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Abstract 

This project provides a critical analysis of how philosophers have traditionally characterized and 

understood folk psychology, what I call the traditional construal of folk psychology. On the basis 

of a growing and diverse body of empirical evidence regarding how folk psychology is deployed 

in situ by the folk, I argue that we must reject this traditional construal and embrace a new 

understanding of folk psychology. 

Two crucial and related assumptions regarding the function of folk psychology have been 

taken for granted in the contemporary debate regarding the mechanisms that underlie our folk 

psychological competence. More specifically, philosophers have assumed that the primary 

function of folk psychology is to explain and predict behaviour and that folk psychology is a 

quasi-scientific enterprise, whereby these goals are shared with science. 

However, an empirical investigation into how the folk use folk psychology reveals a 

different story. Instead, we find that we often fail to accurately explain and predict behaviour and 

that our folk psychological discourse functions so as to satisfy a number of social, cultural, moral 

goals or purposes. In this way, there are a number of normative functions to our folk 

psychological practices. 

These observations, I argue, are inconsistent with the traditional construal of folk 

psychology and therefore warrant that we take a skeptical position with respect to the traditional 

construal and re-examine the assumptions that underlie it. However, I argue that attempts to 

reconcile the traditional construal with the empirical evidence are unlikely to be successful and 

that the right way forward is to reject the tradition and embrace a new understanding of folk 

psychology. The traditional construal, I argue, is too narrow in scope to adequately address this 

empirical evidence and we must embrace a more comprehensive and empirically informed 

understanding of folk psychology that can embrace the normative interests that shape and drive 

this practice. While much work will remain, this new landscape will be a significant departure 

from the traditional construal and we will leave this project having put the folk back into folk 

psychology. 
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1.1 – Introduction 

To say that folk psychology has played a significant role in contemporary philosophy of mind 

would be an understatement. From metaphysics of mind to artificial intelligence, from 

consciousness studies to developmental psychology, folk psychology has played an essential 

role. It can act as a limiting condition on the possibility of the reduction of mental states to 

physical states, it can offer guiding principles in designing artificial cognitive systems, and in 

practice it has shaped entire domains of research in psychology and has significantly influenced 

the way we approach investigations in animal cognition research. The importance of folk 

psychology to our understanding of mind cannot be understated and philosophers have spilled a 

great deal of ink in a seemingly endless debate regarding the possible mechanisms that underlie 

our folk psychological competence. 

In this project I provide a critical analysis of contemporary philosophy of mind as it 

pertains to the characterization and understanding of folk psychology. Specifically, there is an 

assumption1 that underlies much of the philosophical debate around folk psychology that I will 

argue fails to accord with a growing body of empirical evidence regarding how and why the folk 

actually engage in folk psychological discourse. In effect, the current and dominant interpretation 

or understanding of folk psychology, what I will call the traditional construal, is not an accurate 

portrayal of folk psychology as used by the folk and fails to capture important elements of this 

real world practice. Importantly, this project shifts the focus away from armchair theorizing 

about folk psychology towards an empirically motivated and informed analysis that puts the folk 

back into folk psychology. 

                                                           
1Really a set of assumptions that I group into one category. 
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This project is predominantly negative or skeptical in nature. That is, I am primarily 

concerned with motivating a rejection of the current theoretical landscape regarding folk 

psychology in order to motivate the need for change moving forward. In effect, I wish to reject 

the status quo and encourage investigators interested in folk psychology to re-examine some 

firmly held assumptions regarding what folk psychology is designed to do and how the folk 

deploy it in practice. This is a hefty task. It requires developing an argument against, at 

minimum, thirty years of research and theorizing about folk psychology that is also firmly rooted 

in key historical works in the philosophy of action. 

Providing a clear articulation of this negative project and encouraging philosophers to 

reject some firmly held assumptions is a valuable task that deserves full treatment and defence 

prior to engaging in the next steps and exploring the new landscape of understanding. In effect, 

we cannot move forward with this discussion until we accept that we’ve been going down the 

wrong path for quite a long time and for now, this change in perspective warrants significant 

attention and argumentation. This approach is not new, nor unfamiliar. In order to develop a new 

understanding of some issue or phenomenon we must often break down significant 

epistemological barriers.2 More specifically, those barriers that are erected by the view we are 

trying to dispose of. But unfortunately, these barriers often prevent or at least make it more 

difficult for us to move forward. This has been noted by many, including the French philosopher 

and historian Gaston Bachelard3 and then, perhaps most famously, by the philosopher Thomas S. 

Kuhn (1962). Our current thinking may often pose challenges to progress and ultimately, 

sometimes knowledge production simply means rejecting the past. Of course, this process may 

                                                           
2 Thank you to Julia Brassolotto for inspiring this particular view of my project. See also Brassolotto, Raphael & 

Baldeo (2014) for a further discussion of epistemological barriers, and in particular, how they serve as a barrier for 

addressing the social determinants of health among public health professionals in Ontario. 
3 See Tiles (1984) for translation and discussion. 
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not be linear, it is often disjointed, and sometimes it requires significant breaks from the past that 

may involve a wholesale rejection of the previous theory. While this description of knowledge 

production is often accepted as true in science, it applies equally well in philosophy and this 

project is an example of this process. I will advance an argument in favour of fracturing our 

current thinking so that we can break from the current discourse and move ourselves forward, re-

orienting our focus in the direction of truth as it pertains to our understanding of folk psychology 

as a real-world, observable, and purposeful practice. 

 While the bulk of this project will be focused on advancing this critical argument and 

leaving much of the new theoretical work to future endeavours, we will explore and learn much 

about the new landscape that flows from this project. In particular, as we explore empirical 

evidence that ultimately supports the rejection of the traditional construal of folk psychology, 

much will be revealed about the new landscape and how we should understand the folk practice 

of folk psychology. Moreover, in demonstrating the limitations of current thinking regarding folk 

psychology, I will explore in detail some new approaches that are significant breaks from the 

tradition but that accord with the empirical observations made throughout this project. While not 

a definitive defense of any of these options, exploring these new conceptions of folk psychology 

will help to reveal much about how we can and should conceive of folk psychology moving 

forward. 

 In order to move the discussion forward, I will re-examine the status quo regarding folk 

psychology using an empirical lens. Once viewed through this lens we will come to see that the 

traditional assumptions regarding folk psychology are not consistent with how the folk use folk 

psychology in practice. This inconsistency, I will argue, creates challenges for those who accept 

these traditional assumptions. I will argue that the best way to reconcile this inconsistency is to 
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reject our current understanding as too narrow and fundamentally mistaken about the purpose of 

folk psychology, and to begin to build a new understanding of how and why the folk use folk 

psychology in practice. Much work will remain following this project, but demonstrating that 

long-held assumptions regarding folk psychology are mistaken is a significant fracturing of our 

thinking that will require significant re-orientation in our thinking as we construct a new 

understanding of folk psychology. This is an important shift in thinking and given the interaction 

between our current understanding of folk psychology and other issues in philosophy, it is likely 

that this shift in thinking will not be benign. However, there is a long road ahead before we get to 

this point and a map to guide us will be helpful. 

1.2 – A Roadmap 

To begin, in Chapter Two I will examine the current state of the philosophy of mind literature as 

it pertains to folk psychology in order to reveal assumptions that underlie how folk psychology is 

traditionally construed. Through a brief exploration of the history of folk psychology and the 

traditional debates regarding folk psychology, I will reveal two crucial and related assumptions 

philosophers have made about folk psychology. More specifically, I will demonstrate that those 

interested in folk psychology have traditionally conceived of folk psychology as an explanatory 

and predictive enterprise. Put another way, that the primary function of folk psychology is to 

facilitate the explanation and prediction of behaviour. Additionally, I will demonstrate that this 

construal of the function of folk psychology also portrays folk psychology as being quasi-

scientific in nature where folk psychology and science share the same goal of explaining and 

predicting behaviour and that these explanations and predictions are thought to be causal in 

nature. This set of assumptions, I will argue, is not consistent with empirical evidence regarding 
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folk psychology and must ultimately be rejected in favour of a more comprehensive and 

empirically informed account of folk psychology. 

 However, before critically evaluating the traditional construal of folk psychology I will 

devote Chapter Three to defending the empirical lens adopted by and utilized throughout this 

project. In particular, I will defend the use of an empirical lens specifically as it relates to an 

evaluation of the traditional construal of folk psychology. While I suspect that the application of 

an empirical lens to this philosophical issue will be fairly non-controversial, because much of 

what will follow flows from the new experimental philosophy or “X-Phi” movement which has 

drawn significant criticism, a defense of this approach as it applies to folk psychology is 

warranted. Ultimately, I will argue that because the genuine investigator of folk psychology is 

engaged in a descriptive project with the goal of understanding a real-world practice of the folk, 

we must be prepared to utilize the empirical lens to evaluate our theoretical commitments. More 

specifically, we must ensure that our theoretical commitments are properly aligned with the 

practice itself and the best method for doing so is to empirically investigate the real-world 

practice itself.  

 In Chapters Four and Five I’ll apply this empirical lens to folk psychology in order to 

reveal that folk psychology as deployed in situ by the folk is a significantly different enterprise 

than philosophers have traditionally thought it to be. While explanation and prediction have 

dominated our theorizing about why philosophers think the folk use folk psychology, the 

empirical evidence I will explore reveals that folk psychology is designed and used for entirely 

different purposes. In fact, what we find is that folk psychology often fails to facilitate the 

production of explanations and predictions of behaviour and instead, is often significantly 

sensitive to social, cultural and moral considerations. That is, when we engage in folk 
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psychological discourse we are often attempting to satisfy a number of social, cultural, and moral 

goals or purposes. In this way, the empirical evidence reviewed and collected throughout this 

project demonstrates that folk psychology as used by the folk has a normative dimension to it. 

 In Chapter Six, I’ll first demonstrate that the assumptions of the traditional construal of 

folk psychology are inconsistent with the empirical evidence just reviewed and collected. More 

specifically, that the empirical evidence challenges the claim that folk psychology functions to 

facilitate the quasi-scientific explanation and prediction of behaviour. This warrants, I will argue, 

that we take a skeptical position with respect to the traditional construal of folk psychology and 

be prepared to re-examine the assumptions that underlie it and ultimately reconcile our 

theoretical commitments with the empirical evidence if we aim to maintain this position. In 

effect, the burden of proof has been shifted and the traditionalist must defend their assumptions. 

However, I will then argue that our best approach to reconciling this inconsistency is to embrace 

a new understanding of folk psychology that requires us to significantly re-think how we view 

and understand this practice. That is, the traditional construal and underlying assumptions are not 

well positioned to account for this empirical evidence and our best approach for moving forward 

is to reject the traditional construal as too narrow in scope and embrace a more comprehensive 

understanding of folk psychology that more accurately reflects how folk psychology is used in 

practice by the folk. 

 While much of this project is somewhat radical in nature, elements of it are not entirely 

new. Much of the empirical evidence that will be explored in the pages that follow is quite well 

known (see for example, Knobe, 2006b; Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett and Wilson, 1977). Despite this, 

the consequences of this evidence have not yet been fully explored or addressed by those 

interested in folk psychology. Additionally, other philosophers have already begun to question 
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the claim that folk psychology should be understood as a quasi-scientific explanatory and 

predictive enterprise (see for example, Andrews, 2012; McGeer, 2007; Zawidzki, 2008). 

Unfortunately, to my knowledge this empirical evidence and critical investigation of folk 

psychology have not been sufficiently integrated. This project aims to do precisely this and some 

of those philosophers who are critical of the traditional construal will be explored in the closing 

pages of this project as they offer viable options for how to best account for this empirical 

evidence in the new folk psychological landscape. In this way, while the project may at some 

points have a radical feel to it, this project aims to significantly change our understanding of folk 

psychology by providing a novel synthesis of sometimes familiar but disparate observations or 

arguments and support this endeavour with a novel analysis that drives this integration forward 

into a new landscape and new way of conceiving of folk psychology. 

 The roadmap then is straightforward. We begin with a familiar trek into contemporary 

philosophy of mind examining the traditional understanding of folk psychology and subsequent 

debates. This exploration is not simply to situate the project within the larger debate, but to also 

reveal the assumptions that underlie our understanding of folk psychology and their role in the 

debate as we know it. With the assumptions articulated, I will shift gears significantly, leaving 

the armchair behind and embracing the empirical realm. We start with a short defence of the 

importance of empirical research in philosophy, the philosophy of mind and in particular, any 

investigation of folk psychology and then we jump head first into an ocean of data and discover 

how the folk actually utilize folk psychology, revealing not just what we think happens, but what 

actually does happen in practice. I will then argue that this empirical evidence ultimately 

demands that we reject the assumptions regarding folk psychology and explore a new landscape 

where significantly different accounts of folk psychology will be offered and adjudicated. As the 
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project closes I will begin to clean up some of the dust that I have kicked up and begin to sketch 

out what this new landscape will look like, what it means for our understanding of folk 

psychology, and explore some of the implications this new landscape will have on other 

philosophical questions. In effect, I will leave this project having significantly changed the folk 

psychological landscape and having put the folk back into folk psychology. 
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2.1 – Introduction 

The negative project that unfolds in the following chapters is premised on the claim that the goal 

of folk psychology, traditionally construed, is to explain and predict behaviour and the related 

assumption that explanation and prediction are to be understood in quasi-scientific terms. While I 

think this claim about the prominent and traditional view we are about to explore is fairly 

obvious and generally widely accepted, because the project that follows is so critical of this 

assumption it is important to ensure that I’m not unfairly or inaccurately characterizing the view 

that I aim to criticize. 

With this in mind, in this chapter I will defend the claim that folk psychology is 

traditionally viewed as an explanatory and predictive enterprise. In other words, that the primary 

function of folk psychology is to facilitate the explanation and prediction of behaviour of both 

ourselves and others. In addition, I will show that construing folk psychology as an explanatory 

and predictive practice positions folk psychology as being quasi-scientific4 in nature. That is, 

first that folk psychology and science share the same goal of explaining and predicting 

behaviour, and second, that folk psychological explanations and predictions are generally 

thought to be causal in nature. 

I will accomplish this goal through a targeted review of some of the key philosophers in 

the contemporary debate regarding folk psychology. The claim here is not that all philosophers 

                                                           
4 I use the term quasi-scientific to acknowledge that folk psychological explanations and predictions may not have 

the formal structure typically associated with scientific explanations and predictions. That is, while it is true that a 

theoretical characterization of folk psychology might portray the nature and structure of folk psychology as being 

entirely analogous to scientific theories (e.g. Churchland, 1981; Lewis, 1972), this need not be the case. The primary 

analogy that is being drawn between folk psychology and science is simply that the goal of these projects is the 

same. Simply put, both science and folk psychology have the goal of explaining and predicting behaviour. 

Additionally and importantly, there is good reason (as we will see) to think that folk psychological explanations and 

predictions have been assumed to be causally accurate, capturing the true causes of behaviour. In this way, the 

alignment between folk psychology and science is even stronger. 
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conceive of folk psychology in this way,5 but rather just to say that among those who engage in 

the traditional debate regarding folk psychology that has been ongoing for at least the last three 

decades, the assumptions just outlined are held in some form. Put another way, while there is 

first order disagreement about the precise composition of folk psychology and mechanisms that 

underlie this competence, there is agreement at a higher level of analysis and it is this agreement 

about the core assumptions that I will call the traditional construal of folk psychology. 

Through this targeted review we will be forced to explore some of the precise details of 

this traditional debate. In particular, the debate over the precise cognitive mechanisms that allow 

us to make folk psychological explanations and predictions. While I will wade into some of the 

details of this discussion I will be silent on the merits of the opposing views as this stage of the 

project is only indirectly related to this broader debate regarding how it is that we engage in folk 

psychological practices. 

Rather, the focus of this project is one step removed from this debate, and in particular, 

one step prior to this debate as it focuses on the assumptions that underlie it. I am not interested 

in providing an account of the mechanisms that underlie our ability to engage in folk 

psychological discourse or attribute folk psychological concepts to ourselves and others. I am not 

interested in the merits of the opposing views or the merits of a hybrid approach to understanding 

this cognitive skill. Instead, in this project I am interested in and will focus on the growing side-

debate that questions the assumptions that have been made about the purpose or function of folk 

psychology. As such, I am situated on the side-lines of this contemporary debate looking in from 

                                                           
5 To suggest that all philosophers think of anything in the same way would be a bold and indefensible claim. In 

particular, with respect to folk psychology there has been a group of philosophers, which is now growing, that 

question the assumptions I have identified (see for example, Andrews, 2012; McGeer, 2007; Zawidzki, 2008). The 

view that I’m characterizing just happens to be a fairly widely held view that has dominated the literature for some 

time.  
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a position of skepticism and with a critical eye firmly focused on the assumptions that underlie it. 

This is important to disclose since my treatment of the debate below is quite superficial; I only 

wade into the details of the debate insofar as it helps to demonstrate the commitment these 

philosophers hold with respect to the assumptions I have identified above. However, the targeted 

review that follows and the admission I just made achieves the second goal of this chapter, to 

situate my project within the broader philosophical landscape and to ensure that my readers are 

not displeased as I skirt the challenging issues and questions that those I cite have tried to tackle 

since these are not the focus of this project. 

2.2 – What is Folk Psychology? 

What is folk psychology? This question is so broad, so general, and any answer we provide to 

this question is so likely to be influenced by our theoretical commitments that it is almost 

impossible to know how to begin to fairly provide an answer. Almost.6   

 At the most general level folk psychology is used by the lay person7 (the folk) in order to 

navigate the social domain. As inherently social creatures we have the relatively8 unique 

challenge of navigating not just the physical or material domain, the world of objects, but also 

the social domain, the world of subjects. As such we have evolved to navigate our way around 

not just material objects in our space, but also social subjects that we can interact with in entirely 

                                                           
6 In order to start any investigation into what folk psychology is, we must venture at least some sort of guess to this 

answer so that we know what the object of our investigation is. My plan here is to start with an answer that is so 

general that almost any existing account of folk psychology would fall within the boundaries of my definition. 

Additionally, I have tried to be general to the point of avoiding any specific theoretical commitments in my reply to 

this question. While I’m sure some will object that this answer expresses some implicit theoretical commitments 

about folk psychology, I hope they will agree that these commitments are quite general and amenable to various 

interpretations. 
7 And philosophers when they’re not being philosophers; psychologists when they’re not being psychologists; 

neuroscientists when they’re not being neuroscientists, etc. 
8 Of course other animals in social communities may be faced with similar challenges. Whether some other animals 

use something that resembles folk psychology is well beyond the scope of this project and a subject about which 

there is vigorous debate. The claim that we navigate a social domain is much clearer for us than it is for other 

animals. 
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different ways. Of course, this social domain is quite unlike the physical world and so we have 

evolved to utilize a different set of tools, concepts, and/or practices to work our way through this 

world, coordinating our own actions with those around us, figuring out what other people are 

going to do in response to our own actions, working together as a cooperative team to solve joint 

tasks or generally just working in close proximity to other thinking, moving, emoting beings.9 

Folk psychology is what allows us to do just this. 

 Regardless of the precise make-up of this practice, framework, network of tools and 

concepts, regardless of the precise mechanisms that allow us to deploy it in practice, one thing is 

clear: we navigate this domain with relative ease. Just as our understanding of physical objects 

allows us to navigate a room full of objects with ease (barring some clumsy moments), our 

understanding of the social domain, our folk psychology, allows us to navigate through a room 

of thinking moving subjects and if necessary interact with them in complex ways (barring some 

socially awkward interactions). In essence, we all seem to function well in our day-to-day 

interactions and the suggestion here is that our folk psychology is what allows us to succeed. 

2.3 – Folk Psychology as Explanation and Prediction 

So how exactly is it that folk psychology allows us to navigate the social domain? Put another 

way, how does folk psychology allow us to coordinate behaviour or walk the busy streets of 

downtown Toronto?10 Traditionally speaking, philosophers have claimed that our folk 

psychological practice is simply the development of explanations and predictions of our own 

                                                           
9 There are a multitude of possible purposes for folk psychology, these are just some of them. 
10 Some might suggest that this is more a matter of folk physics than folk psychology. There is some truth to this as 

in addition to being social beings, we are also physical things that move through space and need to be avoided. 

However, historically folk psychology has been invoked very broadly such that even navigating busy streets or 

driving a car could involve thinking about the mental states of others in order to achieve our goal of moving through 

a space full of thinking subjects who are making decisions as they move. That is, not only are we physical things 

moving through space, but we are thinking things moving through space and thinking things move differently than 

physical things and so folk psychology would be required to facilitate this navigation. 
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behaviour and the behaviour of others and that these explanations and predictions allow us to 

navigate the social domain.  So, for example, our ability to avoid each other on the busy 

downtown streets of Toronto or my ability to coordinate with my wife while we cook dinner is 

the result of repeated explanations and predictions that we provide to ourselves, about ourselves 

and about others. This suggestion is fairly robust. What better way, we might think to coordinate 

behaviour or move around thinking subjects than to predict what they are going to do? What 

better way to come to understand the behaviour of others and ourselves than to explain it? Folk 

psychology, then, is the way in which we achieve this purpose. 

While the central claim of this chapter is that the purpose of folk psychology is to provide 

explanations and predictions of behaviour, traditionally speaking this analysis of folk psychology 

has not come in isolation. That is, granting that folk psychology is used to explain and predict 

behaviour is only the first step, the second step requires an articulation of precisely how we 

achieve this goal. Traditionally, philosophers have construed folk psychological explanations and 

predictions as being comprised of mental states that we attribute to ourselves and others and 

combine in particular ways in order to explain and predict behaviour. In particular, philosophers 

have focused their attention on a specific observation regarding our11 ability to attribute mental 

states such as beliefs and desires to one another, and they have claimed that our attribution of 

these unobservable mental states to ourselves and others allows us to explain and predict 

behaviour. That is, we go beyond just mere behaviour and consider the internal “goings on” of 

the person as a way to better understand why they are engaging in whatever behaviour they are 

doing, or to better predict what they are going to do. 

                                                           
11 Typically adults, but also children as they mature in their psychological development. The debate regarding when 

children acquire the ability to attribute mental states to others is ongoing. See Onishi & Baillargeon (2005) for an 

argument that children as young as 15-months-old can predict behaviour on the basis of a true or false belief.  
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The precise nature12 of the mental states that play an essential role in folk psychological 

explanations and predictions is, as should be expected, an ongoing debate. However, we can 

speak about them in general terms. Again, traditionally speaking philosophers interested in folk 

psychology have zeroed in on the class of mental states known as propositional attitudes.13 In 

other words, the mental states that are most traditionally associated with folk psychology are 

those that are attitudinal in nature with respect to some specific proposition. The canonical 

propositional attitudes are beliefs and desires,14 but of course one can hold other attitudes with 

respect to some proposition, but these two have been the focus of much of the discourse.15 So 

one can have the attitude of belief with respect to some proposition, say, “it’s raining outside”.  

Analogously, one can have a desire regarding some proposition, say, “my having a beer”. In 

either case there is a relationship between an attitude and some proposition. Tracing back to the 

observation that we attribute mental states to ourselves and others, examples of the attribution of 

                                                           
12 For example, whether these mental states correspond to real physical states in the brain. 
13 While the class of mental states could in principle be quite large, philosophers have tended to focus their attention 

only on the class of propositional attitudes. 
14 As I will discuss in later chapters, there is good reason to think that folk psychology is actually composed of 

concepts well beyond beliefs and desires, and even the class of propositional attitudes. 
15 The history of thought in the philosophy of action may have something to do with this. If we go back to 

Aristotle’s analysis of practical wisdom we see an early portrait of behaviour as resulting from the combination of 

various propositions about what one ought to do and the specifics of the case at hand (see for example, De Anima 

434a15-20; Nicomachean Ethics1147a25-30). This purely rational view of human behaviour could be criticized on 

the grounds that reason alone is not enough to command action. Hence, we need some sort of desire or appetite to 

act in accordance with reason in order to produce action. Here we see the thinking of Hume filling in this gap. Hume 

argued that reason is inert and that in order for reason to produce action that some sort of appetite, effectively a 

desire, to act must be combined with reason (see A Treatise of Human Nature, especially 3.1.1). This idea was also 

picked up, in part, by Davidson (1963) who argued that every action is the product of a primary reason which is 

effectively the combination of reason and a desire for action. Throughout this train of thought, we can see a move 

from reason (which is effectively just a formal way of describing beliefs) to reason and desire working together. 

This focus on reason and this focus on desire or appetite, I think, has significantly influenced the way early 

philosophers interested in folk psychology conceived of and described our folk psychological practices. Given this 

history and focus, it is not too surprising to see philosophers interested in folk psychology zeroing in on just the 

propositional attitudes of beliefs and desires since (a) this accords with the history of thought in the philosophy of 

action, (b) there were good historical reasons for thinking that a belief and a desire together could cause an action, 

and (c) beliefs and desires are regularly attributed to people in our daily interactions and these are, quite frankly, two 

of the more interesting propositional attitudes or mental states that one could hold. 
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propositional attitudes could include “She believes it is raining outside” or “I want to drink a 

beer”.16  

The suggestion that folk psychology involves the attribution of mental states such as 

beliefs and desires in order to explain and predict the behaviour of ourselves and others is not an 

unusual one and a moment of reflection on your own folk psychological practices should make 

this suggestion sound pretty familiar. Reflecting on my own experiences I can confidently say 

that I am always attributing beliefs and desires to those around me. Be it whether I’m trying to 

figure out if my wife actually does not want a gift for her birthday, whether my boss is impressed 

with me, whether the not quite old (but perhaps old enough) patron on the subway wants my 

seat, or what politicians and celebrities are thinking when they make strange decisions. 

If we reflect on this practice even for a moment it really does appear, in the words of 

Jerry Fodor (1987), to be ubiquitous (p.3) and one that we all engage in all the time. Daniel 

Dennett (1987) even plausibly claims that the attributions of beliefs and desires to ourselves and 

others is unavoidable or nearly impossible to suppress (p.8), as something we simply cannot help 

but do when we observe someone engaged in some action. Propositional attitudes, then, really do 

seem to be components of our folk psychological discourse. I introduce propositional attitudes 

only because the traditional debate focuses on them and the discussion that follows will reference 

them regularly. I am not taking a particular position or stance on their nature or the role of they 

play in the attributive processes of folk psychology. 

Returning now to the central claim of this chapter, that there is a prominent and 

traditional construal of folk psychology that is widely held and views the purpose of folk 

                                                           
16 Of course the most formal, and perhaps proper instantiation of this propositional attitude would be “I want that I 

have a beer”. This exhibits the true attitude-proposition relationship that is indicative of the canonical propositional 

attitudes. I’ve chosen instead to use slightly less formal language which is closer to how we would in practice 

express this propositional attitude. 
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psychology to be the explanation and prediction of behaviour. This view is in fact widely held by 

those philosophers engaged in the early discourse over the nature of propositional attitudes and 

the cognitive mechanisms that underlie our ability to attribute them. This could not be made 

more obvious than by looking at the titles of two seminal papers by Paul Churchland: 

“Eliminative Materialism and the Propositional Attitudes” (1981) and “Folk Psychology and the 

Explanation of Human Behavior” (1989). The former is a critique of folk psychology through a 

naturalistic critique of propositional attitudes, while the latter continues this assault on folk 

psychology by looking specifically at an alternative explanatory framework for understanding 

the causes and nature of human behaviour.  Combined they clearly indicate a commitment to the 

idea that propositional attitudes are central to folk psychology and that folk psychology is an 

explanatory enterprise. Moreover, Churchland clearly endorses the view that folk psychology is 

an explanatory and predictive enterprise when he states that folk psychology is “a framework of 

concepts, roughly adequate to the demands of everyday life, with which the humble adept 

comprehends, explains, predicts and manipulates a certain domain of phenomena” (Churchland, 

1989, p. 225, emphasis added). Additionally, even as he argues against the place of folk 

psychology in a naturalistic account of human behaviour, arguing that it must be eliminated from 

our view of behaviour just as phlogiston was eliminated from our view of combustion, he 

recognizes that whatever else we do with folk psychology we use it “successfully to predict the 

future behaviour of others” (Churchland, 1989, p. 228, emphasis added) with “a facility…that is 

remarkable” (Churchland, 1981, p.68). 

These views are also echoed by Churchland’s primary opponent in the debate, Jerry 

Fodor. For example, he writes that “[t]he point – to repeat – is that the theory from which we get 
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this extraordinary predictive power is just good old commonsense17 belief/desire psychology.” 

(Fodor, 1987, p.3, emphasis and footnote added) Here we see a clear commitment to both the 

purpose of folk psychology – to predict behaviour – and the components of those predictions – 

beliefs and desires. Additionally, Fodor adds that folk psychology helps us to “infer people’s 

behaviour from their intentions” (Fodor, 1987, p.3), which I take to be another way of expressing 

the explanatory power of folk psychology.18 Similarly, in another paper Fodor (1991) 

immediately refers to “commonsense psychological explanation” and “commonsense intentional 

explanation/prediction” (Fodor, 1991, p.19) expressing a clear commitment to the idea that folk 

psychology really is an explanatory and predictive enterprise.  

