, and socioeconomic groups. Small- scale societies are 
included among the cultures we are surveying.

The Geography of Philosophy Project examines some of the topics 
discussed earlier—  whether luck prevents the ascription of knowledge, the 
in"uence of stakes on knowledge ascription, whether knowledge is a norm of 
assertion— and others (e.g., how do people judged to be wise ask for advice 
or what dimensions distinguish people judged to be wise from those judged 
to be unwise). An important feature of the project is its interdisciplinarity. 
In addition to philosophers and psychologists the project includes linguists, 
anthropologists, economists, and scholars in cultural studies. People in all of 
these !elds can play a crucial role in identifying existing scholarship and in 
formulating and testing novel hypotheses about similarities and differences in 
the concepts of knowledge, understanding, and wisdom.

Interpreting the variation of philosophical concepts across languages and 
cultures requires linguistic expertise. As an illustration, in Machery et al. 
(2017a), a puzzling pattern emerged in the responses of Bengali- speaking 
participants in Kolkata (Calcutta). Bengali speakers were outliers compared 
to others, insofar as they appeared to ascribe knowledge even when a true 
belief  was acquired by luck, at least for some formulations of the questions 
participants were asked. However, when Bengali- speaking scholars were 
consulted, the explanation became evident. The words commonly used to 
translate “to know” in Bengali (jáná) and in Sanskrit (jñá), the verbal root of 
the Bengali word, are used somewhat differently from “to know” in English. 
In particular, the distinction between “to believe” and “to know” is not always 
retained when jáná or jñá are used. Thus, jáná may in fact express two rather 
different concepts in Bengali, one of which is closer to the concept expressed 
in English by “know” and the other closer to the concept expressed in English 
by “believe.” Inspired by this experience, the Geography of Philosophy Project 
involves a detailed study of the epistemic vocabulary used in the languages of 
the project.

Finally, cultural anthropologists traditionally immerse themselves within a 
culture, using distinctive methods to understand other people’s lifeways. By 
incorporating those techniques, and working with cultural anthropologists, 
experimental philosophers can grasp unexpected understandings of 
philosophical concepts. An interesting example is reported by cultural 
anthropologists exploring the concept of knowledge related to shamanism in 
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70 Jordan Kiper et al.

the western Amazon, where “knowledge” has a bodily component that can be 
passed from shaman to shaman (Homan 2019; Kiper 2019). The Geography 
of Philosophy Project includes qualitative methods, including interviews 
and focus groups, to complement the usual experimental and quantitative 
methods commonly used in experimental philosophy.

Conclusion

Experimental philosophy has yielded remarkable data that have opened 
new avenues of research and demonstrated the likelihood that philosoph-
ical concepts vary cross- culturally in at least some important respects. As 
we attempted to show in this chapter, empirical data challenge traditional 
assumptions about widely shared concepts. Accordingly, taking variation 
seriously entails more cross- cultural studies and greater interdisciplinarity in 
the !eld.

Notes
 1 “Westerners” here refers to the people born and raised in Western Europe, the 

USA, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia.
 2 https:// clics.clld.org/ edges/ 1410- 1890.
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