It is worth noting that Churchland and Fodor sit on one side of the debate regarding how 

to best conceive of our folk psychological practices. In particular, they both subscribe to the view 

that folk psychology is a theory; a view that has become known as Theory-Theory (TT). Briefly, 

theory theorists think that folk psychology is a term-introducing theory comprised of 

unobservable mental states and a set of principles, rules, laws, or generalizations that link these 

mental states together to generate behaviour. Notably, and most importantly, theory theorists 

think that the structure of folk psychology is very similar in nature to scientific theories (a point 

we will return to shortly). In particular, they think that the laws or generalizations that link 

mental states together to produce behaviour have the same structure as other scientific theories. 

This is made obvious by Churchland when he states that folk psychology “is so obviously a 

theory that it must be held a major mystery why it has taken until the last half of the twentieth 

                                                           
17 Commonsense psychology is simply just another term for folk psychology. 
18 It is worth noting that early theorists in this debate often portrayed explanation and prediction as being 

symmetrical, as such, it is not unusual to read these two terms being used interchangeably or for these philosophers 

to focus on one of the two terms. See Andrews (2003), who identifies and then rejects the thesis that folk 

psychological explanation and prediction are symmetrical. 
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century for philosophers to realize it.” (Churchland, 1981, p.71) On this view, the folk, as 

explainers and predictors, postulate the existence of some unobservable states within a person 

and calculate according to a set of rules until a behaviour is produced from the process. 

One of the more notable and early alternatives to this view, called Simulation-Theory 

(ST), views our folk psychological practice not as one that unfolds on the basis of a tacit theory 

that we use and apply to ourselves and others, but rather, as a process of putting ourselves in the 

shoes of others and imagining what we would do if we were them. In other words, we explain 

and predict behaviour by taking mental states that we know others to have and running them 

through a simulation of what we would do or imagining what mental states we would have had if 

we engaged in the same behaviour as they did. In the words of Nicholas Humphrey (1986), “[w]e 

could…imagine what it’s like to be [others], because we know what it’s like to be ourselves…[I] 

make sense of [other’s] behavior by projecting what I know about my mind into them.” (pp. 71-

72) As such, for simulation theorists the goal is not to employ some theoretical third person 

framework that dictates how and when mental states apply, but rather, to infer from one’s own 

experiences what others in similar situations would believe, desire, intend etc.  

Importantly, however, proponents of this view are aligned with Churchland, Fodor, and 

other theory theorists in a crucial way. They are still very much committed to the idea that folk 

psychology is an explanatory and predictive practice; that the goal of folk psychological 

practices is to explain and predict behaviour. In some sense, this must be the case if ST is going 

to be a genuine alternative to TT. In other words, ST was developed as an alternative way of 

explaining how it is that we engage in folk psychological practices, and there is a sense in which 

there ought to be some alignment between the two views in terms of their characterization of the 

purpose of folk psychology if they are to be true alternatives. The debate would be quite different 
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if ST and TT did not share this common starting point.19  Either way, there is good evidence 

from key ST theorists that they do in fact share the same view as their TT counterparts.  

Consider Robert Gordon (1986), who introduces his seminal “Folk Psychology as 

Simulation” with a discussion of the accurate predictions he has recently made using nothing but 

his folk psychology (p.158) and later when he writes “in explaining one’s own behaviour, it 

would seem that one can – without invoking or using laws or theories – simulate in imagination 

various counterfactual conditions” (Gordon, 1995, p.115, emphasis added in first instance). Here 

we again see a clear commitment to the idea that the purpose of folk psychology is to facilitate 

the prediction and explanation of behaviour, the only change for Gordon is that this process is 

made possible by simulative practices that we undertake when we attribute beliefs and desires to 

one another. It is also worth noting that his seminal paper explicitly introduces and provides a 

briefly defended “new account of belief attribution” (Gordon, 1986, p. 158), committing Gordon 

as well to the claim that the attribution of propositional attitudes is the core activity of our folk 

psychological practices. Alvin Goldman, a key proponent of ST, also commits himself to the 

view that the purpose of folk psychology is to explain and predict behaviour. He writes, 

“[p]redicting another’s decision is a stock example that ST aims to explain” (Goldman, 2006, 

p.19, emphasis added) and that “explanation can consist of telling a story that eliminates various 

alternative hypotheses about how the event in question came about or could have come about” 

(Goldman, 1995, p.89, emphasis added). Lastly, commitment to the view that folk psychology 

has the purpose of generating predictions and explanations of behaviours among simulation 

theorists is captured perfectly when Stich and Ravenscroft (1996) write that “simulation-theory 

                                                           
19 Much of the debate is really premised on the idea that TT and ST are precisely two alternative accounts of the 

same thing. If ST theorists did not share the same underlying view that folk psychology is an explanatory and 

predictive enterprise, then in the strict scientific sense they are not so much alternative theories as they are 

competing paradigms or ways of viewing the practice itself.  
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provides a real alternative to the prevailing explanatory strategy in cognitive science [i.e. the 

theory theory] for explaining our capacity to predict and explain other people’s behavior.” 

(p.133, emphasis added) Here there is no question that Stich and Ravenscroft view their account 

of the mechanisms that underlie our folk psychological practices as an account of how it is that 

we predict and explain behaviour. 

While these quotations should make it clear that there is a view that construes folk 

psychology as an explanatory and predictive enterprise that uses the attribution of mental states 

to comprise these explanations and predictions, the acceptance of this assumption and the role 

propositional attitudes play in folk psychology becomes exceptionally clear when we examine 

introductory textbooks on the philosophy of mind.  Consider the following quotations:  

 

Much of our ordinary psychological thinking and theorizing (“commonsense” or 

“folk” psychology) involves propositional attitudes; we make use of them all the 

time to explain and predict what people will do. (Kim, 2006 p.15)   

 

‘Folk psychology is a conceptual framework’ and/or ‘network of principles’ 

(perhaps largely implicit) used by the folk to understand, explain, predict their 

own and other’s behaviour and mental states. (von Eckardt, 1994, p.300)  

 

The practice of explaining behavior by reference to the propositional attitudes is 

sometimes labeled ‘folk psychology’. (Heil,20 2004, p.152) 

 

[F]olk psychology is the tag given to ordinary talk about the mind.  It does not 

refer to talk about the biology of the brain and central nervous system; rather it 

refers to talk about beliefs and desires, intentions and fears, wishes and hopes.  It 

is essentially the vocabulary we use to talk about and explain ourselves and 

others.  It is the vocabulary of the mental. (Christensen & Turner, 1993, p.xvi) 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
20 It is worth noting, for the purposes of full disclosure, that Heil does not personally think folk psychology is 

committed to revealing the underlying mechanisms of our behaviour. Instead, he thinks it might be useful and 

perhaps even indispensable, but he is not committed to any stronger claim about folk psychology being causally 

accurate. 
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We seem to be strongly committed, in our commonsense or ‘folk psychological’ 

ways of thinking about people, to the idea that attitudinal states with abstract 

propositional content can legitimately be invoked in causal explanations of 

people’s actions. (Lowe,21 2000, p.78) 

 

These quotations make it plainly clear; in the literature that has the sole purpose of educating a 

new generation of philosophers or capturing the history of philosophical thinking regarding the 

mind in an encyclopedia, there is a strong commitment to describing folk psychology as an 

explanatory and predictive enterprise. In each case it is emphasized that folk psychology is what 

we are using when we explain and predict behaviour.22 The fact that, for the purposes of 

education and to bring others up to speed on the philosophical debate, folk psychology is being 

characterized as an explanatory and predictive framework, that involves the attribution of 

propositional attitudes, gives us good reason to think that these assumptions really do underlie 

the traditional construal of folk psychology. 

It should be clear by this point that there is a prominent and traditional construal of folk 

psychology such that the primary purpose of folk psychology is to explain and predict behavior. 

This is held by a range of philosophers each with various and often competing commitments 

regarding how it is precisely that we achieve this goal. Additionally, this view is espoused by 

those providing summaries of the debate for other philosophers or for the future generation of 

philosophers. As I noted above, the idea that the primary purpose of our folk psychological 

practices is to explain and predict behaviour does sound plausible. To repeat myself, what could 

                                                           
21 Lowe is also a bit more skeptical about the nature of folk psychology. In particular in capturing his own view he 

writes “[b]ut perhaps we should view with a more skeptical eye the comfortable assumption that beliefs and desires 

are straightforwardly ‘states’ of persons, or of their minds, by analogy with such physical states of their bodies as 

shapes, mass and velocity.” (Lowe, 2000, p. 297) I think this is important, as he recognizes that the tradition is as 

he’s described, but questions whether or not propositional attitudes are really analogous to scientific entities. 
22 I should emphasize that when I say there is a commitment to these claims, I mean merely that there is a 

commitment to the claim that folk psychology is traditionally understood in this way. That is, I am not committing 

Heil, Kim etc. to the claim that folk psychology is this way, instead I am simply committing these philosophers to 

the claim that folk psychology is traditionally understood in this way. 
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be a better way to navigate the social domain than to provide explanations and predictions of 

ourselves and those around us? The intuitiveness of this position alone may be enough to justify 

how it is that this view became so commonplace. But there is another more theoretical and 

speculative argument for thinking that the purpose of folk psychology is to explain and predict 

behaviour that I want to turn my attention to in order to explore the plausibility of this view a 

little more and to demonstrate how it is that this view came into vogue. 

2.4 – Speculative Anthropology 

Support for the view that folk psychology is an explanatory and predictive enterprise stems also 

from the claim that explanation and prediction would be, evolutionarily speaking, advantageous 

and could be selected for on this basis. While we do not know for sure exactly when humans 

started to attribute mental states to one another (and ourselves) we can follow Wilfred Sellars 

and engage in some speculative anthropology about how this skill may have evolved and how it 

relates to navigating the social domain through repeated explanation and prediction. 

In his famous Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind, Sellars (1956/1963) invites us to 

consider a myth, or more precisely, an anthropological science fiction story. The cast of the story 

is the human race at some point in history before mentalistic discourse is the norm. Importantly, 

the human race at this stage in history is still able to reason quite effectively and have developed 

a primitive but sophisticated language that is Rylean23 in nature. That is, while the language 

contains all the logical expressions (i.e. conjunction, disjunction, negation and quantification) it 

deals only with public objects. Thus, with respect to other humans the language only addresses 

overt behaviour, be it verbal or physical, and makes no reference to any object or item that is not 

in the public space and shared with others. Sellars begins with this assumption for a reason. 

                                                           
23 Of course Gilbert Ryle (1949) is famous for arguing that locutions describing mental states are conceptually 

equivalent to ones describing behavioural dispositions. 
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Specifically, he does not find it surprising or puzzling that humans developed a language to refer 

to public properties or objects (Sellars, 1956/1963, p.178). In fact, his discussion takes it for 

granted that a Rylean language is an uncontroversial starting point. What is puzzling to Sellars, 

however, is how it is that we learned to speak of inner episodes and immediate experiences 

(Sellars, 1956/1963, p.178). 

In other words, how did our Rylean ancestors evolve to be like us; humans with a full 

mentalistic discourse that permits us to effortlessly speak of the internal unobservable properties 

of the mind? In Sellars’ own words “[w]hat resources would have to be added to the Rylean 

language of these talking animals in order that they might come to recognize each other and 

themselves as animals that think, observe, and have feelings and sensations, as we use these 

terms?" (Sellars, 1956/1963, p. 179, original emphasis) and perhaps more importantly, "[h]ow 

could the addition of these resources be construed as reasonable?" (Sellars, 1956/1963, p.179) In 

other words, there must be some evolutionary explanation for how it is that we came to speak 

about the mental, going beyond our purely public discourse. 

Sellars invites us to consider Jones, a Rylean ancestor who just so happens to be a genius. 

Jones operates quite successfully with his Rylean language, observing his fellow humans going 

about their business acting and speaking out loud in conjunction with this activity. One day, 

however, Jones notices that not all intelligent looking behaviours are accompanied by overt 

verbal behaviour. That is, while often behaviour is accompanied by what we now characterize as 

“thinking out loud” behaviour, this is not always the case. One day Jones might observe Smith 

engaging in some behaviour accompanied by his typical verbal expressions, but the next day 

Jones observes the same behaviour but without the verbal expression. This observation, in 
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conjunction with others, leads Jones to conclude that not all intelligent behaviour must be 

accompanied by the typical ‘thinking out loud’ verbal expressions. 

Jones is now faced with a gap in his knowledge. His Rylean language and the 

understanding of others that it imparts on him permits him to only understand behaviours that are 

publicly shared, but now a behaviour that he would have attributed intelligence to no longer fits 

within the confines of his limited language. In order to come to grips with this new phenomenon 

Jones must go beyond his Rylean language and come to understand how people can act 

intelligently when their behaviour is not “threaded on a string of overt verbal episodes” (Sellars, 

1956/1963, p.186).  

In order to account for this new explanatory gap, Jones develops a theory that at its core 

assumes that something like the overt verbal utterances he is used to observing must be occurring 

internally along with those intelligent behaviours. There must be some internal process that 

accompanies the behaviour that he cannot witness, but that causes the behaviour. To put it at its 

crudest, Jones can assume that the typical utterance that happens overtly happens internally as 

well; that there is an internal speech that goes along with the silently intelligent behaviours.  

However, once this step is made it is not a big step to realize that the outward speech 

itself might really just be the culmination of this internal process and that the outward speech 

does not cause the action, but instead that the internal process that is there to cause the behaviour 

in the silent cases is there in the noisy ones as well. This inner speech is the root cause of the 

behaviour in both the silent and expressive cases. Thus, Sellars concludes “even when a hungry 

person overtly says, ‘Here is an edible object’, and proceeds to eat it, the true-theoretical-cause 

of his eating, given his hunger, is not the overt utterance, but the ‘inner utterance of this 

sentence’.” (Sellars, 1956/1963, pp.186-7) 
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In effect, Jones has developed a primitive theory of human action that allows him to 

understand, explain, and predict behaviour in a way that is more expansive than his Rylean 

language permits. While it is true that this theory requires that he attribute unobserved, non-

empirical, inner episodes to those around him (Sellars, 1956/1963, p.187) he has good reason to 

engage in this theoretical practice giving his theory a “methodological purity” (Sellars, 

1956/1963, p.187).  This attribution could also be viewed as giving Jones and those who he 

shares this learned skill with, a competitive advantage over others. The advantage imparted on 

Jones through the development of this new skill helps understand both the introduction of the 

skill as being reasonable and the persistence and refinement of this skill over time. 

Ultimately and most importantly, what we have then is the beginnings of a theory that 

recognizes humans as thinking things with internal states that are attributable on the basis of their 

relation to observable behaviours. Importantly, this theory can be taught to others and once 

mastered can be applied to oneself. What we see then is the beginnings of attributive practices 

that can be refined and perfected over time eventually becoming what we now recognize as folk 

psychology. The act of thinking can be broken down into categories and specific theoretical 

relationships can be defined. In effect, once the theory is constructed, we can continue to build it 

adding new components or objects and refining the properties of them. The result is a theory that 

allows us to attribute inner states to ourselves and those around us permitting us to develop 

explanations and predictions of behaviour. 

What is important about Sellars’ tale is that it is a very early account of folk psychology 

as a practice used by the lay person that underpins the traditional construal explored above,24 but 

that gives us a plausible answer to the question of “why do we engage in folk psychological 

                                                           
24 As noted below, particularly the TT incarnation of the traditional view. 
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practices?” The answer is, that the explanation and prediction of behaviour using the folk 

psychological or mentalistic discourse provides us with a more comprehensive understanding of 

those around us that ultimately improves our ability to explain and predict behaviour.  

It is worth noting that Sellars is an early proponent of TT and the tale he tells is certainly 

one that describes folk psychology as a term-introducing theory. However, I don’t believe this 

piece of the story is necessarily crucial to the more general point he advocates for, more 

specifically, the general evolutionary story that he provides. Whether folk psychology is 

ultimately theory based, simulation based, or some hybrid of these two views, so long as it 

operates as an explanatory and predictive enterprise the speculative anthropological or 

evolutionary tale Sellars provides can be picked up and adopted to support the view.25 

Importantly, however, Sellars is not the only philosopher to claim that the explanatory and 

predictive nature of folk psychology imparts on it some evolutionary advantage.  

George Graham (1987), for example, re-emphasized the suggestion put forward by 

Sellars, arguing that the “adaptive biological utility” of folk psychology as an explanatory and, in 

particular, predictive enterprise “helped us to survive and proliferate” (p.358).  It is worth noting 

that Graham ultimately defends and adopts a TT version of folk psychology using the term 

“concept of mind”. In particular, through his analysis of the adaptive biological utility of folk 

psychology he effectively analyses and defends the “concept of mind” view of folk psychology 

arguing that it best aligns with the adaptive story. 

                                                           
25 We might, for example, suggest that instead of Jones recognizing that the verbal utterances that normally drive 

someone else’s behaviour are not always observable and so Jones theorizing that there are internal states that are 

really causing the behaviour, Jones could recognize that his own behaviour is caused even without verbal utterances 

and learn that his own ‘internal’ dialogue is the source of his action. From this personal experience he could begin to 

explain and predict the behaviour of others by asking “what would I do in their situation?”, thereby utilizing a 

simulation in order to predict the behaviour. In other words, Sellars’ story may be easily adaptable to the ST account 

of folk psychology. 



29 
 

In contrast, however, Nichols and Stich (2003) who defend a hybrid view of folk 

psychology, one that is part simulation part theory, make a similar move by developing their own 

“Just So Story” to account for the plausibility of their own view (pp.60-68). While some might 

view these speculative stories as mere fictions,26 Nichols and Stich note they are theoretically 

useful devices. In particular, they note that “[i]f there is nothing in the story that conflicts with 

the known biological and psychological facts or with what little is known about the actual origins 

of the mechanisms in question, then the story provides an account of how the mechanisms we 

posit might possibly have evolved.” (Nichols & Stich, 2003, p.60) and they ward off any 

objections regarding whether or not the posited view makes biological sense. Most importantly 

for our purposes here, Nichols and Stich focus their “Just So Story” squarely on the predictive 

success of folk psychology arguing that this success makes sense of how it is that the practice 

evolved and was selected for. In fact, from their perspective without this predictive success it 

might be a mystery how we developed our folk psychological competence since “[f]or as far as 

Mother Nature is concerned, that [prediction] is how mindreading27 first earned its keep.” 

(Nichols and Sitch, 2003, p.67, footnote added) The point is clear, for Graham, Nichols and 

Stich, arguably Sellars, and others,28 the explanatory and predictive success of folk psychology is 

precisely the reason it was selected for and persists. It is this type of argument, I think, that helps 

us to make sense of how it is that the traditional view explored above has come to be so widely 

and prominently held since it gives us some reason to think that folk psychology ought to be this 

way. However, this discussion also identifies a slew of additional philosophers who view folk 

psychology as an explanatory and predictive enterprise. At this point, we have good reason to 

                                                           
26 A story I have heard on occasion when I raise the plausibility of TT on the basis of Sellars’ story.  
27 The term “mindreading” is synonymous with the attribution of propositional attitudes to others. 
28 See for example, Baron-Cohen, 1995; Goldman, 2006. 
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think that traditionally construed folk psychology is viewed as an explanatory and predictive 

enterprise. What remains to be demonstrated is the related claim, that traditionally construed folk 

psychological explanation and prediction are understood in at least quasi-scientific terms. 

2.5 – Folk Psychology and Science 

The claim that folk psychological explanation and prediction are to be understood as being 

science-like is not always explicitly identified in the literature, although sometimes it is and we’ll 

see this below. But it is worth looking at the intuitiveness of idea first, and what it really means. 

 One way of looking at this idea is to say that folk psychology and science share some 

basic commitments or characteristics. Of course, if folk psychology is like science, it is likely 

that the similarities are somewhat rough in nature. For example, it is all too likely that science is 

“more rigorous, more systematic and more explicit” (Knobe, 2006a, p.7) than we could ever 

expect folk psychology to be. Of course, this increased rigor, the systematic nature of science 

and the fact that science is more explicit in its categories, goals, and domain of applicability does 

not mean that folk psychology cannot share in these characteristics. Perhaps then, we can look at 

folk psychology and science as being two points on a shared spectrum. This idea is also espoused 

by Sellars who sees common sense and scientific inquiry as being continuous – not distinct 

enterprises that differ in kind, but rather enterprises that differ in degree in terms of the 

applicability or expression of some characteristics (Sellars, 1956/1963, pp.182-183). 

Speaking broadly about the folk and the scientist, Sellars writes “the way in which the 

scientist seeks to explain empirical phenomena are refinements of the ways in which plain men, 

however crudely and schematically, have attempted to understand their environment and their 

fellow men since the dawn of intelligence.” (Sellars, 1956/1963, p.183) This general analysis of 

the similarities between common sense and scientific approaches to understanding the world 



31 
 

around us can be applied to the domain of human behaviour and so folk psychology can and 

ought to be viewed as science-like on Sellars’ view of the relationship between common sense 

and scientific understandings. Whether we think that there is a loose overlap between folk 

psychology and science, that they are two enterprises existing at different points on the same 

continuum, or that folk psychology and science are aligned in all the right ways, there is a 

general characteristic that is being described in all these possible relationships that I will capture 

using the term “quasi-scientific”. This term allows for some flexibility in terms of the degree to 

which there is alignment between folk psychology and science, but captures the general 

sentiment that there are indeed some similarities.  

I think the term “folk psychology” itself also identifies the expected relationship between 

this practice and science. ‘Psychology’ just is the scientific study of the mental and of behaviour 

and to include the name of this practice in the term “folk psychology” instantly creates a 

perceived relationship between folk psychology and science. However, this relationship is then 

mediated by the application of the adjective “folk” to the practice of “psychology”. Obviously 

this is meant to distinguish folk psychology from psychology proper, but retain the core elements 

of psychology. While this etymological analysis is not exactly proof of the claim, it does capture 

the intuitiveness of the association between folk psychology and science. 

The idea that folk psychology is quasi-scientific is also evidenced, in part, by the 

commitment to explanation and prediction itself. With explanation and prediction as the goal of 

the folk psychological practice, there is a sense in which folk psychology is immediately aligned 

with science. That is, more often than not the goal of science just is the explanation and 

prediction of some natural phenomenon. As such, pitching folk psychology as an explanatory 

and predictive enterprise immediately aligns this practice with the general practice of science. 
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While there are potentially other ways of construing explanation and prediction, construing them 

as scientific is the most obvious and intuitive assessment and I believe that most philosophers 

describing folk psychology in this way have been doing so with the assumption that we all just 

intuitively use these terms in the same way. This is not to say that the methods of scientific 

inquiry and folk psychology are necessarily the same, although they most certainly could be (see 

comments above), just to observe that the goals are the same. Further support comes from the 

observation that not only do folk psychology and science share the same goal (e.g. explanation 

and prediction) but that they can have and in fact do share a target of study. More specifically, 

both folk psychology and science are used to understand social and mindful behaviour. This too 

adds to the intuitiveness of the alignment between folk psychology and scientific inquiry. 

 Often a scientific inquiry is assessed on the basis of its predictive and/or explanatory 

utility. Similarly, scientific inquiry is often very domain specific and is often used as a special-

purpose tool (Knobe, 2006a, p.13). As so far explored, folk psychology is also very much a 

domain specific tool – applying only to the domain of social and mindful behaviour. This is 

further constrained by the characterization that folk psychology allows us to attribute mental 

states to ourselves and others in order to explain and predict behaviour. As such, the view of folk 

psychology explored thus far is very much constrained in the same kinds of ways that scientific 

inquiry is constrained and the specialization of folk psychology is similarly quite significant.  

Likewise, as folk psychology is a tool for just explaining and predicting behaviour it has 

been assessed on this basis, and assessed quite favourably. In fact, in the discussion above we 

saw a clear focus on the predictive success of folk psychology as being evidence for its adaptive 

utility, its creation, and its sustained existence. We even saw philosophers on both sides of the 
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realism debate regarding propositional attitudes, namely Churchland29 and Fodor, speaking to the 

success of folk psychology as a predictive and/or explanatory enterprise. This too reveals that 

folk psychology, traditionally construed, has been evaluated in the same way that we evaluate 

scientific enterprises. This, reasonably, leads one to conclude that folk psychology is at least in 

some way, a quasi-scientific enterprise.  

 All of this discussion suggests that it is intuitive to think of folk psychology in the same 

general terms that we think of scientific inquiries. The intuitiveness of this relationship is so 

obvious to some in the profession that to even articulate it seems unnecessary and to challenge it 

seems strange and raises many eyebrows. In fact, when proposing a suggestion to the contrary, 

myself and others30 often receive significant resistance.31 Fortunately, we need not rely just on 

this intuitiveness or the resistance myself and a few others experience when presenting the 

alternative view. Instead, some philosophers involved in the debate over folk psychology have 

clearly expressed their commitment to the idea that folk psychology is quasi-scientific.  This is 

most obvious for those who view folk psychology in theoretical terms. 

As soon as we hear the word ‘theory’ there is an immediate association with science that 

cannot be helped; the intuitiveness of this relationship is almost unavoidable. In fact, the TT 

approach to understanding our folk psychological competence has not been particularly secretive 

                                                           
29 While Churchland ultimately argues for the elimination of folk psychology, as discussed above, he does recognize 

that folk psychology is a reasonable tool for the humble demands of everyday life (Churchland, 1989, p. 225) and 

that it does permit us to successfully predict the future behaviour of others with a fairly remarkable degree of 

success (see Churchland, 1981, p. 68; Churchland, 1989, p. 228). 
30 See for example Knobe (2006a) who discusses a very similar experience when making a related claim. In 

particular, he notes the “incredulous stares” (Knobe, 2006a, p. 16) he received from others when claiming that folk 

psychology has a moral character to it that distinguishes it significantly from scientific inquiry. 
31 Most notably, a prominent philosopher once told a room that I was obviously wrong, because folk psychology just 

is scientific and that beliefs and desires just do cause behaviour. He was literally shocked that I could claim anything 

to the contrary. 
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about the idea that folk psychology is science like. In fact, simply characterizing folk psychology 

as a term-introducing theory immediately associates it with science. 

Churchland (1981) goes to great lengths to demonstrate that folk psychology is a theory 

in exactly the scientific sense. Churchland first notes that the explanations provided by folk 

psychology presuppose that there are laws connecting “the explanatory conditions with the 

behaviour explained” (Churchland, 1981, p.68) and then argues that these laws – while “rough 

and ready” – have the general structure of other scientific laws. Moreover, he notes that 

propositional attitudes (e.g. …believes that p) and what he calls the “numerical attitudes” of the 

physical sciences (e.g. …has a masskg of n) have exactly the same structure and figure into the 

laws of the theory in the same kind of way (Churchland, 1981, p.70). In fact, Churchland’s use of 

the term ‘theory’ to describe folk psychology cannot be interpreted in any other way other than 

as a scientific theory. 

Similarly, the whole debate that takes place regarding the status of folk psychology, the 

realism debate regarding folk psychology, is essentially premised on the alignment of folk 

psychology and science. For example, Churchland conceives of folk psychology as a theory 

which allows him to ask whether or not folk psychology is true and then to argue for the 

replacement of folk psychology by another scientific framework – neuroscience (1981) or 

connectionist theory (1989). Without the alignment of folk psychology with science, this 

argument would not get off the ground.32 

Similarly and not surprisingly, Fodor also conceives of folk psychology as an explanatory 

and predictive enterprise that just is aligned with science. In fact, he writes “commonsense 

belief/desire psychology explains vastly more of the facts about behaviour than any of the 

                                                           
32 I will discuss claim in more detail in Section 6.5 of Chapter Six. 
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alternate theories available” (Fodor, 1987, p.x) where the alternative theories he has in mind are 

alternate scientific theories. Moreover, and more importantly, Fodor conceives of folk 

psychology as a scientific theory that will be vindicated by the representational theory of mind, 

effectively a computational psychology. Again, he assumes that the relationship between folk 

psychology and science is such that the categories and laws of folk psychology will be 

appropriately vindicated by science. As von Eckardt (1994) notes in her analysis of the realism 

debate, both sides effectively “share the assumption that the ultimate arbiter of the reality of [folk 

psychology] and the trust of [folk psychology] generalizations is science.” (p.305, emphasis 

added) In this way, folk psychology is portrayed as being appropriately aligned with science 

such that we can evaluate alternatives and assess the truth or falsity of the explanatory and 

predictive enterprise. 

The idea that folk psychology is a scientific endeavour is also picked up by those in 

developmental psychology. I noted above that Sellars views common sense and science as 

existing on a continuum and a similar idea is endorsed by the developmental psychologist Alison 

Gopnik and her colleagues. In effect, they characterize children’s use of folk psychology as 

operating like a child scientist33 who comes to possess their “theory of mind” or folk psychology 

over time. What is most telling about their characterization of children is that they argue based 

on the evidence of their studies34 that children revise their theory of mind in the same ways that 

scientists revise their theories. That is, that new evidence is collected and this new evidence is 

used to revise a theory (see for example, Gopnik & Meltzoff, 1997; Gopnik & Wellman, 1992). 

                                                           
33 It’s worth noting that this view is often referred to as the child scientist theory. 
34 Which of course there is significant debate about. The purpose of identifying this view is not to endorse it, but 

rather to support the claim that folk psychology is often portrayed as being aligned with science. 
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By focusing in on the development of folk psychology35 among children, Gopnik and her 

colleagues have effectively claimed to observe Sellars’ genius in action. They are watching 

children develop their theory in the same way scientists do, leaving adults with a fully 

functioning folk psychological competence as the product of a long and hard fought scientific 

endeavour.  

Whether simulation theorists are committed to the same alignment between folk 

psychology and science is much less clear. Obviously though, insofar as simulation theorists 

think of ST as being an explanatory and predictive enterprise, there is alignment between folk 

psychology and science just in the way I explained above; albeit a potentially weak association. 

That is, there is an alignment of the goals and the object of interest between the two enterprises. 

However, insofar as simulation theorists reject the idea that folk psychology requires a 

theoretical competence the obviousness of the relationship of their version of folk psychology 

and science is less transparent. 

That said, pace Gordon, ST theorists have started to allow for or recognize that their 

version of folk psychology is incomplete without some theoretical competence to complement 

the simulation mechanism they describe.36  These hybrid accounts are built on the principles of 

both ST and TT. Most prominently, Nichols and Stich (2003) and Goldman (2006) argue for a 

particular brand of ST that carves out a space in which theory must play a role in our folk 

psychological competence. Importantly for my purposes here, to the extent that simulation 

                                                           
35 Of course this view of children as proto-scientists extends beyond just the folk psychological realm, but I focus 

here just on this narrow application of the child scientist view. 
36 For example, the simulation story still unfolds, but we need to have some bare recognition that folk psychology is 

a term-introducing framework that identifies unobservable entities. The difference between TT and ST is in the 

particular way in which we deploy these terms. TT deploys them in an objective third person way, while ST relies 

on the simulation mechanism to attribute them to others. 
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theorists grant a role for theory in their analysis of folk psychology, the relationship between folk 

psychology and science will be more robust as it is in the analysis I presented above for TT. 

There is, however, another way in which we can analyze the claim that folk psychology 

is quasi-scientific. Thus far I’ve looked at the relationship between folk psychology and science 

in terms of the general goals and structure. But we can go one step further as well, and assess the 

extent to which traditional theorists are committed to the claim that folk psychological 

explanations and predictions purport to pick out the causes of behaviours.37 To the extent that the 

traditional conception of folk psychology is characterized in such a way that it purports to pick 

out the actual causes of our behaviour, there is an obvious alignment with science yet again. 

Naturally, the goal of science is to explain and predict some natural phenomenon by identifying 

the causal structure underlying what it is that we are observing.38 If the beliefs and desires that 

are cited in our folk psychological explanations and predictions are meant to be the actual causes 

of the behaviour we are trying to explain or predict, than there is even more reason to think that 

folk psychology is being construed in quasi-scientific terms. Again, the story is clear and 

transparent for theory theorists but a little less transparent for simulation theorists.  

The TT characterization of folk psychology just simply is a causal analysis. More 

specifically, TT theorists believe that folk psychological explanations and predictions are 

generated through the application of a causal theory of behaviour. For example, Churchland 

                                                           
37 We can again trace this suggestion back through the history of philosophy of action and again back to Aristotle. 

As noted in footnote 15 above, Aristotle’s analysis of practical wisdom as a behaviour producing mechanism was a 

logical model of behaviour; propositions and moral prescriptions combined in logical ways to produce conclusions 

regarding action. This view was criticized as being causally inert and so we could, for example, follow Hume and 

build causality into the model of behaviour by combining both reason and desire. Importantly, this move never 

rejected the logical analysis of behaviour that was central to the position advanced by Hume. As such, we have seen 

a move in the history of the philosophy of action from the logical to the causal; preserving the logical structure of 

behaviour while building causality into our analysis of action. 
38 For example, chemical theory is predicated on the idea that it captures the causal interactions of various chemicals 

in order to predict or explain the resulting chemical reactions etc. 
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claims that “the bulk of the generalizations of folk psychology are causal or nomological” 

(Churchland, 1989, p.228) and that “the simpler parts of folk psychology are transparently causal 

or nomic” (Churchland, 1989, p.230). Fodor echoes this sentiment when he writes that one of the 

conditions of his view just is that mental states are causal (Fodor, 1987, pp.10, 12). Lastly, and as 

we saw above, Sellars echoes this sentiment in his speculative story noting that Jones comes to 

recognize that there are inner states causing the behaviour just as the overt verbal utterance does. 

This commitment makes sense when thinking about why it is that explanation and predictions of 

behaviour using folk psychology are viewed as being so successful. The suggestion that a 

prediction accurately picks out the causes of the thing being predicted helps to make sense of 

why the prediction is accurate. In the context of Jones the genius, his theory accurately captured 

the causes of behaviour which allowed him to explain and predict things in a way that imparts an 

evolutionary advantage. 

The picture for ST theorists is a little less obvious and explicit. Again, to the extent that 

simulation theorists adopt theory into their view, they may be party to the same causal 

commitments that theory theorists have explicitly made. Additionally, any commitment to 

explanation and prediction as being the goal of folk psychology may also just implicitly endorse 

the idea that the explanation and prediction are correct because they pick out the causally 

relevant factors and arrange them in the appropriate way to provide an explanation or prediction. 

This suggestion integrates well into an observation about the ST account of folk psychology. 

ST theorists are committed to the idea that within each of us there is some action control 

system (or similar term). This action control system does precisely what it sounds like it does, it 

controls our actions. Given the focus of the debate regarding folk psychology on propositional 

attitudes, the claim then is that our action control system produces behaviours depending on the 
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propositional attitudes we hold. In this sense, the propositional attitudes we hold and the action 

control system together cause our behaviour. The trick for simulation theorists is that when we 

are explaining or predicting the behaviour of someone else, we are just utilizing this action 

control system “offline” in order to run a simulation of what we would do or why we would have 

done what we did given the same circumstance the other is in. We must take our system offline 

because if we did not, holding these propositional attitudes in our action control system would 

actually cause the behaviour. However, when we attribute a belief or a desire to another person, 

we are effectively committing ourselves to the claim that they have a particular set of beliefs and 

desires that when fed into their action control system (which we assume to be appropriately 

similar to us) will cause them to behave in a particular way. In effect, we have made a prediction 

or an explanation on the basis of a causal story. In this way, even though ST is based on the idea 

of simulation or pretence, there is very good reason to think that a pure ST analysis of folk 

psychology would still very much be a causal model.39  

Importantly, the idea that folk psychology is purported to pick out the causes of our 

behaviour is also captured by others. Returning to the quote from Lowe above which has been 

pulled from an introductory textbook to the philosophy of mind, we clearly see a characterization 

of folk psychology as a causal enterprise. Specifically, he explicitly identifies the assumption 

that “propositional attitudes that figure into folk psychological explanations are appropriately 

causal in nature” (Lowe, 2000, p.78).40 Others have more recently made a similar claim about the 

traditional conception of folk psychology, in their own attempt to reject this traditional view. For 

example, Tadeus Zawidzki (2008) notes quite clearly that folk psychology has traditionally been 

                                                           
39 I recognize that Gordon tries to explicitly reject the idea that his model is causal. It is unclear to me whether this is 

a successful move and it does not seem as though this would necessarily apply to all ST theorists. 
40 Again Lowe is skeptical of this view himself, but recognizes it as being an accurate description of folk 

psychology. 
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construed as having the task of describing the causes of behaviour in order to predict a person’s 

behaviour (p.199). Construing folk psychology in this way is not particularly strange in the 

context of the history of philosophy. The discussion of folk psychology really emerged out of a 

history of philosophy of mind and philosophy of action, both of which are very much interested 

in the causes of behaviour or the causal nature of the mental and the brain. Philosophers have 

been interested in the causes of behaviour and I believe this has been projected on to their 

analysis of the folk as well. 

 In all of the above senses, I think that the traditional construal of folk psychology is very 

much committed to the idea that folk psychology is at least a quasi-scientific enterprise, where 

explanation and prediction are to be understood in loosely scientific terms and that accurately 

describing the state of affairs that caused or will cause a behaviour is the goal of the project. For 

some philosophers this will be transparently the case and for others we might have to do a bit 

more work. But generally speaking there is good reason to think that those interested in folk 

psychology traditionally have had a quasi-scientific and causal view of folk psychology in mind. 

2.6 – The Traditional Construal of Folk Psychology 

There are many other ways to construe folk psychology.41 The purpose of this chapter has not 

been to argue that every philosopher who has ever thought about folk psychology has thought the 

same things and in particular, have conceived of folk psychology as an explanatory and 

predictive enterprise that is quasi-scientific in nature.42 The point of this chapter has been to 

                                                           
41 Most notably, Model Theory (e.g., Maibom, 2003), Rationality Theory (e.g., Dennett, 1987), Interactionist 

accounts of folk psychology (e.g. Gallagher, 2001), and even Narrative accounts of folk psychology (e.g. Hutto 

2008).  
42 It is worth noting, however, that many of the philosophers identified in fn. 41 do in fact operate within the 

assumption that folk psychology is an explanatory and predictive enterprise. Where they differ is in their particular 

analysis of how folk psychology functions as an explanatory and predictive enterprise. Defending this claim for each 

of the above approaches to understanding folk psychology is simply beyond the scope of this particular project and 

would only serve to reinforce the point already argued for and sufficiently demonstrated above. However, I 

acknowledge that this is a worthy project and one I would happily engage in, but that I cannot engage in this 
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identify some core commitments that are generally held by philosophers interested in folk 

psychology; a set of commitments that are both explicitly or implicitly endorsed, and potentially 

endorsed to varying degrees. More specifically, and as noted throughout this chapter, the 

traditionalist is committed to the idea that folk psychology is a practice with the goal of 

explaining and predicting behaviour, and that these practices should be understood in, at least, 

quasi-scientific terms. I’ve tried to identify some common ground within a fierce debate about 

the practice and while I think each of these assumptions are often held together by a number of 

philosophers, I grant that some philosophers may hold only some of these assumptions. 

In the chapters that are to follow we will see that philosophers often hold assumptions about the 

folk that appear not to be true. In particular, we will see that the assumptions identified above are 

not true of the folk when they engage in folk psychological practices. Whether any philosopher 

holds one or all of the above assumptions, their project will be undermined to the extent that the 

empirical evidence we are about to explore has merit. The point of this chapter has been just to 

identify a few key assumptions that have underscored much of the traditional discussion 

regarding folk psychology in order to challenge them in what follows. 

  

                                                           
particular project. The goal here has merely been to set the stage with enough detail to motivate the idea that these 

assumptions are held by philosophers working in folk psychology. The project needs to progress to the next step at 

some point, and so I have resisted continuing to analyze each interpretation of folk psychology in full detail.  
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3.1 – Introduction 

In the last chapter I demonstrated that a prominent and traditional construal of folk psychology is 

committed to the claim that when the folk navigate the social domain, they do so by making 

quasi-scientific explanations and predictions about how people will behave and act. Unlike most 

works of philosophy, which at this point in the project would move towards developing 

arguments for or against the various positions covered in the previous chapter, this project 

requires an intermediary chapter much more akin to the “methodology” chapters found in social 

science research projects.43 In this chapter I will detail the lens through which I intend to 

examine the assumptions that underlie the prominent and traditional construal of folk 

psychology.  

Without intending any offence, philosophy is at least sometimes portrayed or viewed as a 

theoretical enterprise detached from empirical inquiry. Whenever I disclose my area of research 

to someone, they often make references to imagery of me sitting in an Ivory Tower or having my 

“head in the clouds”. Even among other academics I hear comments that suggest we 

philosophers only think about things, never truly studying or engaging the actual, ugly, dirty, 

difficult world.44 While these comments are certainly anecdotal in nature, I do not think they are 

unusual, nor are they comments that have only been directed at me. Moreover, it is not 

particularly unusual to come across pieces of philosophy that do not make mention of or 

                                                           
43 This is not to say that all works of philosophy don't have a similar intermediary chapter. In some instances 

philosophers will identify a particular lens through which they want to examine a well-entrenched debate or issue. 

That said, the structure of this project is much more akin to a social science research project, with the following 

structure: Introduction, Background, Methodology, Results, Discussion. 
44 This is a comment that I’ve heard when working with or interacting with academics in the social sciences. The 

general thrust of the comment is that social sciences (and indeed most sciences) directly engage with the world in a 

way that most theoretical endeavours (philosophy included) do not. The point is simply that the world is really a 

challenging thing to study and so our approach to understanding it must similarly be challenging and perhaps 

imperfect as it tries to tackle and deal with the real world. Of course this is not to say there is not a role for 

theoretical analyses in this approach, just that we must get our hands dirty if we’re going to encourage the growth of 

knowledge. 
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reference to any empirical research. This is not to say, however, that philosophy is never 

informed by our experiences, and entire approaches to conducting philosophical investigations 

have emerged from this particular commitment,45 and it is not to say that philosophers are not 

often informed by empirical research, it is just to note that there is often a significant detachment 

between philosophy and any other empirical area of inquiry.46  

Perhaps more importantly than the casual observations I’ve just made, there is the 

growing number of researchers who identify themselves as philosophers and yet paint a very 

similar conception of philosophy, one that is very detached from the empirical approach they 

adopt. These new47 philosophers, grouped together originally under the image of a flaming 

armchair and the banner “experimental philosophy”, have a particular brand of empiricism in 

mind, an experimental one. More specifically, the experimental method48 is adapted to the 

philosophical setting in order to explore philosophical concepts and inform arguments regarding 

which positions philosophers can and should hold.  

Notwithstanding all of the above comments, it would be unfair to make the wholesale 

claim that philosophers do not take into consideration empirical and/or experimental evidence. 

                                                           
45 In the history of philosophy there is a clear distinction between two broad approaches to conducting philosophical 

investigations; “Empiricism” and “Rationalism”. The former is meant to take seriously our experiences and use this 

information to inform our philosophical thinking, whereas the latter is meant to be an entirely theoretical enterprise 

that rationally deduces truths from axioms or other incontestable propositions that are revealed to us through 

intuition alone. The distinction I’m making here is narrower and focuses on the fact that philosophy is oftentimes 

detached from the empirical undertakings of science or social sciences. 
46 Whether philosophy should always be informed by our experiences is a question well beyond the scope of this 

particular project. Most obviously, the relationship between philosophy and empirical inquiry likely needs to be 

assessed on a case-by-case basis. In fact, as we’ll see in the discussion below, the relevance of the particular brand 

of empiricism that I am advocating for varies depending on the philosophical issue we’re exploring. The point here 

has only been to identify that there is often this detachment since this observation is relevant to the history of 

experimental philosophy. 
47 “New” is a relative term in a number of ways. The “new” approach to philosophy that I will recount in this 

chapter really got going in the early 2000’s, which by this point in time might already make this approach somewhat 

old. However, there is also some reason to think that the principles of this approach as employed by some harks 

back to ancient skeptics who cast doubt on the arguments of anyone who moves beyond the appearances to theorize 

about the world that cannot be accessed directly. 
48 Using experiments to test whether or not a particular hypothesis is correct. 
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For example, those studying philosophy of physics need to be and are concerned with any 

experiments testing the latest theories in physics,49 those considering the relationship between 

psychopathy and ethics need to consider empirical evidence regarding the nature of 

psychopathy,50 ethicists are now becoming interested in neuroscience and a new sub-domain of 

ethics called “neuroethics” has been recently developed,51 and by no means does the list end 

here. In fact, and this will be made more clear towards the end of the chapter, philosophers of 

mind have often been interested in empirical findings, including those pertaining to neurological 

disorders52 or developments in cognitive science and artificial intelligence.53 But in the chapters 

that follow, I will place a significant emphasis on the value and importance of empirical evidence 

as it relates to our understanding of folk psychology and in particular, I will recount experiments 

that I and other experimental philosophers have conducted to specifically test philosophical 

hypotheses regarding folk psychology. More specifically, I will put the assumptions that underlie 

the prominent and traditional account of folk psychology just explored to the test and ask 

whether experimental research validates or rejects these claims.  

All of what follows may appear to have a radical quality54 to it that warrants 

acknowledgment and discussion. As such, this chapter sets out to articulate the appropriateness 

of evaluating the traditional construal of folk psychology through an empirical lens. The use of 

                                                           
49 See for example Ladyman & Ross (2007) who defend their view that the world has an objective modal structure 

on the basis of current physical theory and reconcile their view with the various approaches of the special sciences. 
50 See for example Maibom (2005) who uses empirical evidence regarding psychopathy to develop an analysis of 

competing moral theories. 
51 See Roskies (2002) for an early overview of the field and the questions that are trying to be answered by these 

researchers. Most importantly, an explication of the interest of researchers in understanding moral cognition, how 

values are represented in the brain, and how ethical decision-making unfolds. 
52 See for example Bayne (2011) where the implications of absence seizures are examined to inform our 

understanding of consciousness or Bayne (2008) where research on split-brain syndrome is evaluated in the context 

of the theory that consciousness is unified. 
53 See for example Eliasmith (2003) who argues for a representational and dynamical theory of cognition that is 

squarely rooted in empirical work regarding the brain, connectionism and cognitive modeling more generally. 
54 At least it is often portrayed as being radical and I grant that at minimum it is unusual for philosophy to take such 

an empirical bent and rely so extensively on the experimental method. 
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the empirical lens alone,55 I suspect, will be fairly non-controversial and so I will address that 

towards the end of this chapter (see section 3.5 – The Empirical Lens). In contrast, the 

association of this project with experimental philosophy warrants a more comprehensive 

discussion for two reasons.  

First, experimental philosophy still has a “new car smell” associated with it and so a full 

discussion of this approach to conducting or, as it is often portrayed, criticizing philosophy is 

warranted in the interest of full disclosure. Second, and more importantly, while a significant 

portion of the empirical evidence I will utilize was produced under the guise of experimental 

philosophy, I think there are important and relevant differences between experimental 

philosophy as it is traditionally portrayed and the particular application of this approach to folk 

psychology. In particular, as we will come to see in the coming pages, while the methodology is 

the same, the purpose or end goal in using the experimental method is quite different when 

applied to folk psychology. As such, it is important to highlight these differences and distinguish 

this particular application of experimental philosophy from the broader project. With this in 

mind, I will first give a history and overview of experimental philosophy in order to illuminate 

precisely how it has been traditionally deployed and then argue for the relevance of the 

experimental method and the use of an empirical lens more generally as it relates to the debate 

regarding folk psychology. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
55 That is, simply using empirical evidence to inform philosophical thinking. 
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3.2 – The Skeptical and Empirical Foundations of ‘Experimental Philosophy’ 

Experimental philosophers are often critical of what is commonly known as conceptual 

analysis.56 As depicted by critics of this practice, conceptual analysis has played a key role in 

philosophy since at least the time of Plato and is based on the use of hypothetical thought 

experiments or reflection on our common linguistic or conceptual practices and the intuitions 

that are generated by these processes.57 This approach to conducting philosophy is especially 

popular in epistemology or moral philosophy. In particular, the use of hypothetical thought 

experiments to reveal our intuitions about the particular application of a philosophical concept is 

often used in these domains. When we respond to Gettier’s (1963) hypothetical thought 

experiment regarding Jones’ car ownership and Brown’s geographical position or Foot’s (1967) 

hypothetical scenario of an out of control trolley rocketing down a San Francisco street and we 

must decide whether to flip the switch to kill the one and save five, we are relying on a 

hypothetical case and our intuitive response to the case. This intuition is then generally used as 

evidence for either confirming or rejecting a particular view. For example, Gettier’s cases and 

the intuitions that they produced in readers were used as reason for rejecting the justified true 

                                                           
56 I use this term as a ‘catch-all’ for a number of different names or phrases that have been used to identify any 

approach to conducting philosophy that relies on the use of intuitions regarding concepts, language, and hypothetical 

thought experiments or any reflective practices on our common or everyday use of concepts, language and thought. 
57 There is, of course, significant debate regarding whether or not conceptual analysis really is the primary 

methodology of philosophical investigation or whether this practice even occurs. Herman Cappelen (2012), in his 

Philosophy without Intuitions, acknowledges that while most philosophers will agree that philosophy relies on an 

intuition driven methodology, this just simply is not the case. More specifically, despite the agreement in the 

discipline, Cappelen argues that analytic philosophers are not guilty of using intuitions as basic sources of evidence. 

Additionally, Timothy Williamson (2007) in his The Philosophy of Philosophy, and elsewhere, has argued 

extensively that the philosophical method is not different from the methods of other disciplines and that if 

conceptual analysis is to be rejected then we are left with nothing but a global skepticism about human judgment in 

general. These criticisms are not insignificant and are worthy of treatment by those experimental philosophers who 

a) believe that conceptual analysis accurately represents the entire philosophical approach and b) wish to reject this 

practice outright. My concern here is less ambitious. First, this discussion is meant only to illuminate the history of 

this approach to conducting philosophy by demonstrating how it is being used and the methods employed. Second, 

once this elucidation and demonstration is complete I will distinguish the application of this approach in the domain 

of folk psychology from those just explored. The experimental approach utilized in the later chapters is significantly 

influenced by the experimental philosophers before me, but I hope to protect myself from some of these global 

concerns, by demonstrating the particular appropriateness of the experimental methodology in this domain.  
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belief account of knowledge, and Foot’s trolley example could be used to claim that 

Utilitarianism is the moral theory that best conforms with our intuitive understanding of what is 

right or wrong. In effect, we sit in our comfortable yet practical armchair and consider a variety 

of thought experiments to determine whether and when the concept might be appropriately used 

in order to inform our philosophical theory about the necessary and sufficient conditions under 

which the concept applies or the rightness of our particular theory. If our thought experiment is 

constructed in a way that our theoretical commitments say one thing while our intuitions suggest 

another, then we modify our conceptual understanding or theory in light of this intuition or in 

some cases we reject our intuition in favour of our definition or theory.  Either way, progress is 

made. 

In its earliest form, experimental philosophers were preoccupied with developing a 

critique of the reliance on intuitions to answer significant normative questions in philosophy. In 

particular, experimental philosophers used the results of their experiments to support an 

argument against the view that intuitions are somehow a basic source of evidence that we can 

appropriately rely on to move the philosophical discussion forward in a positive and legitimate 

way. More specifically and as we will see in the discussion below, these philosophers wanted to 

demonstrate that the intuitions produced by these hypothetical thought experiments are more 

variable, both contextually and culturally, than philosophers tended to assume and that this 

supported a skeptical argument about the appropriateness of intuitions as a basic source of 

evidence for a philosophical position. In particular, if we trace experimental philosophy back 

through the literature, we will notice that it really emerged in response to a skeptical and 

speculative argument developed by Stephen Stich (1988/1998, 1990) and supported by the social 

psychological research of Richard Nisbett (see 2003 for a complete collection and review). 
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Stich was particularly interested in criticizing what he labelled analytic epistemology; 

effectively any epistemological project that ultimately relied on a conceptual or linguistic 

analysis to answer important normative matters such as which beliefs or cognitive processes 

should we have. In his view, epistemologists began with a question about which beliefs we ought 

to have, and then ultimately ended up relying on intuitions regarding our everyday conceptual 

practice58 in order to justify their chosen normative position.  

Stich began by noticing that epistemologists answered the question about which beliefs 

we should have by appealing to a higher order evaluative principle such as ‘justification’. More 

specifically, the beliefs we should have are those that are justified. However, this just pushed the 

question one level up, as we now need an analysis of which justification practices are the ones 

we should utilize and which are the ones we should not; in other words, how do we know which 

justification practices or rules are good ones and which ones are bad? Here Stich takes aim at 

Alvin Goldman’s (1986) appeal to the ‘criterion of rightness’ to evaluate justification rules as 

being appropriate to use or not. In particular, Goldman eventually concedes that the question of 

which ‘criterion of rightness’ is the one that ought to be used, will be answered by an 

examination of our “everyday thought or language” (Goldman, 1986, p.58); in effect, a 

conceptual or linguistic analysis that relies on our intuitions about how a concept ought to be 

applied. But this, Stich argues, is not a satisfying position. The mere fact that a ‘criterion of 

rightness’ accords with our conceptual or linguistic analysis (or intuitional analysis) is not strong 

enough to answer a very important normative question regarding which beliefs we ought to hold. 

Stich effectively questions whether we have any reason for thinking that the output of this 

                                                           
58 Implicit in the reliance on everyday conceptual practices is the assumption that intuitions regarding this practice 

will be (nearly) universally shared. Historically this has been identified by many philosophers. See Ramsey 

(1992/1998) for an early articulation of this commitment or Machery, Mallon, Nichols & Stich (2004) for a more 

contemporary recognition that this commitment underlies this particular methodology. 
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intuition driven process could have any normative force. His problem with this line of reasoning 

turned on the issue of cognitive diversity; the idea that cognitive processes could vary for 

different cultural groups and then, ultimately, that one’s intuitions could very well differ 

depending on one’s culture.  

The argument Stich provides for the possibility of cognitive diversity can be summarized 

as follows:59 Cognitive diversity is a real possibility if cognitive processes can, in part, be shaped 

by one’s natural environment. It’s worth emphasizing that for Stich, the term cognitive processes 

would include our “reasoning” abilities, or to put it another way, our cognitive norms.  Since 

cognitive processes are biological processes there is the possibility that they can be shaped by 

our natural environment, and hence, our culture.  Therefore, cognitive diversity is a real 

possibility, that is, not just a logical possibility, but a real world possibility. This is not to deny 

that some biological processes are not extremely rigid in nature and not open to any variability 

(e.g. digestion), but there are certainly others (e.g. language) that are open to significant 

environmental influence and Stich believes that our cognitive processes likely lie closer to 

language than digestion on this continuum.60  

While his concern regarding cognitive diversity is speculative, it warrants consideration. 

If cultural differences lead to cognitive differences it is all too likely that our common everyday 

                                                           
59 This is a summary and reconstruction of the argument that is developed in Stich (1988/1998). See in particular pp. 

95-97. 
60 There is some reason to think that cognitive processing might really be closer to language than digestion. 

Research in neuroscience, particularly neural constructivism, illustrates the extent to which our brain can be shaped 

and modified by our environment, showing that our cognitive architecture can be (and in fact is) modified in light of 

reliable and cognitively essential environmental structures (see for example, Schlagger & O’Leary, 1991; Roe et al., 

1990; Quartz, 1999). That is, our cognitive capacities, our knowledge base and more generally, our cognitive 

architecture are all altered through our constant interaction with the environment. While this research is still fairly 

new and not endorsed by everyone (e.g. modularity theorists), it would help to support Stich’s claim as it situates 

cognition somewhere between digestion and language, but perhaps closer to language. The point for Stich, however, 

is simply that it is possible that our cognitive processes differ by culture as this, he believes, significantly 

undermines the foundation upon which Goldman and others place their confidence in the argument developed. 
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understanding of some epistemological concept could vary as well. As such, we have not given a 

satisfactory answer to the question of which beliefs we should hold since different cultural 

groups could reasonably hold different beliefs that are justified and supported by a criterion of 

rightness (or some other evaluative measure) that accords with their common linguistic practices, 

which themselves are the product of cultural influence. 

In effect, Stich observes that the normative question simply keeps getting pushed to a 

higher level until we ultimately rely on our intuitions to justify the story. But analytic 

epistemologists employing this process have not offered any “reason whatever to think that the 

notions of evaluation prevailing in our own language and culture are any better than the 

alternative evaluative notions that might or do prevail in other cultures” (Stich, 1988/1998, 

p.107) and accordance with the “evaluative notions embraced in our culture” (Stich, 1988/1998, 

p.107) does not leave us any better off than when we started other than to articulate the structure 

of our particular linguistic framework. It is perfectly reasonable to think of a scenario where 

there are two distinct cultural or linguistic groups with coherent belief systems that are ultimately 

secured or justified by their intuitions about some epistemic concept and relying on intuitions to 

justify a particular system does not answer the ultimate question regarding which of the two 

linguistic groups holds the beliefs that we should hold. 

While Stich’s target is simply analytic epistemology, his argument can be applied to any 

normative philosophical argument that is ultimately reliant on intuitions to make a crucial point 

in the argument. If intuitions are a product of our cognitive system, but our cognitive system is 

flexible enough to allow for variation between groups then we can expect that different groups 

could have different intuitions about core philosophical concepts. In other words, if it is possible 

to go about cognition differently than we do, then it is possible that our intuitions could be 
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different than they are and this possibility threatens the legitimacy of the claim that intuitions 

should be taken as a basic source of evidence for any claim since (1) they could have been 

otherwise and (2) we are not in a position to choose between competing intuition groups and 

determine which group should be privileged as right, true or best.61 We really must come to 

terms, Stich thinks, with the idea that our cognitive states (broadly construed), processes and 

structures are really nothing more than “a historical accident” (Stich, 1988/1998, p.106) and so 

cannot act as evidence to support normative claims about what should be the case.  

Stich’s argument is certainly a speculative one that relies on the mere possibility of 

cognitive diversity in order to criticize a particular approach to conducting philosophy. In fact, 

some critics of his position highlighted this precise fact and wondered whether the logical 

possibility that Stich identified was possible in this world; whether it is nomologically or 

psychologically possible (e.g., Pollock and Cruz, 1999). If it is not, that might take some of the 

wind out of Stich’s sail and support the position of Goldman and others like him. In contrast, if 

cognitive diversity is in fact true in this world, Stich’s position could very well be bolstered by 

this empirical evidence. As alluded to above, there is a growing body of evidence regarding 

cultural variations in cognition that has been used to support Stich’s skeptical argument.62 

The social psychologist Richard Nisbett (see Nisbett (2003) and Nisbett et al. (2001) for 

an overview) has collected a great deal of evidence showing that there are cognitive differences 

between different cultures. Nisbett’s studies examine perception, attention, memory, the 

explanation and prediction of events, the categorization of objects, and even belief revision. 

Through all of these studies Nisbett has consistently found systematic differences between the 

                                                           
61 At least not without argument and a defence of one’s intuitions that does not end up being circular by appealing to 

particulars that are granted by the cognitive processes that are under question. 
62 Weinberg, Nichols & Stich (2001) make this exact connection between Stich’s speculative and skeptical argument 

and early research into cultural variation in cognition. 
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cognitive lives of East Asians and Westerners.  The common thread through much of his work is 

the difference in how Westerners and East Asians attend to or perceive the world of objects and 

subjects. Most notably, his research suggests that Westerners tend to focus on the agent or the 

object, while East Asians tend to be more focused on contextual or environmental factors 

(Nisbett, 2003, p.127). Through a review of all this research and the commonalities he’s found 

through the studies, Nisbett has parsed the general pattern of differences in attention and 

cognition between Westerners and East Asians into two categories: analytic (for Westerners) and 

holistic (for East Asians).63 This body of research effectively confirms Stich’s speculation, that 

the cognitive lives of different cultures can in fact be different, and gives his argument a secure 

footing to build from. 

While one might argue that Stich presented good philosophical reasons for being 

concerned about the implications of the mere possibility of cognitive diversity for any 

philosophical argument that is ultimately based on intuitions, the empirical evidence that Nisbett 

collected really provided the ‘meat’ to the bones of Stich’s argument, suggesting that it is not just 

a mere fiction. This is precisely the stage at which experimental philosophy was spawned and a 

significant effort to explore the implications of cross-cultural variation in cognition on intuitions 

relating to philosophical concepts was undertaken. 

3.3 – Experimental Philosophy 

Experimental philosophy is a tagline that captures a movement of philosophers who are actively 

participating in the collection of empirical evidence regarding philosophical matters. More 

specifically, these philosophers engage in the same process as conceptual analysis by soliciting 

intuitions regarding hypothetical thought experiments or through reflection on everyday 

                                                           
63 As many of these studies will be reviewed in detail in Chapter Four, I will refrain from discussing them in detail 

here. 
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conceptual or linguistic practices, but experimental philosophers have historically64 not been 

interested in the intuitions of philosophers, but rather those of the lay person. Just as 

philosophers have been doing for millennia, experimental philosophers construct hypothetical 

thought experiments or vignettes but instead of analyzing them themselves, they present these 

cases to the lay person to solicit lay intuitions. In order to do this they enter “the field” and 

actively engage lay people in survey based experiments to collect information from the lay 

person regarding how they would respond to a particular thought experiment or utilize a 

particular concept. Importantly, they are not just entering the field willy-nilly, but go in with a 

particular hypothesis that they set out to test through their experiment. In this way, the 

methodology of the experimental philosopher is the experimental method. 

Often, their motive for engaging in these experiments is to assess whether the standard 

philosophical intuitions are shared by the folk and more importantly, whether intuitions are 

subject to variation due to philosophically irrelevant65 factors such as one’s culture.  In fact, one 

of the hallmarks of early experimental philosophy is the ability of experimental philosophers to 

control for and identify various philosophically irrelevant factors that are associated with 

particular intuitions. On the basis of these findings, experimental philosophers have typically 

developed arguments inspired by Stich, attacking the use of intuitions in philosophy. 

                                                           
64 Some experimental philosophers are now turning to explore philosophers’ intuitions experimentally. See for 

example, Sytsma & Machery (2010) as discussed below, who are precisely interested in philosopher’s intuitions for 
the purposes of contrasting them with the folk’s intuitions and Schwitzgebel & Cushman (2012) who examined 

effects of order on the moral judgements of professional philosophers. 
65 I say ‘philosophically irrelevant’ as experimental philosophers have generally claimed that if conceptual analysis 

is to lead us to the truth, then intuitions must be a stable and reliable source of evidence that is, for example, not 

open to manipulation and that leads to repeatable and generalizable results. This is not the case if intuitions vary 

between cultures, other groups, or for other reasons that should not influence a philosophical claim. Philosophers do 

not typically think about concepts such as knowledge or reference as being, for example, dependent on one’s 

culture. What constitutes knowledge should transcend these variables and not merely be an artifact of the Western, 

predominantly male, white and high socio-economic class whose intuitions have led us to define the term in a 

particular way. 
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Thus, much of experimental philosophy has been consumed with the critical project of 

demonstrating that intuitions may not be a particularly good source of evidence when it comes to 

answering some of the normative questions that plague philosophers and that the early skeptical 

musings of Stich are in fact supported by empirical evidence. Of course as the variety of 

philosophically irrelevant factors began to grow beyond just one’s culture, the argument against 

intuitions began to take on a life of its own. That said, the general argument is similar to Stich’s 

original: if intuitions vary depending on philosophically irrelevant factors, then philosophers who 

rely on intuitions to answer important normative questions will have to give us good reason to 

think that these intuitions should be relied upon to provide answers to important normative 

questions in philosophy.66  

Given the discussion above, it is not surprising to learn that experimental philosophers 

started by examining cultural diversity in philosophical intuitions. In fact, Stich was a participant 

in the development of this movement starting in 2001 with Jonathan Weinberg and Shaun 

Nichols and continues to engage in this sort of research today.67 These philosophers, turned 

social psychologists, started with a particular goal in mind, to show that not only is cognitive 

diversity a reality, as demonstrated by Nisbett’s research, but that this diversity is not benign 

with respect to intuitions regarding philosophical matters. As such, they began by examining the 

impact of cultural diversity on intuitions regarding philosophical matters. 

Stich’s original enemy was contemporary analytical epistemology and so Weinberg, 

Nichols, and Stich (2001) set out to identify whether there were cultural differences in intuitions 

                                                           
66 Of course, most experimental philosophers would argue that the relativism of intuitions may be rather difficult to 

avoid. More importantly, that any rationale for privileging one group’s intuitions over another will need to be 

grounded in reasoning that is independent of the particular cognitive processes of that group; otherwise the argument 

will ultimately be circular. 
67 See for example a fairly recent study on gender differences in epistemological intuitions: Buckwalter & Stich 

(2010). 
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to epistemological thought experiments. Not surprisingly, they hypothesized that there would in 

fact be cultural differences in intuitions regarding epistemological thought experiments and 

claimed that if this hypothesis is correct then “it is hard to believe that any plausible case can be 

made for the claim that the normative pronouncements of Intuition Driven Romanticism have 

real normative force – that they are norms that we (or anyone else) should take seriously.”68 

(Weinberg et al., 2001, p.438) Of course, the argument to support this claim relies on the same 

maneuver that Stich employed in his original formulation, that cognitive diversity challenges the 

appropriateness of relying on intuitions to answer a normative question since we do not have 

good reason for privileging one group’s intuitions over another. As such, we do not have a 

satisfactory explanation of why we should accept these epistemologists’ answer to the normative 

question being explored. 

Inspired by Keith Lehrer’s (1990) work, these philosophers developed a hypothetical 

thought experiment designed to test intuitions regarding the internalism-externalism debate in 

epistemology.69 Weinberg, Nichols, and Stich hypothesized70 that intuitions regarding the 

internalism-externalism debate would vary between respondents of different cultures; in 

particular, those belonging to Western or East Asian cultures. With this in mind, they developed 

the following Truetemp case and presented it to undergraduate students at Rutgers University: 

 

                                                           
68 It’s worth noting that “Intuition Driven Romanticism” is their (not so friendly) term for any philosophical project 

that turns on intuitions to make an argument.  
69 Internalism is the view that epistemic justification for knowledge claims should only come from factors internal to 

the epistemic agent, whereas externalism allows for factors other than those within the agent’s scope of introspection 

as permissible. For example, the reliability of the psychological mechanisms that actually produce the belief, which 

are external to the agent, are permitted as being relevant factors for epistemic justification on the externalist view, 

but not the internalist view (see Weinberg et al., 2000, p. 439). 
70 The researchers never actually come out and explicitly state which way they think the results will turn out as they 

are less interested in the particular way in which intuitions vary and more interested in whether they do vary. That is, 

it just matters that the results are consistent with the more global hypothesis that epistemic intuitions vary from 

culture to culture. 
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One day Charles is suddenly knocked out by a falling rock, and his brain becomes 

re–wired so that he is always absolutely right whenever he estimates the 

temperature where he is. Charles is completely unaware that his brain has been 

altered in this way. A few weeks later, this brain re–wiring leads him to believe 

that it is 71 degrees in his room. Apart from his estimation, he has no other 

reasons to think that it is 71 degrees. In fact, it is at that time 71degrees in his 

room. (Weinberg et al., 2001, p.439) 

 

Respondents were then asked to state whether Charles “Really Knows” or “Only Believes” that it 

was 71 degrees in the room. It turns out that one’s answer to this question varies with one’s 

culture. While both Western and East Asian respondents were likely to deny knowledge in this 

case, that is, say that Charles “Only Believes”, East Asian respondents were significantly more 

likely than their Western counterparts to make this assessment.  

Similar results were found when the philosophers created a Gettier inspired scenario 

examining whether the justified true belief account of knowledge is intuitive. With Gettier style 

cases in mind, Weinberg, Nichols, and Stich developed the following story: 

Bob has a friend, Jill, who has driven a Buick for many years. Bob therefore 

thinks that Jill drives an American car. He is not aware, however, that her Buick 

has recently been stolen and he is also not aware that Jill has replaced it with a 

Pontiac, which is a different kind of American car. (Weinberg et al., 2001, p.443) 

 

Respondents71 were then asked whether Bob “Really Knows” or “Only Believes” that Jill drives 

an American car. Again, Western and East Asian respondents show a significant difference in 

their tendency to assign belief and knowledge to Bob. In particular, while a majority of Western 

respondents say that Bob “Only Believes”, the tendency is reversed among East Asian 

respondents, where the majority say that Bob “Really Knows”.72 It is worth emphasizing that the 

                                                           
71 Again, this study appears to have been conducted with undergraduate students at Rutgers University. 
72 This result is consistent with Norenzayan, Nisbett, Smith & Kim’s (1999) research demonstrating that East Asians 

are more likely to make judgements on the basis of similarity when compared to Westerners who are more likely to 

focus on causation when describing or classifying the world. In this particular case, Weinberg, Nichols & Stich note 

that “the evidence that causes the target to form a belief turns out to be false” which suggests that “EAs might be 

much less inclined than Ws to withhold the attribution of knowledge in Gettier cases.” (Weinberg et al., 2001, 

p.443) 
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reversal of the result between cultures is actually fairly dramatic. In the previous Truetemp case 

there was general consensus between the two cultures regarding the attribution of knowledge 

(that is, while there is a significant difference, generally speaking both cultures withhold 

knowledge), in this case, however, Western respondents tend to withhold knowledge while East 

Asians tend to ascribe it. This suggests that these two cultures have significantly different 

conceptions of knowledge and that one’s intuitive judgments regarding Gettier cases is very 

much dependent on one’s culture. 

Additionally, Weinberg, Nichols and Stich isolated a population of Indian sub-continent 

respondents73 at Rutgers and presented them with the same Gettier case. The effect is even more 

pronounced in this case, with Indian sub-continent respondents showing an even higher tendency 

to say that Bob “Really Knows” than either the Western or East Asian populations (Weinberg et 

al., 2001, p.444). These results are very revealing, as respondents from three different cultures 

show significantly different tendencies to assign belief and knowledge based on the 

characteristics of the hypothetical thought experiment. In effect, cultural diversity can sometimes 

lead to very divergent intuitions regarding epistemic matters.  

While Nisbett’s research validated the skeptical musings Stich had regarding the diversity 

of cognitive processes in general, these experiments supported the argument in a more direct 

way. General cultural differences in cognitive processes present a significant worry regarding the 

reliance on intuitions in a general sense, but the evidence collected demonstrates clearly that 

epistemic matters are not immune to this cognitive diversity74 and encouraged others to look for 

                                                           
73 Weinberg, Nichols and Stich indicate only that these respondents were of an Indian sub-continent descent. It’s 

unclear whether all respondents are, for example, first-generation immigrants, international students etc. 
74 One could make the argument that Stich’s argument was confirmed by Nisbett in the global sense, but that 

intuitions dealing with epistemological matters would not be subject to this same kind of variation. That is, that there 

is some reason that epistemic intuitions would be immune to this variation. This idea is similar to the “deep 

intuitions” idea of Foley (1998). 
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cultural variation regarding different philosophical concepts or thought experiments. For 

example, Machery, Mallon, Nichols, and Stich (2006) found similar results when analyzing 

thought experiments inspired by various theories of reference.75 As it turns out, Western 

respondents were more likely than their East Asian counterparts to have intuitions that accorded 

with a causal-historical theory of reference. It is worth admitting that the results found through 

this investigation were not as robust as the researchers might have hoped for, indeed the authors 

admit this.76 Nonetheless, the conclusion that there is diversity with respect to intuitions is 

preserved even in light of this slight weakness; the effect need not be extreme to be relevant. In 

fact, the fact that there is at all a tendency for variation is enough to make the point and hook into 

the argument that intuitions are subject to cultural influence in unexpected and, arguably, 

philosophically important ways. 

Given these and other investigations77 it is now generally thought that one’s culture can 

significantly shape many of our intuitions regarding philosophical matters. The precise cases 

where culture impacts our intuitions about philosophical issues and the degree to which this 

impact drives a wedge between the different cultural groups is an empirical matter that cannot be 

answered a priori. But the point has been made by these investigations, differences in culture can 

lead to differences in the intuitions people have regarding philosophical concepts. 

                                                           
75 The experimental set up was very similar to Weinberg, Nichols and Stich. Undergraduate students at Rutgers and 

the University of Hong Kong were provided with a series of vignettes and asked probes to assess whether their 

intuitions about the use of proper names in the vignettes accorded with a descriptivist or causal historical theory of 

reference. It is worth noting that the University of Hong Kong students were all fully fluent in English. 
76 This could be due to a number of reasons. Perhaps the particular cultural groups selected do not differ in 

significant ways in terms of how reference operates or perhaps theories of reference are significantly more 

constrained or deeply held than how lay people attribute knowledge. Alternatively, the particular vignette these 

researchers developed was quite challenging to understand and that may have impacted the results they found. 
77 We’ll see more experiments in Chapter Four pertaining directly to folk psychology. 
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Research into the variability of intuitions did not end here, however. In fact, Weinberg, 

Nichols and Sitch hypothesized78 that intuitions regarding epistemic thought experiments may 

also vary by socio-economic status (SES). It is a well-known empirical fact that SES is highly 

correlated with a variety of attitudinal differences and social scientists always track this 

characteristic as it relates to a variety of social outcomes such as health and often satisfaction 

with services. As such, it is not a far stretch for philosophers interested in the diversity of 

intuitions to suspect that SES might also impact intuitions about philosophical matters in some 

capacity. With this in mind, Weinberg, Nichols and Stich explored the relationship between SES 

and epistemic intuitions as they relate to Dretske’s (1970) Zebra-in-Zoo case.  The vignette is as 

follows:79 

Pat is at the zoo with his son, and when they come to the zebra cage, Pat points to 

the animal and says, “that’s a zebra.” Pat is right –– it is a zebra. However, given 

the distance the spectators are from the cage, Pat would not be able to tell the 

difference between a real zebra and a mule that is cleverly disguised to look like a 

zebra. And if the animal had really been a cleverly disguised mule, Pat still would 

have thought that it was a zebra. (Weinberg et al., 2001, pp.446-7) 

 

Respondents were asked whether Pat “Really Knows” or “Only Believes” that the animal is a 

zebra. For those who accept diversity in intuitions, it is not surprising that here too there were 

important variations between different SES groups and attributions of knowledge or belief to Pat. 

Interestingly, the propensity for a respondent to attribute knowledge to Pat is positively 

associated with a low SES status (Weinberg et al., 2001, pp.447-8). Specifically, respondents 

who were categorized as belonging to the low SES category were significantly more likely than 

high SES respondents to say that Pat really did know the animal was a zebra. This result, 

                                                           
78 Their hypothesis was supported by some research conducted by Jonathan Haidt regarding differences between 

SES groups regarding moral intuitions (see for example Haidt, Koller & Dias, 1993). 
79 This vignette was presented to adults who were approached at commercial venues in New Brunswick, New Jersey 

and who were offered a McDonald’s gift certificate for their participation. 
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experimental philosophers say, is striking since SES should ultimately have no impact on one’s 

philosophical intuitions; from the perspective of traditional conceptual analysis it is not at all 

clear why one’s SES would be a philosophically relevant factor and we should not expect SES to 

have bearing on whether a philosophical concept like knowledge should or should not be 

ascribed in a particular situation. As such, the reasoning continues, this observation raises 

questions regarding the reliance on intuitions to justify a particular philosophical analysis since 

what constitutes an intuitive response for one SES group may very well be different than another. 

More specifically, this result means that the intuition methodology would sanction different 

definitions of knowledge for different groups.  

Research into the variability of intuitions then got even more bizarre. Perhaps inspired by 

the social psychological literature on priming and order effects, experimental philosophers also 

became interested in the question of whether intuitions regarding philosophical matters would be 

subject to variation depending on the order in which a series of hypothetical thought experiments 

were presented. Swain, Alexander and Weinberg (2008) conducted a study80 to test whether 

responses to a Lehrer style Truetemp case would vary depending on whether the test case came 

before or after other vignettes. The test case was very similar to the Weinberg, Nichols and Stich 

Truetemp case, but this time respondents were asked to rate their degree of agreement with the 

statement “Charles knows that it is 71 degrees in his room” on a 5 point Likert scale (Swain et 

al., 2008, p.154). 

In order to test whether presenting a series of hypothetical thought experiments in 

different orders would have an impact on the Truetemp test case, they developed vignettes 

describing a case of clear knowledge and a case of clear lack of knowledge and asked similar 

                                                           
80 220 undergraduate students at Indiana University – Bloomington participated in the study. Respondents were 

randomly assigned to eight variations of the survey, differing only in the order of the vignettes.  
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questions using a 5 point scale. Different orders were devised and presented to distinct groups to 

assess whether there were differences in the willingness to attribute knowledge in the test case 

depending on the order of cases in the series of vignettes. In fact, this is precisely what they 

found. More specifically, the experiment found that willingness to attribute knowledge in the 

Truetemp test case was in fact impacted by whether an example of clear lack of knowledge or 

clear knowledge was presented first. Specifically, willingness to attribute knowledge in the test 

case was higher when presented with a case of non-knowledge first, but lower when presented 

with a case of clear knowledge first (Swain et al., 2008, p.144). 

This result is consistent with the social psychological literature on priming and order 

effects,81 but the work of these philosophers helped to clearly show that intuitions regarding 

philosophical matters are not immune to this well documented effect. Importantly, these 

researchers used these results to continue the assault against the use of intuitions in philosophy. 

In particular, Swain, Alexander and Weinberg note the order in which a vignette is presented to a 

participant is not a relevant philosophical factor that should impact one’s intuitions about the 

particular case (Swain et al., 2008, p.139), and yet these results demonstrate that this factor 

significantly shapes the intuitions the lay person reports. This is a striking result and is worthy of 

emphasis since philosophers often construct hypothetical thought experiments systematically and 

in a specific order (e.g. “Consider this….what’s your intuition? But wait, consider this…..”). 

This observation demonstrates, they note, that intuitions “are susceptible to manipulation” 

(Swain et al., 2008, p.141) and on this basis they argue that this manipulation significantly 

undermines the appropriateness of relying on intuitions as a source of evidence in philosophical 

                                                           
81 The presentation of a case of clear lack of knowledge first, primed the respondents to respond more favourably to 

the test case. In contrast, presenting the clear case of knowledge first, primed the respondents to be less favourable 

to the test case. 
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investigations. In particular, the results of this study led Swain, Alexander and Weinberg to 

conclude that “[e]vidence so unstable risks being discounted as not truly evidence at all” (Swain 

et al., 2008, p.141) and so the role of intuitions in philosophy is significantly challenged. 

Taken together, these results tell an interesting story of how lay people conceive of, use 

and attribute philosophical concepts. Unfortunately this story is quite heterogeneous and no clear 

or comprehensive story appears to emerge. Instead, we find that there are a multitude of 

variations in intuitions among sub-groups and a variety of factors appear to influence the 

intuitions people report regarding philosophical concepts. Importantly, while it is true that 

discovering new and interesting variations in intuitions among sub-groups or identifying factors 

that impact the precise intuition reported is an interesting and worthwhile pursuit on its own,82 a 

proponent of the use of intuitions in philosophy could easily ask “Who cares?” Put more 

robustly, how does variation or manipulation of the intuitions of the folk at all relate to 

philosophical attempts to define knowledge or assessments of alternative theories of reference? 

Why should it matter to the philosopher interested in these matters whether or not there are stable 

or varied intuitions among the folk? 

It is here that experimental philosophers move beyond the merely interesting descriptive 

project of cataloguing variations and manipulations in the intuitions of the lay person regarding 

philosophical concepts and argue that taken together these results paint a fairly grim picture for 

the use of intuitions in philosophy. In order to make this particular move, however, they often 

hook into or build upon the skeptical musings of Stich to argue that the observed variation or 

manipulation of intuitions among the lay person significantly undermines the value of 

                                                           
82 From the perspective of a pure researcher, these results are often quite fascinating and reveal something 

interesting about the way in which the folk use philosophical concepts. 
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philosophers’ intuitions in answering a normative philosophical question. There are a few 

possible ways in which this argument can be made. 

First, if there is divergence between philosophers’ intuitions and folk intuitions then these 

results demonstrate that philosophers’ intuitions could have been other than they are. This 

possibility may raise doubt as to the appropriateness of relying on a source of evidence that could 

have been otherwise than it is when trying to answer an important normative question. In 

particular, Stich’s mere speculation that it is logically possible to conceive of a cultural group 

that forms and revises beliefs in significantly different but internally consistent83 ways, while not 

explicitly verified by these findings, is supported by them. 

Second, they argue that these results demonstrate that there does not appear to be a single 

common sense or everyday notion of philosophical concepts that can be relied upon given the 

significant variability these experiments highlight. This, they claim, is particularly problematic 

for any philosopher who follows Goldman and appeals to a notion of everyday thought or 

language to justify their particular philosophical position since they will have to contend with 

different and competing groups. Additionally, if the philosopher expects that their intuitions will 

be universally shared, these results cast doubt on this assumption as well.84 

Third, and perhaps more importantly, if philosophers intend to reject common sense 

intuitions as “untutored” and argue that their “expert” intuitions can be preserved, they will have 

to contend with the fact that these “expert” intuitions may be nothing more than a product of 

their own particular group which, it is worth nothing, is predominantly male, white, Western in 

culture, and of a high socio-economic status. As such, philosophers will need to provide good 

                                                           
83 Internally consistent insofar as the justification practices or criterion of rightness that is used to assess the belief 

formation or revision process accords with their own everyday thought or language. 
84 As noted above, the appeal to everyday thought or language may include the assumption (implicit or explicit) that 

there is a single universally shared notion that is being appealed to. 
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reason for privileging their intuitions over others and for rejecting the idea that intuitions should 

accord with everyday thought or language. However, in crafting this reply philosophers will need 

to be particularly cognizant of the fact that their group is one that is highly trained and intensely 

selected for and that these intuitions may be less reflective but rather more reinforced by our 

community (Machery et al., 2004, p.B9). As such, there may be good reason to worry about the 

reliability of this group’s intuitions. 

In effect, this negative and critical project has used experimental evidence to challenge 

philosophers who wish to rely on intuitions in their practice to provide evidence or good reason 

to think that the intuitions of philosophers should be privileged over those of the folk, that they 

are not subject to the same types of variations, and that they can be relied upon safely in our 

pursuit of the truth. Not surprisingly, many philosophers have responded and taken up this 

challenge. In fact, objections to the relevance of potential or real variation in what constitutes 

everyday language or thought have been considered for some time.  

Foley (1998) has suggested that there may be “deep intuitions” that are not subject to the 

challenge of cognitive diversity that Stich raised. The idea here is that some intuitions are not 

just confidently held, but are deeply held such that critical reflection will not change or alter 

them, that is, they are “reflectively stable” (Foley, 1998, p.244).  Presumably, if anyone is to 

have these deeply held intuitions, it might be philosophers, but all the better if there is cross-

cultural agreement among folk intuitions. Bealer (1998) argues that there is a modal or logical tie 

between our intuitions under sufficiently high cognitive standards and the truth. This admits that 

intuitions in general are fallible, but that under the right cognitive circumstances they can 

continue to play a role in philosophy without risking failure at every turn. Presumably, the 
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suggestion is that philosophers are likely or more likely than the lay person to be able to reach 

this sufficiently high cognitive standard and access the truth using intuitions.  

Others have taken a more direct route to privileging philosophers’ intuitions, carving 

them off from the instability and variability found in folk intuitions. Hales (2003) argues that 

philosophers’ intuitions are more reliable than folk intuitions because years of training have 

provided us with access to higher cognitive circumstances. In effect, like physicists who have 

better intuitions about physics, philosophers have better intuitions about philosophical problems 

(Hales, 2003, p.5). Similarly, Ludwig (2007) argues not that philosophers’ conceptual 

competence is better than the folk, but that there is a difference in performance that is being 

identified in these experiments. Put another way, there are performance errors in the intuitions of 

non-philosophers whereas philosophers considering the same thought experiment are better at 

reporting intuitions that align with the underlying conceptual competency. 

While I think experimental philosophers and skeptics alike are well positioned to 

construct replies to these objections,85 there is some merit to these concerns, especially as it 

applies to the domains of philosophy explored thus far. It might be possible to argue that while 

the term “knowledge” applies broadly and beyond just the philosophical domain, that there is 

room to create a divide between the common sense and philosophical conceptions of knowledge. 

The technical definitions we philosophers develop and provide could possibly be something 

separate from or at least distanced from common sense conceptions86 of the same concept. For 

instance, we’re not interested in when the folk attribute this concept, but rather when the concept 

                                                           
85 Some of these objections are addressed in the research we’ve reviewed thus far. See for example, Machery, 

Mallon, Nichols and Stich (2006); Stich (1988/1998, 1990); Swain, Alexander and Weinberg (2008); Weinberg, 

Nichols and Stich (2001). This is not to say, however, that there is not a lively debate over these objections and the 

replies that are offered. 
86 I am cognizant that some philosophers (e.g. Goldman, 1986) appeal to everyday thought or language to justify 

their position. I’m simply acknowledging here that this may not need to be the case and in response to the empirical 

challenges to this maneuver, it may be appropriate to appeal to a more restrictive class of intuitions. 
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should be attributed. There is a sense in which the concept of knowledge that philosophers are 

really interested in just is a philosophical concept. Alternatively, there is also some technical 

knowledge or skill that is required to properly assess challenging philosophical issues and this 

may have bearing when assessing the relevance of untrained folk intuitions. For example, 

bioethical issues are often extraordinarily difficult and it takes a moral philosopher (many would 

argue) to effectively navigate these challenges because our understanding of morality is at least 

somewhat departed from common sense conceptions of morality in important and relevant ways. 

For example, we are better able to recognize, apply, and balance various principles (e.g. 

beneficence and autonomy) in order to assess whether a particular action is morally permissible 

or not.87 In this sense, the skill and training that comes with philosophical training may be 

directly pertinent when trying to answer important normative questions, even when relying on 

intuitions to help answer this question. 

I raise these issues not to address them at length,88 but to demonstrate that there is a 

significant and important debate as to the conclusions that experimental philosophers draw on 

the basis of the experimental evidence. That is, while the descriptive project of cataloguing folk 

intuitions is valuable and important, there is still significant debate regarding what to do with 

these results. Rather, the purpose of this section and the chapter more broadly has been to 

explore experimental philosophy to discover the general methodology experimental philosophers 

employ and to reveal the purpose under which much of this work has been undertaken. 

                                                           
87 As a practical example, hospitals often have a professional bioethicist on staff to help physicians, patients, and 

families navigate complex ethical issues that arise in end of life decision-making. Clearly these professionals 

possess a skill set that positions them in such a way that is different from physicians, patients, and families and that 

is seen as helpful. 
88 A full and appropriate treatment of this debate is well beyond the scope of this project and is not crucial to the 

argument of this chapter. 
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The discussion above demonstrates a clear adoption of the experimental method to 

develop and design tests to critically evaluate philosophical claims. Experimental philosophers 

are not interested in merely theorizing about matters, but actively engaging in the production of 

empirical evidence that is designed to help us build a philosophical argument. No more are 

philosophers passively waiting for empirical findings from other disciplines, but we are actively 

taking up these efforts and designing the studies to directly suit our purposes. Importantly, early 

worries about methodology89 (e.g. sample size, survey design, data analysis, etc.) are being put to 

rest by continually improving the experimental set up and working with psychologists, 

statisticians and other researchers to develop robust studies. But this discussion also clearly 

illuminates the primary goal of many of the early experimental philosophers. In particular, they 

were producing this empirical evidence to build and support an argument against the use of 

intuitions in philosophy. In particular, they have used the results of their experiments to support a 

challenge against this practice by identifying variability and instability in intuitions and used this 

to challenge some of the assumptions of those philosophers relying on intuitions to answer 

important normative questions. 

Because much of the work that follows in Chapter Four and Five falls under the same 

experimental philosophy banner I have taken the time to explore this movement in detail. 

However, I think there are important and significant differences in the applicability and purpose 

of experimental philosophy when applied to folk psychology when compared to, for example, 

epistemology. Put simply, most of the work just explored can be portrayed as the negative use of 

experimental philosophy, whereas there is also a positive application for experimental 

philosophy. The commonality lies in the methodology, but there is divergence in terms of the 

                                                           
89 See for example Weinberg, Nichols and Stich (2001) for recognition that some critics expressed a worry about the 

methodology. 
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relevance and applicability of experimental philosophy to each debate. In particular, while those 

experimental philosophers just explored have to go to some length to defend the relevance of 

their findings and philosophers may be able to drive a wedge between philosophical and 

common sense notions of a concept in response to this evidence, the relationship between folk 

psychology and experimental philosophy is much tighter. First, like much of philosophy of mind, 

there is an immediate and essential connection between the philosophical and common sense 

conceptions of folk psychology. That is, the object of philosophical interest just is the common 

sense notion of folk psychology.90  Second, much of the work regarding folk psychology is 

effectively a descriptive project that aims to understand exactly how folk psychology is used by 

the folk. That is, philosophers are not interested in some important normative question about how 

one ought to navigate the social domain, but rather how exactly it is that we do navigate the 

social domain. Importantly, experimental philosophers interested in folk psychology have the 

exact same purpose; they are also interested in the descriptive project of understanding how 

people think about people. In this way, and as we will see in more detail below, the relevance of 

experimental philosophy to folk psychology, and really philosophy of mind more broadly, is 

markedly different than the project that we have just explored above. 

3.4 – Folk Psychology and the Experimental Method 

The philosophy of mind is similar to other areas of philosophy in that it typically relies heavily 

on thought experiments. No discussion of the possibility of artificial intelligence would be 

complete without considering Searle’s (1980) Chinese Room thought experiment as a probe 

designed to illicit intuitions denying the plausibility of a rule following system possessing 

                                                           
90 This may also be true for moral philosophy as well. For example, moral philosophers may tend to prefer a 

normative ethical theory that is closely related to common sense morality and so in this sense, these philosophers 

may too be very much interested in folk morality. 
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understanding. Similarly, no discussion of functionalism would be complete without considering 

Block’s (1978) China Brain thought experiment as a way to highlight the counterintuitive and 

potentially implausible implications of multiple realizability. In fact, I suspect you would be hard 

pressed to pick up an introductory textbook to philosophy of mind that was not riddled with 

thought experiments designed to probe for particular intuitions as evidence for or against a 

broader theory of mind, consciousness, perception etc.  

 However, philosophy of mind may be different from many other areas of philosophy in 

that it is often more closely associated with common sense issues and our own personal 

experience with being a mental, conscious thing. If our intuition probes are about “what it is 

like” to have a mental experience, this is something we all share and we all directly experience. 

So when Chalmers (1995) writes about the qualitative experience associated with the whir of 

information processing his cognitive system is undergoing, his claim that “[t]his subjective 

aspect is experience” (Chalmers, p.10, emphasis added), is a claim not about his own experience 

as a trained philosopher, but the experience of all of us where we all have access to our own 

subjective experiences. Similarly, when Searle (1994) asserts that one of the “simple and obvious 

truths about the mind” is that “[w]e all have inner subjective qualitative states of consciousness” 

(Searle, p. xi) he is, again, not making a statement only about his own inner subjective qualitative 

experience, but is making a claim that “we all” have this experience. Presumably then, when a 

hypothetical thought experiment is constructed to solicit intuitions regarding conscious 

experience, perception etc. it is meant to solicit the same intuitions from all of us who share in 

this conscious experience.91  

                                                           
91 Of course it could be argued that there is some skill involved in analyzing one’s own subjective experience 

carefully enough to understand and notice the fine distinctions philosophers tend to make. Indeed there is some 

evidence that introspective training leads to improved accuracy with respect to some elements of subjective 

experience (see for example, Fox, Zakarauskas, Dixon, Ellamil, Thompson, & Christoff, 2012). However, it is not 
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Justin Sytsma and Edouard Machery (2010) have collected a catalogue of quotations, 

including those above, regarding subjective experience to demonstrate that there is an obvious 

linkage between the philosophical and the common sense conceptions of mental experience. That 

is, that philosophers explicitly and purposely make reference to common sense conceptions of 

mental experience in their philosophical endeavours, stating that their project is a common sense 

project. For example, Block (2004) refers not to a philosophical conception of subjective 

experience, but rather the “common-sense conception of subjective experience” (p.785). 

Similarly, Dennett (2005) speaks of our folk theory of consciousness as something that is picked 

up “in the course of our enculturation” (pp.26-27), and Patricia Churchland (1988) explicitly 

states that she is interested in “the old folk notion of consciousness” (p.302), while even Alvin 

Goldman (1993) sets his sights on “the folk-psychological notion of phenomenal consciousness” 

(p.364). These quotations are striking in that they immediately and inseparably tie the 

philosophical and common sense projects together. The object of interest for these philosophers 

is not just some philosopher’s creation, but a concept, theory, or experience we all share and all 

have.92  

                                                           
clear whether the results of the aforementioned experiment apply to the entire domain of subjective experience or 

just the one element of experience examined in the experiment, namely introspective awareness of tactile sensitivity 

in the body. Additionally, if we admit that skill is in fact associated with improved accuracy or understanding with 

respect to one’s subjective experience this could mean that we are now no longer trying to describe a common sense 

experience. Indeed, training or skill to this degree is exactly what the ‘common sense’ or ‘everyday’ designation is 

supposed to avoid. Whether the wedge between a skilled and common sense notion of experience has philosophical 

relevance is a question beyond the scope of this project and is not crucial to the more central claim of this section; 

that when trying to understand folk psychology we cannot try to carve our project off from the common sense 

project. I will, however, concede that it could turn out that subjective experience is less strongly associated with the 

common sense project than folk psychology is.  
92 It might be worth noting that many of these philosophers rely on their intuitions or their personal subjective 

experience to answer some important normative questions about subjective experience or consciousness in general, 

but that they are doing this in a way that necessarily ties their project to the common sense notion of subjective 

experience.  In this way, the intuition or reflective practice plays the same role as Goldman’s appeal to everyday 

thought and language. What is important is that unlike epistemologists who might ultimately drive a wedge between 

the common sense and philosophical notions of knowledge, these philosophers of mind are committed to the 

common sense notion in a way that makes driving a similar wedge less plausible. This will become more evident in 

the discussion that follows. 
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Sytsma and Machery catalogued these quotations to demonstrate that with respect to 

subjective experience or consciousness, philosophers of mind have effectively stated that what 

they are talking about is the same thing the folk are taking about and that there is an expected 

overlap in terms of what they are talking about and what the folk would say about the same 

concepts or experiences. On the basis of this expectation, Sytsma and Machery argue that there is 

value in assessing empirically whether the philosophical and folk concepts of subjective 

experience are aligned (Sytsma and Machery, 2010, pp.300, 320-1). The purpose here is not to 

question the use of intuitions in general,93 but rather to question whether or not the intuitions of 

philosophers line up with the intuitions of the folk. Of course, the expectation is that if 

philosophers are speaking on behalf of everyone, accessing a common sense conception of 

subjective experience, then there will be alignment between the philosophers and the folk since 

we are talking about the same thing and should generally have the same kinds of experiences. 

In case the quotes and discussion above are not sufficient to demonstrate that 

philosophers are really making a claim about the folk notion of subjective experience, Sytsma 

and Machery invited philosophers94 to participate in one of their experiments to test this claim. 

Upon completing a series of questions regarding subjective experience, philosophers were then 

asked whether they thought the folk would respond in the same way. Not surprisingly, given the 

above quotations, the philosophers in this study generally did think that the folk would give 

answers to the questions that accorded with their own answers (Sytsma and Machery, 2010, 

p.308). This result confirms the general expectation that when philosophers of mind are talking 

about subjective experience they are often explicitly and purposely talking about a common 

                                                           
93 Although Machery has been known to do so (see Machery, Mallon, Nichols & Stich, 2004).  
94 Defined as those who were completing or had completed an undergraduate degree with a major in philosophy or 

at least some graduate level courses. They also note that when the results were analyzed for only those with graduate 

training or higher, the results were unchanged. 
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sense conception and that they expect their responses to truly align with the folk conception. As 

such, philosophers think of themselves as employing their own intuitions to discover the 

common sense notion of subjective experience.95  

 The situation is very much the same and in fact much simpler when examining the 

discussion surrounding folk psychology. Because of the worries typically associated with 

experimental philosophy, Sytsma and Machery wanted to collect quotes to clearly demonstrate 

that the notion of subjective experience that was being analyzed by philosophers was the folk 

notion in order to prevent critiques from driving the type of wedge I identified above in my 

discussion of knowledge ascriptions. This connection between the philosophical and folk project 

is much more obvious when examining folk psychology than subjective experience, in part, 

because the term ‘folk psychology’ itself makes the connection that Sytma and Machery had to 

discover entirely clear in this case. As was made clear in Chapter Two, philosophers really do 

conceive of folk psychology as a ‘common sense psychology’ that is used by not just 

philosophers, but really by humanity more broadly. Fodor’s claim that “common sense 

psychology works so well it disappears” (Fodor, 1987, p. 3) is not a claim about philosophers’ 

ability to predict and explain the behaviour of other philosophers, but a claim about a common 

sense understanding of others that is used by the folk to predict and the explain the behaviour of 

themselves and others. Similarly, while he aims to argue that the practice is fraught with 

problems, Churchland sets his target squarely on a “commonsense conception of psychological 

phenomena” (Churchland, 1981, p.67) anchoring his project to the “average person” 

(Churchland, 1981, p.68). Later he refers to folk psychology as being “a framework of concepts, 

                                                           
95 For the interested reader, it is worth noting that the intuitions do not align. The results of Sytsma & Machery’s 

(2010) research suggests that the folk and philosophers have significantly different conceptions of subjective 

experience. 
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roughly adequate to the demands of everyday life” (Churchland, 1989, p. 225, emphasis added). 

Analogously, Dennett (1987) refers to folk psychology as something “familiar to us since 

childhood and used effortlessly by us all every day” (p.7). Again, he is talking about all of us, not 

just philosophers. As a final example, in Goldman’s (2006) defense of a hybrid view of 

simulation theory he sets his sights on everyone, noting that “[p]eople attribute to self and others 

a host of mental states” (Goldman, p.1). While examples could be produced almost ad nauseam 

two more taken from the introductory texts on the philosophy of mind that we explored in 

Chapter Two will make the point: 

“Much of our ordinary psychological thinking and theorizing (“commonsense” or 

“folk” psychology) involves propositional attitudes; we make use of them all the 

time to explain and predict what people will do.” (Kim, 2006, p.15)   

 

“‘Folk psychology is a conceptual framework’ and/or ‘network of principles’ 

(perhaps largely implicit) used by ordinary people to understand, explain, predict 

their own and other’s behaviour and mental states” (von Eckardt, 1994, p.300)  

 

The language could not be more plain. Summarizing decades of research on the topic and 

presenting this view for a new breed of philosopher, Kim unequivocally refers to folk 

psychology as a common sense theory and von Eckardt explicitly refers to ‘folk psychology’ as 

being used by “ordinary people”. 

 These quotations are analogous to those catalogued by Sytsma and Machery regarding 

subjective experience. Again, they are striking in that they immediately and inseparably tie the 

philosophical and common sense projects together. As such, the object of interest is not some 

philosopher’s creation, but a common sense theory that we all share and all use. These 

philosophers, who are fairly representative of the prominent and traditional construal of folk 

psychology, have all made an expressed commitment to trying to understand the common sense 
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conception of folk psychology and thus, a commitment to articulating the nature of folk 

psychology as practiced and used by the folk. 

 This commitment is also demonstrated when we observe that much of the debate around 

folk psychology has been a debate regarding the cognitive mechanisms that underlie the folk 

psychological framework. That is, much of the debate regarding folk psychology has been over 

the attempts made to articulate the psychological mechanisms by which we successfully utilize 

our folk psychology. Traditionally, as we saw in Chapter Two, this has meant postulating the 

mechanisms by which we predict and explain the behaviour of others using folk psychology. 

Whether the mechanisms posited are founded in a theoretical analysis or based on a simulative 

account of folk psychology, there is a clear commitment to the attempt to understand exactly 

how it is that the folk engage in the practice; it is a claim about the actual practice of the folk.  

Therefore, these philosophers are not merely speaking about a philosophical concept, framework, 

or theory that the folk may be using or that they ought to be using;96 they are not merely 

interested in some philosopher’s term of art. They are interested in and speaking explicitly about 

the folk concept, framework, or theory. 

 Similar to the analysis of Sytsma and Machery, with respect to folk psychology the 

philosopher’s reflection on this practice97 or their intuitions about some folk psychological 

concept, is meant to say something about the practice itself as used by the folk. As such, there is 

an expected overlap in the judgments philosophers make regarding folk psychology and those 

                                                           
96 Although understanding what framework ought to be used may be a worthy project, it just simply is not the 

project these philosophers are interested in. 
97 I should note that it’s not really clear whether the word ‘intuition’ appropriately applies in the domain of folk 

psychology. It might be fairer to say that philosophers are merely reflecting on their own practice with folk 

psychology and reflecting on their observations of others. As such, it may not be appropriate to use the word 

intuition. Because I have used this term above and because this term has been used throughout experimental 

philosophy and philosophy more generally to mean a variety of things, I will continue to use it with the caveat that 

with respect to folk psychology it may not be the most suitable word. 
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that the folk would make in similar situations. I admit, however, that I do not have empirical 

evidence like Sytsma and Machery that explicitly catches philosophers expressing this 

expectation.98 However, the quotes above and the debates regarding folk psychology 

demonstrate this commitment clearly enough to continue. More importantly, if this claim is true 

of subjective experience I cannot imagine how it would not be true of folk psychology since the 

former is a much more challenging and difficult notion to understand and the latter really is a 

common, everyday practice. To summarize, philosophers interested in folk psychology are 

making claims that are meant to illuminate something about this real and practically utilized 

framework. In this way, the philosopher interested in folk psychology is very much engaged in a 

descriptive project about how the folk do navigate the social domain. 

 This commitment aligns the philosophical project with the common sense project in a 

way that gives credence to the use of experimental philosophy to investigate whether or not these 

two projects are in fact aligned; whether the expected overlap in the descriptive project is in fact 

present. Experimental philosophy applied to the domain of folk psychology, as we will see in the 

coming chapters, is generally aimed at understanding how the folk (not philosophers) use folk 

psychology. In particular, experimental philosophers frequently develop studies to explore the 

attributive practices of the folk when it comes to core folk psychological concepts such as belief, 

desire, causal responsibility, and intention. Again, the goal here is not to question the use of 

intuitions in general, but rather to explore how the folk utilize this framework and to then draw 

conclusions regarding the nature of the framework on the basis of this investigation. In effect, 

                                                           
98 I do have anecdotal evidence in the opposite direction, however. Upon completing one of the surveys that I will 

review in Chapter Five, one of the respondents approached me to ask more about the research. Upon explaining the 

philosophical point of view and how I was testing this view through the survey he answered, the respondent was 

honestly surprised that any philosopher would say anything different than his response to the survey. In other words, 

this respondent expected philosophers to embrace the folk understanding of the concept in question. 
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experimental philosophy applied to folk psychology really is very much just like a social 

psychological endeavour aimed at understanding how the folk use folk psychology and 

understand one another. Because experimental philosophy helps to reveal the nature of folk 

psychology, or at least some aspects of it, we can use these results to explore whether there is in 

fact the expected overlap between the philosophical and common sense conceptions of this 

common sense practice. In other words, because the philosopher interested in folk psychology is 

engaged in a descriptive project, and because experimental philosophers interested in folk 

psychology are also engaged in the same descriptive project, there is significant value in 

exploring how experimental philosophy can be used to investigate folk psychology. In effect, 

experimental philosophy helps us to empirically verify (or discredit) the armchair musings of 

philosophers interested in this real world practice. Without evaluating the philosophical project 

through this lens, how are we to be at all confident that we have actually come to understand 

how the folk understand each other?99 After all, it is not guaranteed that what the philosopher 

says and what the folk do will be aligned,100 or at least this is an empirical question that needs to 

be answered by empirical means. 

                                                           
99 One commentator has noted that experiment is not necessary so long as you know how to use the word. So when 

psychologists investigate memory, they start with the folk concept without first soliciting intuitions about this 

concept. I think there is some merit to this concern, but I think that the psychologist’s position is somewhat different 

than the philosopher’s. While psychologists may start with a folk concept without soliciting intuitions about the 

concept itself, they are often engaged in an empirical endeavour that is very much anchored to the folk concept of 

memory (insofar as the folk are participants in their research). As such, I suspect that if the psychologist’s version of 

the folk concept was significantly out of line with the way in which the folk were using the term, they might come to 

discover this through their empirical endeavours. Moreover, I suspect that psychologists would be open to 

modifying their concept of memory if it significantly departed from the folk concept, or at least recognize that they 

are now talking about different concepts. The situation is very different for philosophers interested in folk 

psychology. They are not (typically) engaged in empirical investigations regarding how the folk use the framework 
and it is not clear whether they can separate their project from the folk project or whether they would be willing to 

revise their theory on the basis of empirical evidence challenging their view. 
100 If anything, all of the experimental evidence collected and recounted in the earlier sections of this Chapter detail 

that often philosophers and the folk do not agree or at least there are significant variances between them. What a 

philosopher finds to be intuitive may not actually be intuitive to the folk. 
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It should be clear then that there are important differences between experimental 

philosophy applied to folk psychology and experimental philosophy as traditionally portrayed 

and as explored above. The purpose of exploring the results of experimental philosophy as it 

pertains to folk psychology is not to question the general use of philosophers’ intuitions in 

answering important normative questions such as how we should go about attributing beliefs and 

desires. Moreover, the purpose of exploring the results of experimental philosophy as it pertains 

to folk psychology is not to question the use itself of philosophers’ intuitions regarding folk 

psychology. This project is not an inherently skeptical project with the aim to significantly revise 

the philosophical method. Rather, the purpose of exploring the results of experimental 

philosophy as they pertain to folk psychology is simply to test whether the intuitions of the 

philosopher match those of the folk. Or put another way, to see whether the descriptive project 

that these philosophers have undertaken is at all reflective of the practice it is supposed to be 

capturing and if not, ultimately help to formulate an accurate view of the practice. As it applies 

to folk psychology, experimental philosophy is really much more of a positive project. 

Above I questioned the relevance of variation and instability in folk intuitions when 

trying to answer tough normative questions like which beliefs we should have. I noted that it 

may be possible to drive a wedge between, for example, the philosophical and folk concept of 

knowledge. In particular, when thinking about what ought to be the case I noted that 

philosophical training and skill might actually be relevant considerations. However, a similar 

wedge cannot be driven between the philosophical and folk notion of folk psychology. To put it 

as plainly as possible, the whole discipline has the term folk squarely positioned in the name of 

the framework. If philosophers do seek to distance themselves from the common sense project, 

then they have effectively removed the folk from folk psychology and would ultimately be 
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investigating some version of a philosopher’s psychology.101 This may be a fine move in 

principle, but it would significantly change the discourse and reframe the object of interest to 

something much different than what philosophers have been claiming to study. Moreover, taking 

this move seriously would significantly undermine much of the debate regarding folk psychology 

that has been undertaken for the past few decades. As such, this move might ultimately be a 

foolish one as it pushes us into a new territory that bears nearly no relation to where we started 

and why we engaged in this discussion in the first place. In this respect, our investigations into 

folk psychology are intimately and necessarily tied to the common sense concept, framework or 

theory. Importantly, this difference between folk psychology and other domains of philosophy 

firmly secures the relevance and applicability of experimental philosophy to the discussion. 

Philosophers interested in folk psychology are effectively engaged in an attempt to reveal the 

nature and structure of a real-world framework or, to borrow a phrase and analogy, a “proto-

scientific project modeled on the Chomskyan tradition in linguistics” (Machery et al., 2004, p. 

B9). The goal is not to prescribe a particular framework, but to discover the framework and 

experimental philosophy helps us to assess whether the model created is empirically adequate. 

3.5 – The Empirical Lens 

The use of experimental philosophy to understand folk psychology is really just one component 

of the broader empirical lens through which philosophical analyses of folk psychology can and 

should be evaluated. Thus, the results of experimental philosophy are no different than any other 

source of empirical evidence that is used to support, reject, or test a particular conception or view 

of folk psychology; it is no different than, for example, the relevance of psychology, and in 

                                                           
101 This is analogous to the skilled or trained version of subjective experience mentioned above.  
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particular cognitive psychology and social psychology, social science, and neuroscience to the 

discussion of folk psychology.   

 The use of an empirical lens in general, however, comes with a whole lot less baggage 

than experimental philosophy. That is, the particular type of experimentalism, the radical nature 

of experimental philosophy, the ‘new car smell’, and the typical ways in which it is employed 

make it worth a significant treatment that the general use of an empirical lens does not need. In 

contrast, the use of empirical evidence in philosophy more generally is quite frequent and is not 

lost on all philosophers. This is especially true for those working in the philosophy of mind and 

then again, especially among those working on issues related to folk psychology.  

 In fact, using well established domains102 of empirical inquiry to investigate, support, or 

reject particular views about folk psychology is quite common practice among philosophers. 

Fodor (1998) argues that a computational account of cognition, or the representational theory of 

mind, will vindicate his account of folk psychology; firmly putting his faith in cognitive science 

and psychology and relying on the empirical sciences to support his view. Whereas in his 

rejection of folk psychology as a viable theory about the mind, Churchland relied first on 

neuroscience (1981) and later on the connectionist paradigm that emerged in cognitive science 

and artificial intelligence research (1989). More directly, proponents of simulation theory relied 

extensively on developments in neuroscience to argue in favour of their view. In particular, 

Gallese and Goldman (1998) attempted to demonstrate how mirror neurons103 provide scientific 

                                                           
102 As noted above, this could include psychology, and in particular cognitive psychology and social psychology, 

social science, and neuroscience and is in contrast to experimental philosophy which is still fairly new and still 

developing in sophistication and approach. 
103 Mirror neurons are those neurons in the brain that are activated both when witnessing someone else’s behaviour 

and when engaging in that behaviour myself. A great example is when pain neurons fire in our brain while we watch 

someone else get injured. What is perhaps most interesting about these neurons is the fact that while they fire, the 

same behaviour is not produced in us. So while I see someone get hit in the arm, neurons in my brain will fire as 

though I’ve been hit in the arm there is no pain reaction associated with the firing of these neurons.  
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vindication of the cognitive mechanisms required for simulation theory; in particular, empathy. 

But proponents of a theory-based analysis of our folk psychological competence also appealed to 

research in developmental psychology, including that of Wimmer and Perner (1983) or Alison 

Gopnik and colleagues (e.g. Gopnik and Wellman, 1992), to demonstrate that children operated 

much like a little scientist navigating the social world by constructing theories about mental 

states. Moreover, philosophers often engaged with the empirical research of Premack and 

Woodruff (1978) and their attempt to answer whether chimpanzees have a theory of mind. More 

recently, Nichols and Stich (2003) relied extensively on Alan Leslie’s (see for example, Leslie, 

1987) research into pretence to help them confirm that the hybrid (simulation and theory based) 

cognitive architecture they postulate is correct. But Goldman (2006) articulates the expectation 

that philosophers interested in folk psychology must appeal to empirical evidence most strongly 

stating that “[s]erious students of the field cannot ignore any of these disciplines, because each 

contributes valuable insights” (p.4) and includes philosophical, psychological, and 

neuroscientific evidence into his account of folk psychology. 

 Each of these examples clearly demonstrates that philosophers interested in folk 

psychology are not afraid of and often welcome the opportunity to appeal to empirical evidence 

in their investigation. This is likely due to the descriptive nature of the project where there is 

significant value in ensuring that their armchair reflections and reasoning align with empirical 

evidence that is being collected regarding the practice of describing and interpreting the 

behaviour of others. As such, the use of the empirical lens in general is not unusual when 

evaluating the claims of philosophers regarding folk psychology. 

 In this way, my use of the empirical lens in the following chapters is not new and should 

be fairly non-controversial since it has been used by many before me. Most importantly, as I 



82 
 

argued above it is an empirical question whether the philosophical and common sense projects 

are aligned and the empirical lens will help us to answer this question. This applies whether the 

source of evidence is experimental philosophy or the more established domains of empirical 

inquiry I spoke of above. What is new, however, is the question that I’m trying to answer by 

using the empirical lens. While the philosophers quoted above have relied on a variety of sources 

of empirical evidence to evaluate the mechanisms that underlie our folk psychological 

competence, I am using the empirical lens to investigate a question that is one step prior in the 

investigation. That is, I shift the focus one step back and use empirical evidence to test the 

assumptions under which these philosophers have been working: assumptions regarding the 

purpose and goals of the folk psychological practice. It is this shift that is fairly new and where 

some resistance may be felt. But just as it is an empirical question whether our folk 

psychological practices are supported by a theoretical competence or simulation based 

mechanism, whether the goal of folk psychology is to provide quasi-scientific explanations and 

predictions of behaviour is also an empirical question. In other words, it is an empirical question 

whether or not the folk use folk psychology with the same purpose that philosophers say they 

do.104 

 As such, the use of an empirical lens to evaluate the assumptions that underlie the 

traditional and prominent construal of folk psychology is consistent with the approach taken by 

other philosophers interested in folk psychology. What is new in what follows is the question 

that is being analyzed and the use of experimental philosophy to supplement the investigation. 

However, in both cases there is nothing inappropriate about the move. Experimental philosophy 

                                                           
104 It is worth emphasizing that this is not to say that we should merely ask the folk what the purpose of folk 

psychology is. But rather, to examine empirical evidence regarding the practice itself and assess whether this 

empirical evidence is consistent with the presumed goals of folk psychology. Put another way, we should 

empirically investigate the practice itself and see what this reveals about the function of folk psychology. 
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is just a subset of the broader empirical lens, and using empirical evidence to evaluate claims 

regarding folk psychology is entirely appropriate and common.  

3.6 – Conclusion 

I’ve said all of this with great force, as I am concerned that there will be some resistance among 

more traditional philosophers regarding the extent to which I am relying on empirical evidence 

and the types of empirical evidence that I am relying on. Much of what I have argued for will 

come as no surprise to some readers, in fact, it may be completely obvious. If that’s the case, all 

the better for what follows. However, given that the goal of this project is to significantly 

undermine core assumptions that are held and have been held by a significant number of 

philosophers for some time, it was necessary to take the time to justify the use of an empirical 

lens in this particular philosophical investigation. Moreover, given that experimental philosophy 

will play a central role in this evaluation and it is often viewed negatively by many philosophers, 

it was necessary to take the time to both examine this methodology in general and then justify 

the applicability of this approach to the domain of folk psychology. 

In closing, it is worth noting that while experimental philosophy is often associated with 

a very specific skeptical and negative project and that while my project is primarily a critical 

one, the empirical evidence explored in the coming chapters can be used to help shine a light on 

the positive project that stems from this work. In other words, the empirical evidence we will 

explore in the coming chapters provides the foundation for a positive story that has yet to be 

fully developed in the literature. It forces us to conceive of folk psychology in a new light, and 

provides us the foundational evidence we need when developing this new theory.105 At this point 

                                                           
105 This again separates experimental philosophy as applied to folk psychology from the experimental philosophy 

project we explored above. Most notably, some critiques think that if the arguments of experimental philosophy are 

correct that this risks a form of global skepticism about human knowledge (see for example Williamson, 2007). In 
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we’ve reviewed what philosophers think about folk psychology and why empirical evidence is so 

important to this project. So, without further ado, let’s look through the empirical lens and find 

out how the folk use folk psychology.  

  

                                                           
response to this concern, some experimental philosophers have made an attempt to limit the implications of their 

project and avoid this extreme of a conclusion (see for example Weinberg, 2007). 
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Chapter Four: The Psychological, Social & Cultural Underpinnings of Folk Psychology 
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4.1 – Introduction 

In the previous chapter I set the stage for investigating folk psychology empirically and in 

particular, investigations done under the umbrella of experimental philosophy. These studies will 

be explored at length in the next chapter as they typically focus on the operation of individual 

folk psychological concepts. In this chapter I want to start with a wider look at the empirical 

evidence available to philosophers interested in folk psychology. In particular, the evidence we 

will explore in this chapter comes from a range of disciplines including social psychology and 

even behavioural economics. The aim of this chapter is to highlight two often related findings 

that emerge from an empirical investigation of our folk psychological and related practices. First, 

the results explored below suggest that we are not nearly as good as we (and philosophers) think 

we are at predicting and explaining behaviour. Second, and more importantly for the purposes of 

this project, it appears that there are a variety of considerations beyond the scope of quasi-

scientific explanation and prediction that influence the way we construct, use and digest folk 

psychological stories.  

We begin with some historical examples from psychology and behavioural economics 

that highlight psychological biases that impact the way we recall and utilize information and that 

affect our decision-making. I present these examples as fuel for the fire that is going to grow 

over this and the next chapter, to introduce the reader to the ways in which our folk 

psychological practices might fail or be open to influence, and to set the stage for a review of the 

confabulation literature. Here we’ll discover that our folk psychological competence is not 

always equipped to identify the underlying causes of our behaviour. However, in spite of this 

failure, we confidently offer up robust and creative explanations of our behaviour. Importantly, 

the fact that we offer these fictions as explanations creates a gap in our understanding of what 
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exactly people are doing when they explain behaviour. What leads us to fail to provide accurate 

explanations and yet provide creative and confidently asserted explanations? There must be 

something that is shaping our practice and it is this something that we need to identify if we are 

to understand how folk psychology is deployed in practice and the goals we are trying to achieve 

when using folk psychology. 

To begin to understand what could be happening when we construct explanations and 

predictions of behaviour, we’ll explore the role that both social and cultural considerations play 

in shaping the explanations and predictions we provide. In particular, we’ll review empirical 

evidence that suggests that one’s folk psychology is significantly shaped by both one’s social and 

cultural environment. This research shows that folk psychology is not a universally shared 

framework that is applied the same way in all cases by all people and that different social and 

cultural environments set different standards for the production and consumption of folk 

psychological explanations and predictions of behaviour.  

If this is true, then our folk psychological practices are beholden to a host of cultural and 

social considerations that, importantly, need not be aligned with the characterization of folk 

psychology that we explored in Chapter Two. More specifically, the cultural and social 

considerations that shape our folk psychological practice need not be tied up with or limited by 

the goal of providing explanations and predictions of behaviour that are quasi-scientific in 

nature. A full discussion and argument regarding the implications of these empirical findings will 

be advanced in Chapter Six. For now I raise these suggestions to put the evidence below in 

context and prepare the reader for the forthcoming argument. 
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4.2 – Psychological Biases 

The psychological research literature is filled with studies that explore psychological biases that 

affect our decision-making or the way in which we utilize and deploy information. More often 

than not the point of this research is to highlight some strange fact about human psychology that 

has implications for how we make decisions or use and assess information. The relationship 

between this research and folk psychology may not be obvious at first, but I think there are 

relevant links between how we make decisions and process information and how we make 

judgments about others and their behaviours, that warrants an investigation of this research as we 

investigate folk psychology. 

First, traditionally construed, folk psychology just is a tool for helping us to explain and 

predict how people do or will think, reason, and decide. Any empirical evidence regarding how it 

is that we actually go about doing these activities has bearing on our investigation of a practice 

that has the aim of explaining and predicting these activities.106  

Second, and more importantly for my purposes in this chapter and in particular this 

section, folk psychology is itself a decision-making and reasoning process. When we engage in 

folk psychology we input information and make decisions about how to ascribe or not ascribe 

beliefs, desires, intentions etc. to ourselves and others. How we recall, rely on, prioritize and 

more generally utilize information in decision-making will impact the way we make decisions as 

we attempt to explain and predict behaviour.  If this research reveals something about our 

psychological make-up that would also apply to our folk psychological practices, then we have 

                                                           
106 This harks back to a point I made in Fn. 15 of Chapter Two. There I noted that our contemporary notions of folk 

psychology can be traced back to and through the work of Aristotle, Hume, and Davidson. These philosophers and 

their work in the philosophy of action (how we reason and decide to act) has significantly shaped our contemporary 

notions of folk psychology. As such, an investigation into how we actually reason and decide is relevant to our 

discussion. 
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reason to investigate it. More specifically and as we will see, the quirks of reasoning and 

decision-making highlighted below help to demonstrate that perhaps we are not as good at folk 

psychology as we have been assumed to be and that perhaps we are not using folk psychology in 

a way that is consistent with the principles or expectations of a scientific endeavour.107 At a 

minimum, I will argue, these studies hint at the suggestion that when we engage in folk 

psychological practices, the information we use in our practices may be less than a complete 

story108 and this suggestion will set the stage for the empirical research explored in the following 

sections. 

So how exactly is information relevant for decision-making recalled and deployed? In 

particular, is all information recalled with equal ease and do we deploy all information from 

different sources with the same carefulness?  As it turns out, the answer to these questions 

appears to be no. A number of studies have shown that as we face opportunities to deploy 

information we tend to rely on the information that is most available to us on the assumption that 

this is something we have experienced most often.109 However, it turns out, this information is 

often not that which we have experienced most often. This observation has become known as the 

availability heuristic or availability bias and it can play out in a number of ways. Often what is 

most available to recall is that which is most salient or that which leaves the greatest impact on 

                                                           
107 There is a sense as well, as to whether or not the view of folk psychology discussed in Chapter Two is 

psychologically possible or likely. It could be that our cognitive system is built in such a way that the robustly 

explanatory and predictive characterization of folk psychology does not actually accord with the way that our 

cognitive system recalls and deploys information. This is not to say that these biases cannot be overcome, just that 

our default is not necessarily as is assumed. 
108 This has implications whether or not, for example, the mechanisms that underlie our folk psychological 

competencies are theory based or simulation based. If we attribute mental states on the basis of a theoretical 

competence, then our practice will be affected by how we process the information that feeds into our theoretical 

competence. Alternatively, if we attribute mental states to others on the basis of a simulation of our own decision-

making, our simulation will be influenced by any quirks in our own information processing. In both cases, how we 

utilize or recall information can significantly impact our practices, and as discussed below, these tendencies may 

give rise to errors in our attribution practices. 
109 A fairly intuitive and natural suggestion. Information that we’re most able to recall could presumably be 

information that we hear or read most often. This frequency increases familiarity and thus recall. 
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us; not necessarily that which is experienced most frequently. Similarly, the vividness of the 

experience also impacts our ability to recall it; a strong experience is just easier to remember and 

so is more readily available to recall. In contrast, experiences that are less impactful tend to fade 

to the background and become more difficult to recall. 

 Tversky and Kahneman (1973) helped to reveal this bias through a great experiment 

asking participants to determine what is more common in the English language, words that begin 

with the letter r or words that have r as the third letter. This is a challenging task, but the strategy 

any of us would deploy to answer it is clear.110 We would simply start thinking about words that 

start with r and those that have r as the third letter. I’m sure many reading this have already 

started to try coming up with words that start with r and those that have r as the third letter. No 

doubt, those who have tried have noticed that thinking of words that start with the letter r while 

prone to instances of mental blocks, is not nearly as difficult as thinking of words whose third 

letter is r. As such, you may conclude that words starting with r are more common than those 

that have r as the third letter since they are more readily available to you and thus, must be 

something you experience with more frequency. In fact, Tverksy and Kahneman’s research 

confirmed that people tend to reason in just this way.111 Unfortunately, the availability heuristic 

has steered us in the wrong direction since words starting with the letter r are actually less 

common than words with r as the third letter (Tversky and Kahneman, 1973, pp.210-212).  

Another way in which this bias can manifest is with respect to assessments of quantitative 

and qualitative data. Let’s say you’re purchasing a new TV. You’ve reviewed a host of data 

                                                           
110 At least Tversky & Kahnemann present this as the most obvious route to the solution. I admit that I too explored 

this solution when first presented with the test. 
111 While not everyone concluded that words starting with the letter r were more common than words with r as the 

third letter, a significant majority of the participants did come to this conclusion (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973, 

p.212). 
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online and have looked through Consumers Report to access fairly unbiased and objective 

assessments of each TV you’re considering.112 Now suppose your neighbour catches wind that 

you’re shopping for a new TV and gives a horrendous review of her own experience with one of 

the TVs you’re thinking of purchasing. Which information source do you think will sway your 

decision more? As it turns out, we are systematically prone to lean towards the qualitative 

information because it is simply more salient. For example, a study conducted by Borgida and 

Nisbett (1977) demonstrated that students who reviewed evaluations of university courses 

consolidated from hundreds of class evaluations but also heard from a small panel of students 

were more influenced by the small handful of voices than the more reliable quantitative data. 

These handful of voices are simply more salient or vivid and so influenced the decision-making 

process far more than the quantitative data in spite of the obvious difference in reliability 

between the two data points.113, 114 

 These results demonstrate something general about the way in which we utilize 

information, but have implications for how folk psychology is deployed in practice. If we are 

ascribing mental states to others and ourselves, this practice will be significantly influenced by 

the way we recall information. Suppose that we’ve heard from a number of people that John is a 

really great guy who is regularly doing nice and generous things for people (i.e. a quantitative 

data set). But then we encounter John for the first time and he’s short and rude with us (i.e. 

qualitative data point). Which information source is going to play a larger role in how we ascribe 

                                                           
112 Adapted from Nisbett, Borgida, Crandall, & Reed (1976) who investigate the same type of story with respect to 

cars and Schwartz (2004) who recounts this research. 
113 I saw this play out all the time in my experience as a public opinion and program evaluation researcher. While I 

specialized in quantitative research, my clients would often want to add qualitative questions to their research or 

simply engage in qualitative research projects. For the most part, this research actually provided us with the least 

amount of information, but the information it did provide was salient and impactful. One comment from a 

stakeholder could often overshadow a few data points captured from multiple respondents.  
114 For a more detailed discussion of the ways in which we are susceptible to the availability heuristic in social 

situations see Nisbett & Ross (1980). 
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mental states to John in order to explain or predict his behaviour at some later point? If the 

availability heuristic is right, chances are that our own personal experience (although unique) 

may play a larger role in how we come to understand John’s behaviour on that day because it is 

most salient and most vivid. Worse, explanations and predictions made on the basis of this more 

salient and vivid data point, may differ significantly from those generated on the basis of the 

larger data set and risk being less accurate as a result115 giving us reason to wonder whether we 

are as good at explaining and predicting behaviour as has been assumed. 

Not only, however, is information recall biased, it appears that how questions or 

decisions are framed can significantly change the way we select and use information to provide 

an answer or make a decision. Consider the following scenario. Parents, set for divorce, are 

fighting for sole-custody of their only child. Parent A is of average income, average health, 

works an average number of hours, has a reasonable rapport with the child and has a relatively 

stable social life. Parent B on the other hand, has an above-average income, minor health 

problems, travels a lot for work, has a very close relationship with the child and an extremely 

active social life. Who should we award custody to?  

A study by Shafir, Simonson and Tversky (1993) showed that nearly two-thirds (64%) of 

respondents would award custody to Parent B (p.16). While Parent A was average in many ways, 

Parent B had two very positive features which must have been zeroed in on as relevant factors 

during the decision-making process and these factors outweighed the three negative features also 

associated with this parent.116  

                                                           
115 The ideas being hinted at here re-appear in Section 4.3 below when I speak to the research conducted by Knobe 

& Malle (2002) which explores how negative or positive perceptions of a person can significantly alter the types of 

explanations we provide for their behaviour. 
116 This is an interesting observation on the way in which information is selected in itself, but the point I’m more 

interested in follows shortly. 
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Suppose the question was reframed not in terms of who should be awarded sole-custody, 

but who should be denied sole-custody. It turns out that answers to this question are quite 

different than the positively valenced version. In fact, under this scenario just over one-half 

(55%) would have awarded custody to Parent B, a significant decline in support (Shafir et al., 

1993, p.16). The point of this experiment is to show that when faced with a decision we often 

latch on to whatever reasons we can find that will help us make our case and that this can change 

depending on how the question is framed. But the implications of this study are not limited to 

just the case at hand. 

While these studies do not specifically address our folk psychological practices of 

producing explanations and predictions, or attributing folk psychological concepts to ourselves 

or others, the findings are pertinent to these practices. In particular, if how a question is framed 

impacts how we supply an answer, we can expect to see the same effect in folk psychology. That 

is, predictions of how a person will act could vary significantly depending on how the question is 

posed to the predictor. If folk psychology is subject to framing effects, it suggests that the folk 

can be divergent in their production of explanations and predictions and that someone117 will 

likely be wrong in their explanation or prediction. This again, should lead us to wonder whether 

or not we are as good at explaining and predicting behaviour as has been assumed by the 

tradition. 

It turns out as well, that simply being required to articulate the reasons for a decision can 

have an impact on how decisions are made. A study conducted by Wilson et al. (1993) asked 

college students to choose between five different posters, some comical and some works of fine 

art. Results of the study suggested that on the whole students preferred the works of art to the 

                                                           
117 And in some instances, perhaps everyone. 
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more comical posters, unless, they were asked to explicitly write down what they liked or did not 

like about each poster (Wilson et al., 1993, p.334). In this scenario participants tended to favour 

and take home the more comical posters over the fine works of art when compared to those who 

did not have to write out reasons for favouring or not any of the posters. But what is perhaps 

most telling, respondents who had to write down their reasons were less satisfied with their 

choice one week later (Wilson et al., 1993, p.334).  

The hypothesis here is that when forced to write down reasons for liking or not liking 

something, we may have a hard time articulating our precise preferences or reasons for the 

decision. It’s not, I’m sure we will all admit, always easy to really know why we choose as we 

do. But, being forced to provide some reasons in writing leads us to grasp at those reasons that 

are most readily available to us and that appear to adequately explain our decision. It is easier, 

we might expect, to find these reasons for the funny posters since they are more tangible: it made 

me smile, the joke was funny, I liked the image, etc. In contrast, it is much more difficult to 

assess the reasons for the pleasure we find in great pieces of artwork. There is often simply an 

intangible element of the work that draws us in. 

The results of this study suggest that being forced to articulate the reasons for an action 

can change the decision-making process. Again this may have implications for how folk 

psychology is used by the folk in their day-to-day lives. First, the tendency to latch on to 

whatever reasons we can when making a decision would apply just the same when providing an 

explanation for a behaviour. We’ll latch on to whatever reasons are available to us that will help 

us provide a reasonable explanation, just as we do when we need to make a reasonable decision 

and explain this to someone. This is most obviously the case when explaining or predicting our 

own behaviour, since it mirrors the decision-making of the college students above and is also 
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evidently the case if we are simulating someone else’s behaviour by trying to imagine ourselves 

in their shoes. However, we’ll also likely butt up against the difficulty of articulating reasons 

when trying to ascribe mental states to others and so may rely on those beliefs and desires we can 

think of, rather than those that really caused the behaviour. This suggests first that our ability to 

explain and predict behaviour may be limited by our ability to identify and articulate reasons for 

behaviour, in other words, these results have implications for how successful we are at 

explaining and predicting behaviour. But these results also suggest that when explaining 

behaviour, the explanation we produce may be shaped by the act of justifying the practice itself. 

This task sets standards that we then set out118 to achieve when providing an explanation. This 

relates to the discussion below in Section 4.3 and so I leave a more comprehensive treatment of 

this suggestion to that section. 

Turning our attention back to information processing, the confirmation bias identifies a 

tendency in people to look for confirmation of our own viewpoint while simultaneously rejecting 

alternatives of equal merit. One study conducted by Lord, Ross and Lepper (1979) identified this 

bias by testing the impact of two articles with differing conclusions regarding capital 

punishment. Participants in this study were equally divided among those who supported capital 

punishment and those who did not. The group was presented with two articles recounting fake 

studies of equal merit and that were ultimately identical in every respect except the conclusion. 

One article argued in favour of capital punishment while the other argued against the practice. 

On the surface, reviewing two equally plausible articles recounting studies with contrary 

conclusions should leave a reader no better off than they were prior to reading the articles in 

                                                           
118 I say “set out”, but this practice is likely happening subconsciously or at an implicit level. Although it is likely 

that sometimes we explicitly attempt to create explanations and predictions that satisfy some standard, it is likely 

that the vast majority of our practices happen implicitly. 
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terms of being able to justify their own position. Of course, this is not what was found. In fact, 

participants in the study tended to find fault where there was none and discount the evidence of 

the article rejecting their own view. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, people left the 

study feeling more confident in their own view than they had prior to the experience. In the face 

of effectively no evidence, they found evidence to confirm and support their own view and 

rejected equally plausible evidence regarding the contrary view. 

The confirmation bias is similarly applicable to our folk psychological practices. In 

particular when faced with two alternative explanations or predictions the folk might be more 

inclined, if the confirmation bias applies, to pick the explanation or prediction that conforms with 

their knowledge of the actor119 or that favours their instinctive assumption about the reasons for 

the behaviour or about what the person will do in the future. Again, this can lead to divergent 

explanations and predictions that may be inaccurate and should lead us to question whether or 

not our folk psychological competence is as sophisticated and accurate as is assumed. 

Together these psychological biases raise the possibility that perhaps we are not as good 

at folk psychology as it has been assumed that we are.120 As it turns out, decision-making and 

information processing are actually fairly messy businesses and there are a number of ways in 

which the biases explored above could steer us away from providing explanations and 

predictions of behaviour that are accurate, consistent across time frames, consistent across 

people, and generated on the basis of careful and thoughtful analysis. Moreover, these biases and 

the resulting implications for our folk psychological practice also cast a shadow of doubt on the 

                                                           
119 As with above, this suggestion may in fact be borne out in the work of Knobe & Malle (2002), discussed below. 
120 The reader may have noticed a distinct absence in this discussion. More specifically, I have not discussed the 

fundamental attribution error and how we tend to explain behaviour on the basis of character traits and not 

situational or contextual factors. This absence is deliberate as the fundamental attribution error will be used as a 

central example in my discussion of the cultural factors that shape our folk psychological practices in Section 4.4 

below. 
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idea that when we engage in folk psychological practices that we are doing so in a way that is 

consistent or appropriately aligned with a quasi-scientific account of folk psychology.  

This is not to claim that there must always be clean overlap between the folk 

psychological and the scientific method (as noted in Chapter Two), but just to suggest that 

casting folk psychological explanations and predictions as being quasi-scientific or taking an 

even stronger position and saying that the folk are operating like scientists, may be harder to 

accept in light of all of the biases above and the negative effect they may have on the accuracy of 

our folk psychological practices. Additionally, this is not to say that these biases are 

insurmountable and that the folk are necessarily operating in a way that is different in kind from 

scientists, just to say that the difference in degree might be fairly significant leading to a practice 

that is a significant departure from where we’d like to be or where it has been assumed we are. 

Moreover, this is just the beginning of the discussion. While I think this foray into the 

psychological bias literature reveals something peculiar about our decision-making and 

information processing that has implications for our folk psychological practice, the main 

argument is yet to come. Next, we’ll look at the related psychological literature on confabulation 

to find out what exactly the folk psychological stories we’re telling ourselves and others are 

doing for us. 

4.3 – Folk Psychological Confabulation 

Telling stories is a central part of the folk psychological practice. We often tell elaborate stories 

that capture a variety of mental states and their interactions in order to explain or predict the 

behaviour of ourselves and those around us. The role of storytelling in folk psychology is so 

strong that is has led to some accounts of folk psychology that are entirely based on the 

storytelling or narrative experience. For example, Hutto (2008) goes to great lengths to make the 
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case that folk psychological concepts are not attributed by the use of a theory or by simulating 

another’s experience in oneself. Instead, he proposes that folk psychology is simply a narrative 

practice. In this one respect, Hutto is absolutely correct; our explanations and predictions are 

embedded in often quite elaborate stories. Consider a favourite example of mine and others in the 

field.121 

In the movie The Princess Bride the “genius” Vizzini goes to great lengths to out think 

The Man in Black (a.k.a. Westley) in a battle of wits. The challenge? To determine which of two 

wine glasses has had the deadly icocane powder dissolved into it and then drink from the other. 

In a memorable scene Vizzini employs folk psychology to its comical lengths in order to assess 

whether Westley has chosen to place the poisoned glass in front of himself or in front of 

Vizzini.122 Alas, despite his claim that one should “Never go against a Sicilian when death is on 

the line”, Vizzini dies as he failed to consider the possibility that Westley has developed a 

tolerance to iocane and has poisoned both cups. 

I recall this story not just because Vizzini failed in his prediction, although this helps to 

serve a general point running through this chapter, but because Vizzini goes to such great lengths 

to reason through and predict Westley’s behaviour. The comedic genius in this moment is the 

balance the writers strike between the elaborate nature of Vizzini’s prediction, the familiarity of 

the structure of prediction he made to the audience, and the ultimate failure of his prediction. 

Together these factors lead to a laugh as Vizzini falls off his stool at the end of the scene. This 

example sets the stage for what follows. As we are about to see, we often construct explanations 

                                                           
121 Kristin Andrews (2012) also makes reference to this example. 
122 In the interest of time I refer the reader to review the exchange in detail here: 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0093779/quotes?item=qt0482733  

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0093779/quotes?item=qt0482733
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and predictions of behaviour that are elaborate, but these elaborate stories are often entirely 

mistaken. 

In the late 1970’s two prominent researchers, Richard Nisbett and Timothy Wilson, 

conducted a systematic review of the confabulation literature as well as a host of their own 

studies. As a result of this research, they concluded that when we provide folk psychological 

explanations and predictions of behaviour, we rely on an implicit set of “a priori”123 causal 

relationships which express our cultural or social group commitments (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977, 

p.248).  In a sense, when we utilize folk psychological concepts in practice to explain or predict 

some behaviour, we are engaging in a social enterprise that is in many ways shaped by a pre-

established set of cultural guidelines or rules for engagement. What is most important to 

recognize about these rules of engagement, however, is that they need not necessarily produce 

folk psychologists that are scientists.124 In other words, the social enterprise and the scientific 

enterprise need not be necessarily aligned and analogously, the rules we are abiding by may not 

be concerned with providing explanations and predictions of behaviour that accurately capture 

the causes of that behaviour. Instead, these rules may be pushing us to produce accounts of 

behaviour that are in accordance with a different standard, one set by our culture or social group. 

While the confabulation literature is plentiful, a quick exploration of two studies reviewed by 

Nisbett and Wilson will help to uncover the motivation for this account of the folk psychological 

practice. 

 

                                                           
123 This is their term and I will not use it moving forward. Specifically, I find the label ‘a priori’ questionable in this 

case. Instead, moving forward I will simply examine the main claim, that our folk psychology responds to social and 

cultural considerations. 
124 Of course they could, but the point here is to just highlight the possibility that they do not. A more robust 

discussion about the relationship of these social and cultural considerations with the suggestion that we’re operating 

as scientists will be undertaken in Chapter Six. 
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4.3.1 – Monkeys Swinging Across Rivers 

Consider an experiment originally conducted in 1931 by the psychologist Maier. This study was 

designed to test our ability to report on our higher cognitive processes while we engage in the act 

of problem solving (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977, pp.240-241).  Participants were placed in a 

laboratory where they found two cords hanging from the ceiling and an array of objects such as 

poles, extension cords and clamps lying around the room. The participants were then instructed 

to tie the ends of the two cords together. Unfortunately, participants soon discovered that the 

cords were placed far enough apart in the room that you could not hold on to one and still reach 

the other. Using the various props found around the room, participants could easily find three of 

the four available solutions. Generally participants could find these three solutions with some 

ease, but they often had some difficulty figuring out the fourth and final solution on their own. 

So, after a sufficient amount of time had passed the experimenter, who would be casually 

walking around the room, would gently swing one of the two ropes setting it into motion. This 

simple cue was enough to produce a reaction in all subjects, and within 45 seconds they quickly 

tied a weight to the end of a cord, set it in motion, grabbed the other cord and waited for the 

pendulum to come back their way. After catching the swinging rope they would tie the two ends 

together and complete the task. Immediately after completing the task, participants were asked 

how they came to this solution, effectively being asked to construct an explanation of their own 

behaviour. 

Responses to this query generally came in the form, “It just dawned on me”, “It was the 

last solution available”, or “I just realized that a weight would let me swing the rope”. A 

professor of psychology, however, gave a much more elaborate response, suggesting that, 

“Having exhausted everything else, the next thing was to swing it. I thought of the situation of 
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swinging across a river. I had imagery of monkeys swinging from trees. This imagery appeared 

simultaneously with the solution. The idea appeared complete.” (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977, 

p.241)  Some explanations were rather banal, but some went to great lengths to capture the 

process that led to performing the task.  

Although explanations were provided, none of the subjects could pick out the likely real 

cause of their behaviour, namely, the cue initiated by the experimenter when he gently swung the 

cord. In response to these results, Nisbett and Wilson conclude that the subjects were simply 

unaware125 of the true causal explanation of their behaviour and yet would offer explanations 

anyway. 

4.3.2 – Nylon Preferences 

Consider another experiment. Nisbett and Wilson conducted a study where participants were 

approached in a commercial establishment under the guise of a consumer survey.  The 

participants were asked to evaluate four different garments, as well as four identical nylon 

stockings choosing their favourite. In both cases, participants did choose a favourite, even when 

they were choosing between options that were identical. However, when analyzing the data an 

interesting result appeared. The analysis showed a strong correlation between the position of the 

item and how heavily it was favoured amongst the participants.  According to the investigation, 

the right-most item was favoured the most. In fact, in the case of the identical nylons, the 

                                                           
125 Shortly we’ll review some literature discussing cultural variations in attention and the impact this has on the type 

and structure of folk psychological explanations. These results prompted me to consider that those in this early 

experiment were effectively falling victim to a blindness in their attention. As attention varies by culture, I reached 

out to Nisbett to assess the value of redoing this early experiment but with those of different cultures to explore 

whether other cultures are better suited to identify and mention this cause. In our exchange it was determined that 

there was merit to this study. Unfortunately, to my knowledge, no one has conducted this experiment and due to 

financial and logistical limitations I was not able to conduct it myself. It would be interesting to see the differences 

in explanation provided by people of different cultures in this experiment or similar experimental set-ups, and it 

would also be interesting to see if differences emerge between the explanations that actors themselves provide and 

explanations provided by external observers watching the action unfold. 
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correlation between favourability and position was four times stronger for the right-most versus 

left-most package. This is worth emphasizing. The position of the item, a rather irrelevant factor, 

was highly correlated with the level of preference reported by the participants. This is true when 

the options are identical but even when there were differences between the items that could 

encourage or detract from ratings of favourability. 

For each decision, participants were asked to report on their choice and provide reasons 

for choosing which of the items was their favourite. No one ever mentioned the position of the 

article as a factor in their choosing. This is not surprising. We are not trained to or generally 

expected to provide explanations like this. In other words, we are not trained or generally 

expected to recognize an item’s position in a line up as being relevant to our decision-making 

process regarding assessments of preference. That said, it is telling that this factor was never 

picked up on by the participants as it suggests that we may not be particularly well adapted to 

always provide explanations of our behaviour that are causally accurate since we are not well 

adapted to identify causes such as the position of an item. Even more telling, however, if it was 

suggested that the position of the item might have caused or influenced their decision, the 

participants seemed puzzled and unsure if the question was legitimate (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977, 

pp.243-244). In effect, their rejection of this cause suggests that their theory (for lack of a better 

term) of their own decision-making does not include a role for environmental factors such as the 

position of an item in relation to themselves. 

There is no doubt, given the data collected, that the position of the item was a significant 

factor in determining the choice that was made. Yet, no subject was able to pick out this factor 

and incorporate it into their explanation (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977, p.243). What’s more 

important to the story, however, is that explanations were provided and defended. Even more 
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profoundly, when choosing between identical items, reasons for the choosing were entirely 

fabricated, presumably attributing factors to one of the items that was simply not unique to it 

alone. 

4.3.3 – Why we Tell Stories, and Don’t Tell the Truth 

In both of the cases just explored, participants gave a reason for their action, but these reasons 

did not accurately depict the state of affairs that led to their behaviour.126 These studies once 

again suggest that we might not be as good at folk psychology as has been assumed, at least 

when it comes to explaining our own behaviour.127 But more importantly, the results found that 

not only are we not sometimes in a position to develop an accurate account of our behaviour, but 

that when presented with the factors that lead us to behave as we did, we sometimes reject the 

presented reason as being foolish. Suggesting that the explanations we provide might also be 

designed in such a way as to fulfill some other standard, a standard that rejects the role of 

environmental factors in the production of behaviour. 

                                                           
126 One might comment that the participants in these studies just simply didn’t know or perhaps couldn’t really know 

the cause of their behaviour. For example, one might suggest that introspection is quite difficult and that it is not a 

particularly reliable guide to the mechanisms that underlie our cognition. Peter Carruthers (2011) in his book The 

Opacity of Mind, makes an argument that is relevant to this point. More specifically, he argues that our introspective 

abilities regarding non-sensory states (e.g. beliefs, intentions etc.) are not transparent and are accessed in the same 

ways we access these states in others. Put another way and in the language of this section, our ability to access the 

reasons for our actions are interpreted in the same way we access the reasons for action of others. Without delving 

into the discussion in tremendous detail, this observation may help the argument unfolding in this chapter in two 

ways. First, it helps to support the claim that we are not particularly good at explaining our own behaviour by 

acknowledging that we may not have privileged access to the reasons for our behaviour. Second, it means that if we 

fail to explain our own behaviour particularly well, we may fail to explain the behaviour of others in the same ways 

and vice versa.   
127 The contexts within which participants in these studies have been required to explain behaviour are 

simultaneously strange and commonplace. They are obviously artificial constructs that are somewhat peculiar in 

nature, requiring the participants to identify an unusual cause of their behaviour. They are, however, commonplace 

insofar as the task is fairly benign; solve a problem and pick a favourite item. These are everyday tasks that we are 

faced with on a fairly regular basis and the experimental framework simply reveals something about our ability to 

construct accurate explanations and predictions and the nature of the explanations and predictions we offer.  Put 

another way, these findings may be hard to observe in the everyday context since everything appears normal, but 

once the context can be manipulated and becomes a bit more unusual it’s easier to spot a general feature about our 

folk psychological practice as it becomes more salient. 
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In response to this literature, Nisbett and Wilson suggest that instead of attempting to 

provide causally accurate explanations, we (explainers of behaviour) rely on an implicit set of 

socially, culturally, and experientially defined rules that guide us in explanation production and 

that determine what counts as an appropriate explanation. They suggest that there are cultural 

rules that state the relationships between various stimuli and the behavioural responses that 

follow, that there are implicit theories about causal relationships that our culture adopts, that we 

form a set of theories from our own experience of behaviour and stimulus response, and finally, 

that we may provide a novel hypothesis based on an extrapolation of our own experience when 

confronted with similar sets of stimuli and behaviour (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977, p.248). 

Importantly, we can extrapolate from this analysis. In particular, while these heuristics may be 

shaped and/or defined by true causal relationships and an impetus to provide accurate 

explanations, they need not be. Instead, the rules that we are operating under may be open to 

significant and important social and cultural influences that steer us away from causal accuracy 

for a number of instrumentally valuable reasons. For example, instead of providing explanations 

that pick up on the causally relevant factors that really did produce the behaviour, perhaps we 

construct explanations that rationalize or normalize the behaviour. In this way, the explanations 

we provide are the types of explanations that we’re expected to provide, whether they pick out 

the causally relevant factors or whether they are a complete fabrication. So long as they meet the 

“sniff” test of our cultural or social grouping they will be endorsed and our explanation will be 

consumed as appropriate and acceptable.128  

This suggestion helps to explain what is happening in each of the cases above. 

Participants in the study are providing responses to the question of why they chose as they did 

                                                           
128 This will be discussed further in Chapter Six as I review Andrews (2012) analysis of our folk psychological 

practices as it pertains to explanation. 
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that do not conform to what would be expected of an appropriate explanation (e.g. accurately 

capturing the reasons for their behaviour), but that does conform to what we would expect 

someone in these situations to say. They can be simple or elaborate, but the participants provide 

explanations that sound right.129, 130 Moreover, this analysis makes sense of the reaction 

participants have to the suggestion that something as simple as the position of an item can 

influence their favourability assessments. We find this suggestion implausible and react 

accordingly because it is not a part of our social or cultural understanding of behaviour. It is not 

expected, nor necessarily accepted, that our behaviour could be determined by such irrelevant 

factors and our expectation that behaviour conform to a standard of rationality (more below) 

excludes this explanation as being plausible.131 As such, we react with surprise and even alarm 

when presented with this possibility even though the causes of our behaviour do fall within the 

realm of what could plausibly be a cause of our behaviour. 

The plausibility of this suggestion is consistent with more contemporary research as well. 

Confirming the malleability of the explanations we provide, Joshua Knobe and Bertram Malle 

(2002)132 highlight the importance of the rationalizing bias in the explanations we provide. In 

particular, we like to think of ourselves as being free and not confined by external sources. As 

such, when we provide explanations of our own behaviour we do so in a way that enhances our 

                                                           
129 A question regarding whether the participants believe the accounts they provide or whether others believe the 

accounts provided could be raised at this point. I think with respect to the former question, there is reason to think 

that people are producing these explanations in good faith and with confidence.  With respect to the latter question, 

the answer is a bit more elusive. That said, if the rejection of environmental factors is done because it doesn’t 

conform to a social norm about how behaviour is caused, I suspect that others would accept the explanations offered 

by those in the studies above because they conform with the norm.  
130 This is not to say, for example, that identifying the swinging rope as a cue for developing a solution to rope task 

wouldn’t also sound right. This is just to say that the explanations provided sound right or perhaps right enough, 

given the context within which the explanation is being provided. Of course the true explanation for the nylon 

preferences does actually sound less right, given our social or cultural expectations regarding what constitutes an 

appropriate explanation in that context. 
131 At least in the social and cultural group of those involved in the study. 
132 References are to a pre-print version of the cited article. 
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apparent freedom (Knobe and Malle, 2002, p.10). Importantly, our inclination to appear rational 

will alter the explanations we give. For example, when explaining our choice to carry an 

umbrella with us on a rainy day we will tend to say something like “Because it’s going to rain 

today”, not, “I think it’s going to rain today”. The difference between the two explanations is 

subtle, but important. In the former explanation, our cognitive state is characterized as 

knowledge, not mere belief as it is in the latter example.133 While both phrases can be used in a 

rational explanation of behaviour, choosing the former over the later emboldens our decision to 

choose and confirms our own rational precision. 

Similarly, positive behaviours will elicit explanations that enhance our role as the agent 

responsible for the action. Specifically, we will provide an explanation that locates the causes of 

the behaviour within us, thereby taking responsibility for them. In contrast, negative behaviours 

that we do not want to take responsibility for or have associated with us can be explained by 

citing environmental or situational factors; things we have no responsibility for (Knobe and 

Malle, 2002, pp.11-12, 17). Consider the difference between the explanations “The bus was 

early” and “I slept in” when it comes to explaining why I was late for work. In the former, I push 

responsibility for my lateness onto the environment, whereas the latter focuses on a characteristic 

of me as the agent of action. Compare even “I slept in” with “My alarm didn’t go off”. Even here 

there is a subtle deflection of causal responsibility in the latter case, attributing the resulting 

behaviour as being caused by something outside of the agent even when the agent themselves 

could be plausibly construed as ultimately responsible for the alarm being appropriately set. Our 

                                                           
133 One may also interpret the difference between these two statements as a difference between stating a fact that is 

external to and independent of the individual versus citing a cognitive state that warrants justification or further 

investigation to ensure accuracy. I’m open to this interpretation and do not think that it alters the claim of this 

section. However, the distinction I’ve highlighted is more in line with how Knobe and Malle would characterize this 

difference (see also Malle, 2004 for further discussion on the implications of these kinds of subtle changes in 

language as it pertains to how the folk explain behaviour). 
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willingness to shape our responses based on the perceived valence of a behaviour reveals that we 

can use our folk psychological competence to satisfy a variety of standards and that we can tailor 

our folk psychological explanations depending on the context and/or the standard we are or want 

to be evaluated against. 

Similarly, the types of explanations offered by actors and observers can vary. This has 

been known since the Jones-Nisbett hypothesis was proposed forty years ago (Jones and Nisbett, 

1972) but the specific differences have been empirically refined since. In particular, Knobe and 

Malle recount work they have done showing that actors are significantly more likely than 

observers to use reason based explanations. As an actor describing one’s own behaviour we have 

a vested interest in making ourselves sound like the cause of the action (with the exception of 

some the examples above); citing explanations that are internal and directly associated with 

agency. In contrast, observers do not have the same obligation to cast a behaviour in this light 

and they are perfectly willing to think of someone else as having false beliefs or undesirable 

traits (Knobe and Malle, 2002, p.11). As such, observers tend to cite reasons less often than 

actors describing their own behaviour (Knobe and Malle, 2002, p.15), instead outlining 

personality traits or other internal processes as well as environmental or situations triggers. All of 

this is to say that the type of explanation proffered imparts a different degree of responsibility on 

the actor or can portray the behaviour in more or less of a rational light. 

Consistency would demand that similar situations demand similar explanations but 

something as simple as the actor changing from a stranger to myself may change the explanation 

I give. This suggests that our explanations can change in nature depending on the particular 

context within which we offer it. Certainly some of these differences are due to informational 

access such that even if we were trying to provide accurate explanations that capture the causes 
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of our behaviours, we might simply not be in a position to do so. However, some of these 

differences suggest that when we provide explanations of behaviour we are being influenced by 

other considerations, in particular, social or cultural considerations that shape the way we 

provide explanations. In effect, we are engaging in a sort of evaluation of behaviour that is 

constrained by social and cultural norms and in particular, our own drive to be viewed in a 

particular way.  Explanations allow us to examine one another and show off our ‘rationality’ but 

they also give us the ability to discuss and think about our actions in a ‘sophisticated’ manner 

that need not be tied up with the need to provide explanations that are causally accurate. 

 Consider, for example, the psychologist’s explanation above in the rope tying 

experiment.  He crafted an elaborate story to show how he came to the final solution of the 

problem.  This story shows sophistication, depth and an apparent understanding of oneself and 

cognition and creates a sense of superiority in the agent.  Further, I challenge the reader to 

consider their own explanations for a moment.  How many times have you told an elaborate 

story when perhaps there was a simple reason for acting?  Now consider the fact that you might 

not have acted for the reason you cited, or that there was an essential factor that you simply did 

not mention.  Consider again those who chose the right-most package of nylons and the details 

they gave in their explanation. While participants might not have been in a position to say that 

they chose the package they did “Because it was the last package”, they reject this as possible 

explanation and instead provide one that appears reasonable and satisfies socially defined 

purposes, including the demand that behaviour appear rational and justified. That is, the 

explanations they offer instead suggest that they are motivated to give a socially defined and 

accepted account of their behaviour.  
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At this point, the true influence of cultural and social considerations is just slightly better 

than a mere suggestion.134 The confabulation research explored by Nisbett and Wilson helps to 

first, demonstrate that we may not be as good at explaining our own behaviour as is assumed, but 

second, and more importantly, their research helps to identify the influence of social and cultural 

considerations by examining our failures. Moreover, the work of Knobe and Malle suggests that 

there is a malleability to our folk psychological practices, by identifying some of the social 

influences our folk psychological practices are subject to and in particular how considerations of 

rationality shape how we characterize behaviour. 

In effect, it appears as though there is a social game we are playing when we provide 

explanations of behaviour, and this game exerts a great deal of influence on how our 

explanations are produced and what are deemed acceptable by those to whom we are providing 

these explanations; our social and/or cultural community. In these contexts, it makes sense to 

suggest that our folk psychological practices with respect to explanation are being driven by 

social and cultural considerations. However, the research and studies explored thus far in this 

chapter have all been within one culture, a Western or North American culture. To really test 

whether folk psychological practices are shaped by cultural or social norms we should test this 

hypothesis directly by comparing different social and cultural groups. Fortunately, this evidence 

exists. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
134 This is particularly true of the role of cultural considerations, which is only offered as a possible explanation of 

our confabulation behaviour by Nisbett and Wilson.   
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4.4 – Folk Psychology, Cross-Cultural Style 

In his book The Geography of Thought, Richard Nisbett (2003) explores the suggestion that 

culture influences the structure of our folk psychological explanations and predictions. As we 

saw in Chapter Three Nisbett’s work focuses on identifying the systematic differences between 

Western and East Asian people when it comes to a number of basic cognitive processes 

including perception, attention, and memory. While we explored the impact of these systematic 

differences on philosophical intuitions135 in Chapter Three, these differences also lead to 

significant and important differences in the way events and behaviours are explained and 

predicted. Again, while the examples are plenty, we will focus on just a small sub-set to make 

the point. 

4.4.1 – Psychological or Situational Explanations 

Consider the following story.  A recently fired postal worker, whose appeal to get his job back 

has failed, walks into his old job carrying a gun and murders his supervisor, the person who 

handled his appeal, and several employees and bystanders before turning the gun on himself  

(Nisbett, 2003, pp.112-113).  How might we explain the gunman’s behaviour? As it turns out, 

the answer to this question depends very much on your culture. Nisbett recounts a research 

project that tests just this question and which found significant differences in the explanations 

that American and Chinese people give.  

In 1991 a Chinese physics student lost an award competition at an American university 

and after a failed appeal he shot his adviser, the person handling his appeal, several others and 

himself. Explanations in a local newspaper in the U.S. focused on the gunman’s psychological 

state, attitudes and problems (Nisbett, 2003, p.111). In contrast, Chinese newspapers discussing 

                                                           
135 Most notably for knowledge attributions, but also for assessments of reference. 
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the same story cited more contextual or situational factors like the student’s relationship with his 

adviser, pressures in Chinese society, and the availability of guns in the U.S. Similarly, after a 

real life version of the post office story detailed above, a similar content analysis was conducted 

and the same results were found. American newspapers tended to focus on psychological or 

mental causes, while Chinese newspapers identified situational factors in their analysis of the 

events.136 

 To test whether these are differences in reporting style or more general cultural 

differences a more explicit experimental set-up was developed. Specifically, explanations of the 

murders were gathered and presented to both American and Chinese college students who were 

asked to review the explanations and rate the relative importance of the cited causal factors in 

each explanation. As it turns out, assessments of importance among the college students mirrored 

the results found through the newspaper content analyses. Americans, for example, found 

explanations of the form, “he had a violent temper”, “there was a sinister edge to his character” 

and so on as having a higher importance in causing the behaviour, whereas Chinese subjects 

would tended think factors such as, “the gunman was recently fired” and “the post office 

supervisor was his enemy” (Nisbett, 2003, p.113) were more important causal factors.   

 Perhaps even more profoundly, when presented with a situational cause and asked to 

consider whether the murder would have occurred if this situational factor was not present, there 

                                                           
136 A critic of this analysis might argue that the study does not really highlight a cultural difference, but reflects a 

difference in explanatory practices based on whether an individual is a member of an in-group or not. There is merit 

to this suggestion. However, this does not do away with the general theme emerging in this Chapter, that there are 

social and cultural considerations that shape our folk psychological practices. Whether the person being described is 

a member of an in-group or not is precisely the sort of social or cultural consideration that I am after. If we have a 

vested social or cultural interest in characterizing behaviour in a particular way based on in-group membership, then 

we have demonstrated the social or cultural character (whether the in-group is social or culturally defined) of folk 

psychology. Regardless, the analysis of newspaper articles is merely the beginning of Nisbett’s analysis and the 

strength of the cultural differences analysis he offers increases with the volume of examples he has produced. 
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were significant differences between the American and Chinese students. Specifically, 

Americans were less likely than their Chinese counterparts to say that the outcome could have 

been avoided. This is a startling result, but not surprising given the earlier results. If situational 

factors are not presumed to be important in causing a behaviour, but mental states are, then 

removing situational information from the story but not mental state information should not 

produce a difference in the predicted outcome. In contrast, if situational factors are considered to 

be of more importance when it comes to causing behaviour, then removing this trigger from the 

scenario is likely to change the outcome.  

Most obviously, these results confirm the suggestion that our folk psychology is 

culturally dependent by identifying stark differences between two cultural groups. But this 

finding may have implications regarding the assumption that our folk psychology is extremely 

successful as well. More specifically, these results suggest that people of two cultures may 

provide significantly different predictions based on the same information and it is possible these 

differences in predictive practices could impact the accuracy of those predictions. In fact, as 

we’ll see below these cultural differences do sometimes lead to varying levels of success. 

4.4.2 – Attribution Errors 

Our attributions of mental states are similarly divergent. That is, there are systematic differences 

in the ways Westerners and East Asians assign mental states to those around them. Consider the 

following experiment. College students were invited to read a speech or an essay written by a 

fellow student, but explicitly told prior to reading the work, that their fellow student (call them 

the “target”) was told to uphold the view they took and defended. That is, the target was 

instructed specifically to write an essay or speech in favour of, for example, the legalization of 

marijuana whether or not this was their particular point of view on the matter. After reading the 
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essay students participating in the study were asked to indicate what they thought the author’s 

actual view on the issue was.  

The right answer to this question should be “I have no idea”. Participants in this study 

were alerted to the fact that the author of the paper was told to uphold a particular view and so 

they have, in effect, no information on the view of the author. While we typically and non-

controversially assume the view being argued for is a view held by the author, in this particular 

experiment the participants have new information that explicitly rejects this assumption. As such, 

when asked what the author’s actual view on the issue is, the right conclusion is that there simply 

is not enough information to know the view of the author. 

However, in the experiment just described both American and East Asian students 

attributed the view espoused in the paper to the author. That is, if the paper was in favour of the 

legalization of marijuana participants of both cultures tended to ascribe this view to the author 

even knowing beforehand that the author was instructed to uphold the view argued for (Nisbett, 

2003, pp.124-125). This commits all the students involved to an error in attribution. 

 The fact that all students, regardless of culture, tend to commit this error shows that 

people may not be as good at using their folk psychological tools as has been assumed. 

Presumably the students went through some roundabout justification in their minds to conclude 

that the author really was arguing for their own position and in order to make this mental 

manipulation successful, students would have had to deploy their folk psychological skills. What 

this tells us is that there is a strong psychological bias in us such that when faced with a well-

articulated and reasoned argument we cannot help but attribute the view to the author. We fail to 

recognize, even when told that the author may not hold the view, that this could be an illusion.137 

                                                           
137 I cannot help but look to American politics and the views espoused by some of the richest and most powerful 

men and women in the world as they try to persuade voters to give them more power and money (I choose American 
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Despite obvious evidence to the contrary, the immediate experiential information is prioritized 

over the contextual information as we assess and account for the behaviour we are observing, 

which leads to an error in our ability to accurately attribute mental states to others. Most 

importantly, this failure cuts across cultures, with people from different cultures committing the 

same attribution error. In effect and continuing themes explored above, we’re really not as good 

at folk psychology as we think we are. While highlighting yet another failure in our folk 

psychology is important, the point of this section is to explore cultural variation in our folk 

psychological practice.  

 So what happens if instead of merely being told that the target was instructed to uphold a 

particular view, the subject is also instructed to write an essay in support of a prescribed view? 

That is, the subject is instructed to write an essay in defense of a particular view and is told that 

the target has been given the same task of writing an essay in defense of a particular view. In 

short, the results of the experiment change dramatically. As with before, participants in this 

study138 were asked to read a paper from another student who was instructed to write in support 

of a particular view, but they too were asked to construct their own essay under similar 

circumstances. Once again, after reading the target essay participants in the study were asked to 

identify the personal view of the target author. Oddly enough, the American students tend to 

continue to make the same error and say that the author was in fact defending her own view. In 

fact, Nisbett writes, “[t]heir dispositional inferences about others were as strong as if they had 

not themselves experienced exactly the target person’s situation” (Nisbett, 2003, p.125) 

                                                           
politics over Canadian politics as I think the truth of this claim is perhaps more evident in our neighbours to the 

South, especially when considering the Republican party, even though it is true of many Canadian politicians as 

well). Despite sometimes obvious evidence to the contrary, these people speak with confidence and assurance that 

seems to put others at ease and accept that the view being presented is really representative of the person giving it. 
138 To be clear, this is a separate study from the original where participants were merely informed that the target 

author had been instructed to defend a particular view. 
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suggesting that this tendency to discount the situational or contextual information when ascribing 

beliefs to others is very strong. In contrast, the Korean participants in the study did not make the 

same attribution error and were, in fact, nearly flawless in their attribution efforts (Nisbett, 2003, 

p.125). This is the cultural variation we were looking for. 

 It would seem that the American participants are simply too focused on the behaviour 

directly in front of them, namely a well-written and persuasive essay. This, presumably, leads 

them to ascribe mental states to the speaker on the basis of this evidence alone in spite of the 

situational evidence available to them. They are effectively blind to this information or this 

information is discounted in a striking way, even when it is something they experience directly 

and personally.139 In contrast, the performance of the Korean participants changes. Specifically, 

while Korean participants in the first iteration of the experiment also erred, in the second 

iteration the situational information crosses a salience threshold and becomes a factor worthy of 

consideration in their attribution efforts. While it is perhaps possible to construct an experimental 

set up for the American participants that ultimately makes the information about the target salient 

enough to factor into their attribution, this simply was not achieved in the experimental set-up 

detailed above and so we can infer that if this threshold exists at all, it will be significantly higher 

for this cultural group than Koreans and likely for East Asians more generally. As with before, 

these experiments demonstrate that our folk psychological practices may not be as successful as 

                                                           
139 In Section 4.2 above I discussed the way in which information recall is dependent, in part, on the salience or 

vividness of the information. The experimental findings here are likely related to those explored above, but there are 

unique implications of these results as well. First, this study demonstrates that different cultures may recall (or 

attend to) information differently. This suggests that there is cultural variation in the psychological bias noted above. 

Second, in the case where the participants experienced the target’s position first hand, it is clear that the attribution 

error happens in spite of the salience or vividness of the experience. That is, this firsthand experience could be 
assumed to be more salient or vivid than merely being told that the target was instructed to defend a particular view, 

but in spite of this salience or vividness American participants still err in their attribution. 
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has been assumed, but the key take away is that our folk psychological practices vary 

significantly between different cultures. 

4.4.3 – Predicting Jim 

While the main point of the above discussion is to look at attribution errors in general, there is a 

strong focus on after the fact or explanatory behaviour. However, cultural sensitivity to the 

salience of situational information also leads to differences in predictive practices. Consider the 

following story devised by Nisbett and his colleagues.  

You just met a new neighbour, Jim. As you and Jim are taking a walk in the 

neighbourhood, a well-dressed man approaches Jim and explains that his car is 

broken down and he needs to call a mechanic. Then with a somewhat embarrassed 

voice, the man asks Jim for a quarter to make a phone call. You find that Jim 

searches his pocket and, after finding a quarter, gives it to the man. On another 

day Jim is walking toward the bus stop to catch the bus to work. As he is walking, 

a teenager carrying some books approaches Jim and politely asks him if he can 

borrow a dollar for a bus ride, explaining that he forgot his wallet at home and 

needs to get a ride to school. (Nisbett, 2003, p.126) 

 

To test the impact of situational information on predictions of behaviour, Nisbett and 

colleagues presented this story to both American and Korean participants, followed by two 

variants. In Scenario 1, Jim searches his pocket to find several dollars. In Scenario 2, after 

searching his pocket he finds that he only has enough money for his own bus fare. All 

participants were asked to predict how Jim will act in response to the teenager’s request. 

 As it turns out, predictions of Jim’s behaviour varied by culture. Korean respondents 

were more likely than their American counterparts to recognize that in the Scenario 2 Jim had 

insufficient coinage to pay both his fare and the teenagers. As such, Korean respondents predict 

that Jim will not give the teenager money (Nisbett, 2006, p.126). Surprisingly, American subjects 

are less likely to make this same assessment. Instead, the contextual factor that Jim does not have 

enough money appears to be overridden by the fact that Jim is a generous person, a trait that is 
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alluded to early in the story. It would appear that yet again, there are significant differences 

between American and Korean participants in this study, suggesting that our folk psychological 

practices vary greatly between cultures, leading to widely divergent predictions of a fairly simple 

behaviour.  

 The same results were replicated under six different scenarios each with similarly 

different situational manipulations. In all six cases there were significant differences between the 

Korean and American participants. As in the scenarios discussed above one variant included 

situational information that would discourage a particular behaviour, while the other variant 

included situational information that would encourage the behaviour. In each case that included 

situational information that discouraged the behaviour, the Korean participants were significantly 

less likely than the American participants to predict that the discouraged behaviour would occur. 

Similarly, if the encouraging situational information was included, they predicted accordingly, in 

effect, showing a sensitivity that simply was not present for the American participants and that 

illuminates strong cultural differences in our folk psychological predictions. In Nisbett’s own 

words, “Westerners tend to assume that events are caused by the object and Asians are inclined 

to assign greater importance to the context” (Nisbett, 2003, p.127) and these differences in the 

assumed locus of causation lead to important differences in the types of predictions we provide. 

4.4.4. – The Social and Cultural Character of Folk Psychology 

The examples explored throughout this section all support the same conclusion. There are social 

and cultural considerations that shape how the folk deploy folk psychology in practice. At a 

minimum, this means that in some contexts or in some cases folk psychology is not a universally 

shared and uniformly applied framework. Instead, depending on our cultural upbringing and the 

social demands of the situation, the way in which we use and apply our folk psychological 



118 
 

competence will vary. What remains to be seen, however, is the relative strength of this 

influence. How strong of an influence does our culture or social upbringing play in shaping our 

folk psychological practice?  It could be that fundamentally we really are all interested in 

explanations and predictions of behaviour that are motivated by the same set of science-like 

standards and that our culture only comes in to play at a much higher level, shaping the style or 

the aesthetic quality of the explanations we give. Alternatively, it could be that the role of our 

culture is very significant and can be traced throughout the entirety of our folk psychological 

discourse. 

The results just explored suggest that at a minimum the influence of our culture is more 

than a purely superficial one. But there may be limits to the influence our culture has on the folk 

psychological practice, most evidently demonstrated, in the “essay” study discussed in Section 

4.4.2 above where both Westerners and East Asians commit the same basic attribution error. 

However, additional research regarding the development of these cultural differences helps to 

confirm that our culture has a profound impact on our folk psychological practices. 

It turns out that children of different cultures may often be quite similar in how they use 

folk psychology and that differences do not begin to develop until adolescence (Nisbett, 2003 

p.115). Research has been conducted to look at the differences in explanation producing 

behaviour between Americans and Hindu East Indians tracking these differences from childhood 

through to adulthood (see Miller, 1984). Results suggest that children in the two cultures do not 

really differ in the sorts of explanations they provide, but that as they get older and become a 

more complete member of their cultural community, their explanations begin to change. In 

particular, around adolescence explanations begin to diverge in significant and marked ways. At 

around 8 years of age, American and Hindu East Indian participants provided explanations citing 
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contextual factors (e.g. social norms, situation specific aspects etc.) or dispositional information 

(e.g. personality, attitudes etc.)140 at about the same frequency, but as participants’ age increased, 

the researchers found that the frequency with which dispositional information was cited by the 

American participants increased substantially, while the Hindu East Indian participants did not 

demonstrate the same effect to the same degree (Miller,1984, p.967).141 In essence, this research 

suggests that a child must learn to give the explanations of their culture and learn to attend to the 

factors and phenomena that these explanations demand, and this takes time.  

In Nisbett’s words, “[i]f one thinks something is causally important one is likely to attend 

to it.  So a cycle gets established whereby theories about causality and focus of attention 

reinforce one another” (Nisbett, 2003, p.114). It takes time, however, to become a full participant 

in this cycle. It takes time for the child to integrate into the culture and learn how to give the 

explanations that are expected, but once this has started, the cycle grows and develops, changing 

the way the child attends to, and explains the world of behaviour.  In effect, our culture creates 

an expectation regarding how we ought to attend to the world and how we ought to understand 

behaviour.  As if this is not enough evidence, the same researchers investigated Westernized 

Indians and found that their attribution practices were midway between Hindu Indians and 

Americans (Miller, 1984, pp.970-1). These results strongly suggest that our culture really does 

exert a strong force on how we attend to and perceive behaviour, as well as how we practice folk 

psychology. 

In addition to the cultural standards that our practice appears to be shaped to meet, there 

is at least preliminary evidence that different cultures cut the world into different kinds when it 

                                                           
140 For a full list see Miller (1984). 
141 It is interesting to note that both cultures started off the same, and that the American culture adopted the 

dispositional perspective more significantly. In particular, the same information or perspective that led to the failures 

noted above regarding the fundamental attribution error is also the perspective that is later to develop. 
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comes to behaviour. Some anthropologists (see for example Lillard, 1998) have suggested that 

different cultures use different concepts or terms to demarcate the world of behaviour. For 

example, Western cultures tend to have terms for the mind and the body that are distinct, 

whereas some East Asian cultures, namely the Japanese culture, do not split the “self” into these 

neatly divided objects (Lillard, 1998, p.12).  Further, Westerners have a gamut of terms and ideas 

for the explanation of mental phenomena whereas some cultures may only have a single concept 

for that span of notions and often cultures do not even share the same concepts.  For example, it 

is not clear whether Samoans have a robust concept of intention (Lillard, 1998, p.13), while this 

concept, for those of us in the West, is a core folk psychological concept that we use in a variety 

of explanatory fashions and that we divide into a multitude of more nuanced terms (e.g. 

intentional action, intention, intended).142 

These differences in attention, assumptions about the locus of causation, the explanations 

and predictions we give, and even the entities we use combine to suggest that when we engage in 

folk psychological practices we are significantly limited by and shaped to conform to cultural 

norms or expectations. The suggestion emerging from this section is that when we engage in folk 

psychological practices, we are engaging in a socially and culturally defined endeavour that has a 

host of norms guiding our behaviour. These norms are not present just at the level of what factors 

should be cited in folk psychological explanations and predictions, but also in our how we attend 

to behaviour and how we attribute mental states to one another.  

Importantly, these considerations significantly shape these practices and the result is 

dramatic differences in how our folk psychology operates across cultures. In effect, it is not too 

far of a stretch to say that different cultures have different folk psychologies. While there may be 

                                                           
142 It is worth noting as well, that in Chapter Five we will explore this particular concept and how it is used by the 

folk in great detail. 
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overlap, it is not clear that there is a universally shared and practiced folk psychology. Moreover, 

these cultural considerations need not be shaped by the goal of providing accurate explanations 

and predictions of behaviour and can be quite distinct from this practice, suggesting that perhaps 

there are a variety of considerations beyond the scope of quasi-scientific explanation and 

prediction that influence the way we construct, use and digest folk psychological stories.  

Demonstrating this cultural sensitivity has been the primary goal of this section, but it is 

worth noting that these cultural differences and the wildly different explanations and predictions 

they produce can in principle, and in some cases has already been shown to, lead to different 

explanations and predictions with varying degrees of success.143 Our folk psychological practice, 

then, is in the business of producing accounts of behaviour that conform to our social-cultural 

discourse and this discourse need not be concerned with providing causally accurate accounts of 

behaviour and in fact, sometimes just isn’t. 

4.5 – Conclusion 

It is apparent that we navigate the social domain with some skill. But just how good are we at 

providing explanations and predictions of behaviour? Throughout this chapter we explored 

numerous empirical studies that all suggest we are not as good at folk psychology as we think we 

are. There are strong psychological biases that impact the way we process and utilize information 

and that can have profound impacts on our own decision-making process as well as assessments 

                                                           
143 One might think that a culturally defined folk psychology might be particularly apt at explaining and predicting 

behaviour of one’s own culture and that failures likely only arise when using this culturally defined practice to 

assess behaviour of people from other cultures. I think this suggestion has merit and is consistent with the suggestion 

in Chapter Six that folk psychology is not a primarily explanatory and predictive framework but that it is, at its core, 

a regulative framework. However, in the context of this chapter there are two comments to make in reply and in 

defence of my assertion that cultural divergence helps us to defend the claim that we are not as good at folk 

psychology as has been assumed. First, cultural differences gives rise to an in principle possibility of failure: if two 

people give (wildly) different explanations or predictions of the same past or future behaviour it is likely that at least 

one of them is or will be wrong. Second, the cultural differences have already lead to observed differences in 

success. More specifically, a Westernized folk psychology with its focus on the agent and not situational factors is 

significantly more prone to committing the fundamental attribution error than the folk psychology of East Asia. 
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of how others make decisions and our attribution practices. But we also discovered that there are 

a number of social and cultural considerations that influence the way in which we construct, use 

and digest folk psychological stories. In particular, our explanations and predictions describe 

ourselves and others in rational ways or in ways that normalize our behaviour, our attitudes 

towards the actor change the way we explain or predict their behaviour, and there are important 

attentional differences between cultures that lead to markedly different folk psychological 

practices with varying levels of success. Importantly, none of these additional considerations 

need to be concerned with providing accurate explanations and prediction of behaviour. They 

could be, but they need not be. 

The fact that we are not as good at folk psychology as is assumed should encourage us to 

pause, take a skeptical position for a moment and evaluate whether the traditional construal of 

folk psychology is right. That is, whether folk psychology really is so good it disappears or 

whether the adaptive utility of folk psychology really stems from its remarkable predictive 

success. Additionally, the fact that different social and cultural considerations appear to influence 

our practice in significant ways should also encourage us to pause, take a skeptical position for a 

moment, and evaluate whether the traditional construal of folk psychology as a quasi-scientific 

enterprise is accurate or whether at a minimum there are a number of considerations, either in 

addition to or replacement of, making accurate explanations and predictions that shape and drive 

our folk psychological practice. The questions these empirical findings raise will be explored in 

more detail in Chapter Six as we’re not yet done kicking up the dust.  

Thus far we’ve looked at the folk psychological practice at a fairly high level but we have 

an opportunity to narrow our focus and examine the layperson’s use of specific folk 

psychological concepts to see how the practice is shaped at this more narrow level. Without 
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giving the punch line away, it looks like the way we use and attribute individual folk 

psychological concepts to one another is also significantly influenced by considerations not 

anticipated by the traditional account of folk psychology. 
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Chapter Five: Folk Psychology and Morality 
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5.1 – Introduction 

In this chapter we turn our attention to the operation of a number of specific folk psychological 

concepts. By narrowing our focus from higher-level discussions of the structure and nature of 

folk explanations and predictions down to specific folk psychological concepts we can really 

investigate the folk psychological practice in detail. In particular, we can determine exactly how 

folk psychological concepts are used and attributed by the folk and begin to isolate and examine 

some of the key influences that drive these practices. While the last chapter included a brief 

review of some of our attribution practices, in this chapter we’ll conduct a systematic review of a 

number of folk psychological concepts to help support a general picture about the entire folk 

psychological framework. 

 The aim of this chapter is to highlight a general finding that emerges with respect to how 

a number of folk psychological concepts are attributed in practice. More specifically, empirical 

investigations happening under the guise of experimental philosophy have revealed that whether 

a behaviour or the outcome of a behaviour is judged to be moral or immoral significantly 

changes the way that the folk attribute a number of folk psychological concepts to the agent of 

the behaviour. Put another way, moral judgements appear to shape the way in which the folk use 

folk psychology in practice by influencing the ways in which folk psychological concepts are 

attributed to others. In fact, in what follows we’ll find that moral judgments significantly shape 

the way the folk psychological concepts of intentional action, causal responsibility, knowledge, 

belief, desire, and a host of other concepts are used in practice by the folk. These results suggest 

that the practice of folk psychology is intimately and significantly linked to the practice of 

morality. 
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The implications of this observation will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Six, but 

if these results are indicative of a general effect whereby folk psychological practices are 

influenced by our moral judgements then we have even more reason to be skeptical of the 

traditional characterization of folk psychology that we explored in Chapter Two. Not only does 

our folk psychology appear beholden to a host of cultural and social considerations (Chapter 

Four), but the way we use folk psychology also appears to be subject to moral considerations. 

Again, none of these considerations need to be consistently aligned with the goal of providing 

quasi-scientific explanations and predictions of behaviour, and in many cases these findings 

might actually be at odds with this purpose. After all, from the traditional standpoint whether 

someone intended a result, believed their behaviour would cause an event, desired a particular 

outcome, etc. should not depend on the moral status of their behaviour. I raise these suggestions 

and concerns now to put the evidence below in context, but the primary purpose of this chapter is 

simply to explore and recount an array of studies conducted by experimental philosophers 

interested in folk psychological concepts. 

5.2 – Folk Psychological Concepts 

Traditionally, as we saw in Chapter Two, folk psychology is portrayed as involving the 

attribution of propositional attitudes in order to explain and predict behaviour. In particular, there 

has been a focus on the propositional attitudes of belief and desire, but the class of concepts is 

often reasonably extended to include concepts such as hopes, wishes, intentions, etc. In what 

follows, I will not be so restrictive. Among the propositional attitudes that are central to our folk 

psychology, I take a wide net that extends well beyond just the core concepts of belief and 

desire. Moreover, I will not restrict the class of folk psychological concepts to only those that 

take propositions as their content.  Instead, properly construed, the class of folk psychological 
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concepts should include any concept that is productively used as a part of the practice and used 

to produce accounts of behaviour. In other words, and as we’ll see below, if a concept is 

regularly and productively used in order to understand, explain, predict, and describe behaviour, 

if it is essential to the practice, or if it has relevance to how other more central concepts are 

deployed, then it should be included in an analysis of folk psychology and will be throughout 

this chapter.144  

 That said, I concede that the more traditional concepts of belief and desire and other 

propositional attitudes might form what we can call the “core” of the class of folk psychological 

concepts. While I’m willing to make this concession I think it is important to recognize that these 

concepts may not be as core to the practice as previously thought. That is, the fact that they are 

viewed as a core class of concepts may simply be as a result of the important theoretical and 

historical role they have played in our discussions of folk psychology thus far, and in the 

philosophy of action.145 However, empirical research looking into how people choose to explain 

and predict behaviour suggests there is a wide array of concepts available to us when we engage 

in these practices and that these concepts need not be propositional in nature.  

                                                           
144 A typical example of a concept that is productively used in folk explanations but that is not propositional in 

nature is personality traits. Plausible explanations for why Jane gave the homeless person her spare change could be 

“Because she is nice” or “Because she is generous”. These personality traits do not have the same structure as 

propositional attitudes and yet form explanations that are familiar and regularly used by the folk. I grant that there 

may be a relationship between a trait and a corresponding propositional attitude (see for example Malle, 2004) but 

the point here is that traits typically fall outside the class of concepts included in folk psychology, and yet are 

productively used or at least have a strong relationship to the class of concepts typically included. Similarly, we 

might appeal to some statistical norm about human behaviour and offer an explanation such as “People generally 

stop at stop lights” when explaining why some stranger came to a stop at a red light. Again, statistical norms are not 

propositional attitudes and yet the explanation is sensible, familiar and one that the folk are likely to employ 

regularly and productively. While again I grant that there could be a propositional attitude that is related to the norm 

being employed, this relationship does not negate the point being made here. The concept being employed is not 

itself typically included in the class of concepts associated with folk psychology and yet has a role to play in the 

production of explanations, predictions and descriptions of behaviour. Throughout the chapter I will identify the 

relationship of the concepts in question to the typical class of concepts associated with folk psychology and offer 

reason as to why it should be included in the class of concepts (see as well Andrews, 2003). 
145 See relevant discussions throughout Chapter Two and in particular Section 2.3 – Folk Psychology as Explanation 

and Prediction. 
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 Bertram Malle (see 2004 for an overview) has conducted a number of studies to better 

understand our explanatory and predictive practices and has developed a sophisticated catalogue 

to capture the different types of explanations we provide. First, Malle recognizes that the folk 

distinguish between intentional and unintentional behaviours and then have a variety of modes of 

explanation available to them to explain these behaviours. For intentional behaviours he argues 

that we can appeal to reasons (e.g. mental states on which the intention to act is formed), causal 

history of reasons (e.g. factors that lay in the background of an action’s reasons), and enabling 

factors (e.g. how it was possible for the intention to become action).146 For unintentional 

behaviours, Malle thinks we only cite “mechanical” causes that led to the behaviour without 

subjective reasoning or rationality and that mirror the types of explanations we provide for other 

physical events. Only the first category captures the propositional attitudes that are the focus of 

the traditional account (i.e. beliefs and desires147), whereas the remaining categories of 

explanation will not include explicit reference to propositional attitudes.148 Others too have 

recognized that explanations do not always include reference to one’s reasons (e.g. beliefs, 

desires, and other propositional attitudes) for action (see for example Andrews, 2003). Once we 

accept that beliefs and desires are not the only concepts that can be used to explain and predict 

behaviour, we can begin to explore just how some of these concepts function.149 

                                                           
146 See Malle (2004) Chapter 4. 
147 Malle allows for the category of propositional attitudes to be broader than usual, explicitly endorsing the 

inclusion of the concept “valuings” in this category. 
148 It’s worth noting that Malle believes that reason explanations are the default mode of explanation. In other words, 

this is the mode that the folk will employ unless there are reasons for doing otherwise (e.g. they lack the 

knowledge). 
149 Some may object at this point claiming that I have not properly defined the class of folk psychological concepts. I 

admit that I have not, but do not see this as a problem. First, it is an empirical question whether a particular concept 

is regularly and productively used and consumed as a part of our folk psychological practice and this project is 

simply beyond the scope of this project.  Second, some of the concepts explored in what follows are undeniably a 

part of the folk psychological framework. That is, whatever this class of concepts looks like, the majority of those 

explored below will almost certainly fall into this class. Where there is some question regarding the concepts status 

are properly belonging to folk psychology, I have raised this below and addressed the concern directly. With these 
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5.3 – The Folk’s Folk Psychology 

Importantly, and unlike the preceding chapter, much of the empirical work we will explore here 

has been conducted by Experimental Philosophers. Leaving behind their comfortable but 

practical armchairs, philosophers of mind have entered the field of empirical research to 

determine how folk psychological concepts function in practice. Fortunately150 for the practice, 

this endeavour has garnered a great deal of attention and a number of psychologists have joined 

in the investigation as well, and over time both the methodology and analysis of these 

endeavours have improved. As a result, we now have fairly robust empirical results regarding a 

number of folk psychological concepts.151 

This research program started with a number of studies into how the concept of 

intentional action152 was used by the folk, but as we will see many concepts have now been 

investigated empirically in order to properly and precisely understand how they function in 

practice.  What we find through this investigation, however, comes as a surprise if the traditional 

account of folk psychology is right. In the previous chapter I spoke to the influence of social and 

cultural considerations on our folk psychological practice, in this chapter we will explore in 

detail the impact of moral considerations on how folk psychological concepts are used and 

attributed in practice. That is, we will reveal that our folk psychological practices are responsive 

to and guided by moral considerations. 

                                                           
considerations in place, I think it is fair to proceed without a clearly defined list of those concepts that belong in the 

class of folk psychological concepts. 
150 I say ‘fortunately’ as having psychologists join the discussion has brought with it a great deal of credibility and 

has helped to improve the methodology of the practice. This all has positive implications for the value of the 

research conducted and helps to ensure that the results are as accurate and meaningful as possible. 
151 Throughout much of what follows I will provide details regarding the participants of the study (i.e. how they 

were recruited), to signal the quality or representativeness of the sample as this directly relates to the inferences we 

can draw regarding the general population. 
152 Joshua Knobe deserves a significant amount of the credit for sparking this movement and investigation of folk 

psychology through empirical means and in particular, the concept of intentional action. 
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5.3.1 – Intentional Action 

Much of the empirical research that has developed in the past decade concerning folk 

psychological concepts began with an investigation of the concept of intentional action and the 

phenomenon now known as the Knobe-effect, or, the side-effect effect. With a suspicion that the 

folk utilize this concept differently than philosophers have assumed, Joshua Knobe (see 2006b 

for an overview) employed empirical research methods to determine how exactly the concept of 

intentional action is used in practice. This concept, as Knobe notes (Knobe, 2006b, p.204), is 

extremely important for folk psychology and is a concept that people regularly use to distinguish 

between different categories of behaviour and has implications for how people explain behaviour 

as noted above (see Malle, 2004). 

To do this Knobe developed a series of vignettes or short stories that involved an agent 

acting in a way that would cause a foreseen side-effect.  Keeping the basic story identical, Knobe 

constructed two vignettes, one that portrayed the side-effect as positive or morally praiseworthy 

and another that portrayed the side-effect as negative or morally blameworthy.  This 

experimental construction gave Knobe the means to test the impact changes in the moral valence 

of an outcome have on claims that someone acted intentionally to cause this outcome. One set of 

vignettes, which has become known as the Chairman vignettes, has played a very significant role 

in the debate that emerged.  Knobe presented the following vignette to study participants:153 

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

were thinking of starting a new program.  It will help us increase profits, but it 

will also harm the environment.’ 

 

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

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

 

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

(Knobe, 2006b, pp.205-6) 

                                                           
153 Participants were recruited from a Manhattan park. 
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Immediately after reading this story Knobe presented respondents with the following question: 

“Did the Chairman of the board intentionally harm the environment?”  He collected their 

responses on a 7 point Likert scale and conducted analyses of the data. The data analysis 

revealed that the majority154 of the participants believed that the Chairman did intentionally harm 

the environment.  That is, the foreseen side-effect of harming the environment was intentionally 

caused by the Chairman. 

In the second version of the Chairman vignette, Knobe made a simple modification 

changing the foreseen side-effect from a negative to a positive; from harming the environment to 

helping it. Presumably, this change re-cast the outcome as a positive and potentially morally 

praiseworthy outcome.  This vignette reads as follows: 

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

were thinking of starting a new program.  It will help us increase profits, but it 

will also help the environment.’ 

 

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

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

 

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

(Knobe, 2006b, p.206) 

 

Once again, immediately after presenting participants155 with this story Knobe asked them the 

following question: “Did the Chairman of the board intentionally help the environment?” and 

had respondents record their answer on a 7 point Likert scale. Knobe’s data analysis revealed 

that in this scenario, the majority of respondents were not willing to say that the Chairman 

intentionally helped the environment.156 More importantly, the mean rating in the harm variant 

and the help variant were significantly different (Knobe 2003, p.192). This result is quite 

                                                           
154 82% of the respondents said the Chairman intentionally harmed the environment. 
155 A different set of participants than were used in the “harm” variant. More specifically, Knobe randomly assigned 

participants to either the “harm” or “help” variant. 
156 Only 23% of respondents said the Chairman intentionally helped the environment. 
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surprising given that the behaviours were effectively the same, apart from the outcome with 

respect to the environment. 

One might think that the folk appear to be responding inconsistently in the two cases.  

That is, the Chairman acted exactly the same way in both cases, performing the exact same 

action, with the same attitude toward the side-effect his action would produce.  Yet, in spite of 

these carefully constructed similarities, the judgments of intentionality differ significantly 

between the two vignettes. Knobe concludes on the basis of this evidence that the difference in 

the moral valence of the side-effect outcome has produced the differences in judgments of 

intentionality his study highlighted. This minor and carefully manipulated difference must be the 

source of the variance in folk judgments of intentionality as it is the only thing that has changed 

between the two variants of the Chairman vignette. That is, we can say that since the only 

difference between the two vignettes is the change in moral information, that this change led to 

the significant variation in responses to the two cases.   

Initially, there was a tremendous response to these findings. Some worried that the results 

were limited in scope or that the difference in attribution could be explained away. There might 

also be a problem with the results due to the demographics of Knobe’s respondents. As we saw 

in Chapter Three some demographic factors are associated with differences in philosophical 

intuitions, and these differences may play a role in judgements of intentionality as well. But 

more importantly, Knobe’s studies involved only random passersby in a Manhattan park or 

undergraduate students, each of which represent limited populations in their own respect.  As a 

result it is unclear whether these differences can be extended to the wider population. However, 

these results are not unique in any way and, as we will see below, have been replicated 
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repeatedly in a number of different settings and by a number of different researchers, and in 

some cases in ways that address some of these early misgivings. 

Interestingly, the asymmetry observed in attributions of intentional action is consistent 

across a number of demographic characteristics as well. Recall in Chapter Three the finding that 

socio-economic status was found to be associated with different intuitions regarding 

philosophical concepts such as knowledge (see Section 3.3 – Experimental Philosophy). In that 

section I raised the worry that if philosophical intuitions varied by socio-economic status that 

what constitutes knowledge for one group will not be the same as another group. Importantly, 

this worry does not appear to arise in the context of the folk psychological concept of intentional 

action.  

Young, Cushman, Adolphs, Tranel, and Hauser (2006)157 examined whether gender, 

education level, religious affiliation, English as one’s mother tongue, and a background in moral 

philosophy had any impact on the way intentional action was attributed in response to the 

Chairman vignette. Young et al. found that none of these characteristics had any effect on the 

appearance of the asymmetrical attributions of intention action, that is, the presence of the side-

effect effect.  Across the board and regardless of these demographic differences, respondents all 

attributed intentionality to the Chairman asymmetrically and consistent with Knobe’s original 

discovery. This is worth emphasizing. The side-effect effect is so robust that it cuts across a 

variety of demographic characteristics including even training in moral philosophy suggesting 

that the effect being observed is very stable and that it is essential to the function of the folk 

psychological practice. It is also worth emphasizing that Young et al. utilized a public facing 

                                                           
157 These results are cited from an earlier and unpublished version of the paper. These results were irrelevant to the 

primary objective of the paper and were presumably removed before the final paper was published. That said, this 

data appears to have been vetted through other scholars and has been included in other peer-reviewed and published 

papers, including, for example, Beebe & Buckwalter (2010). 
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website to invite participants ranging in age from 18 to 88 to participate in their study. 

Importantly, while this sample would still show a strong self-selection bias, this approach is a 

positive step to overcoming some of the sampling problems associated with Knobe’s original 

approach. 

Adding more fuel to the fire, Knobe and Burra (2006) utilized the same experimental set 

up as Knobe’s original investigation, this time asking only Hindi-speaking respondents to 

participate.158  They made a minor change to the question supplied after the vignette was read, 

using the Hindi word “jaan-bujhkar”, which has roughly the same meaning as “intentionally”. 

Their study found that the same pattern of asymmetrical responses appears again. This is a 

particularly interesting and strong result given the discussion in both Chapter Three and Chapter 

Four. Recall that in Chapter Three we found significant differences in the way Westerners or 

people from the Indian sub-continent attributed knowledge to an agent (see Section 3.3 – 

Experimental Philosophy). Similarly, in Chapter Four we found that folk psychological practices 

varied significantly depending on whether one is of Western, East Asian, or Hindu East Indian 

descent (see Section 4.4.4 – The Social-Cultural Character of Folk Psychology). In contrast to 

the cultural variation that was observed in these discussions, this study suggests that the concept 

of intentional action is attributed in the same way by members of different cultures that are likely 

to show variations with respect to other folk psychological practices and philosophical 

concepts.159 Extending this further, we might suggest that these results indicate that moral 

considerations may drive our use of the concept of intentional action to a greater degree than the 

cultural differences that drive other observed differences in our folk psychological practice. 

                                                           
158 It should be made clear that these participants were also English speaking and that the vignette was presented in 

English with the exception of the target phrase. Participants were recruited from South Asian clubs at Princeton 

University and Yale University. 
159 Of course, this is just one small study, but the result is suggestive and has been often endorsed by others. 
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In fact, the asymmetry embodied in the side-effect effect is so robust that it appears as 

early as four and five years old (Leslie, Knobe, and Cohen, 2006). This is an important result as 

well.  At ages four and five, children are just starting to pass the false-belief task, a task that is 

supposed to indicate when a child can appropriately attribute the concept of belief to others. Yet 

at this early age where belief ascriptions are really just forming, children are already using the 

concepts related to intentional action in a way that mirrors adult users. That is, children of a very 

young age have already acquired the skills required to utilize these concepts, but in a way that 

indicates sensitivity to moral information and an ability to vary their ascriptions of the concept 

accordingly.  In fact, this level of sensitivity to moral information suggests that the sophistication 

with which children are using the concept is quite high. Specifically, it would be easier to apply 

the concept in the same way in each case as the attribution process would involve one less 

judgment: a moral judgment.  

The literature on experimental studies regarding intentional action is extensive, but this 

selection of studies has already demonstrated the point. The side-effect effect is a robust 

phenomenon that is present in a variety of experimental set-ups, across cultural and demographic 

differences and is entrenched from a very young age. In other words, there is overwhelming 

evidence that moral considerations influence the way the folk psychological concept of 

intentional action is employed by the folk in practice. As a result, we should raise a red flag 

regarding an interpretation of this concept such that our competence ought to be understood in 

explanatory and predictive terms. Instead, these results suggest that our folk psychological 

concept of intentional action might have a moral purpose. Put another way, and in Knobe’s 

words, “the competencies underlying our folk-psychological concept of intentional action have 
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been shaped in a fundamental way by a very different sort of use” (Knobe, 2006b, p.205) than 

has been assumed by the traditional construal of folk psychology. 

5.3.2 – Causal Responsibility 

Empirical investigations into the way in which the folk attribute and use the folk psychological 

concept of causation have also been undertaken. More specifically, experimental attempts have 

been undertaken to understand how the folk assign causal responsibility to others. As it turns out, 

just as attributions of intentional action are sensitive to moral judgments, so too are attributions 

of causal responsibility.160 

Starting as mere speculation, Knobe (2006a) claimed that moral judgments would play a 

direct role in folk attributions of causal responsibility.  To probe intuitions and generate support 

for his speculation, Knobe designed the following hypothetical thought experiment: 

Lauren and Jane work for the same company. They each need to use a computer 

for work sometimes.  

 

Unfortunately, the computer isn’t very powerful. If two people are logged on at 

the same time, it usually crashes. So the company decided to institute an official 

policy. It declared that Lauren would be the only one permitted to use the 

computer in the mornings and Jane would be the only one permitted to use the 

computer in the afternoons.  

 

As expected, Lauren logged on the computer the next day at 9:00 am. But Jane 

decided to disobey the official policy. She also logged on at 9:00 am. The 

computer crashed immediately.  (Knobe, 2006a, p.68) 

 

Importantly, the computer will not crash unless both Jane and Lauren jointly log on at the same 

time.  Their combined behaviour is the cause of the outcome, and yet Knobe hypothesized that 

the folk will respond to this case in such a way as to attribute more causal responsibility to Jane 

than to Lauren. If Knobe’s hunch is correct, that the folk really would attribute greater causal 

                                                           
160 Much of the following discussion is inspired by the commentary offered in Roxborough & Cumby (2009) as well 

as an unpublished article that Jill Cumby, Ben Fraser and I produced. 
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responsibility to Jane than to Lauren, then we can reasonably assume that this difference in 

attribution must be caused by the only difference between Jane and Lauren’s behaviour; the 

moral valence of their respective behaviours. Thinking of it counterfactually, had both been 

allowed to log onto the computer, the responsibility would be equally distributed.161 While 

Knobe never tested this hypothesis himself, others were curious enough to investigate how the 

folk would attribute causal responsibility to Jane and Lauren in the above case. 

To this end, Livengood, Sytsma and Rose (2011) found that Knobe’s hunch was in fact 

correct. Participants in their study162 were invited to consider the following, slightly revised, 

version of the Jane and Lauren case Knobe developed: 

Lauren and Jane both work for a company that uses a mainframe that can be 

accessed from terminals on different floors of its building. The mainframe has 

recently become unstable, so that if more than one person is logged in at the same 

time, the system crashes. Therefore, the company has instituted a temporary 

policy restricting the use of terminals so that two terminals are not used at the 

same time until the mainframe is repaired. The policy prohibits logging into the 

mainframe from the terminal on any floor except the ground floor.  

 

One day, Lauren logged into the mainframe on the authorized terminal on the 

ground floor at the exact same time that Jane logged into the mainframe on the 

unauthorized terminal on the second floor. Lauren and Jane were both unaware 

that the other was logging in. Sure enough, the system crashed.  (Livengood et al., 

p.12) 

 

Participants were then asked to state their agreement163 with the following two probes: 

 

 Lauren caused the system to crash. 

 Jane caused the system to crash. 

 

                                                           
161 Equal distribution does not entail that both Jane and Lauren get a midpoint rating on the scale. Instead, so long as 

the two get equal ratings at any point on the scale, their causal responsibility can be viewed as being equally 
distributed. In contrast, an unequal distribution would be one where there was a difference in the rating between the 

two actors. 
162 Participants were recruited through a public facing website, were native English speakers, 18 years of age or 

older, with at most a minimal training in philosophy. Minimal training in philosophy was taken to exclude 

philosophy majors, those who have completed a degree with a major in philosophy, and those who have taken 

graduate-level courses in philosophy.  (Livengood et al., p.13) 
163 Respondents were asked to rate their agreement using a 7 point Likert scale with anchors 1 (Strongly Disagree), 4 

(Neutral), 7 (Strongly Agree). 
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Confirming Knobe’s speculation, participants in this study were significantly more likely to say 

that Jane caused the system to crash, rather than Lauren164 (Livengood et al., p.13). As such, the 

participants’ attributions of causal responsibility for the system crash demonstrated sensitivity to 

the moral difference between Lauren and Jane’s behaviour. To repeat and emphasize this point, 

the asymmetry in judgments of causal responsibility that Livengood et al. found must be due to 

the only difference between Jane and Lauren’s behaviour, the fact that one action was sanctioned 

or permissible while the other was not sanctioned and therefore, not permissible. This moral 

difference leads the folk to make different judgements regarding the causal responsibility of each 

actor. 

Knobe originally characterized the difference between Jane and Lauren’s behaviour as a 

moral one, and I have followed suit. With empirical verification of the asymmetry in causal 

responsibility attributions we can follow Knobe’s lead and conclude that moral differences are 

influencing the way in which we use and attribute the folk psychological concept of causal 

responsibility. However, the difference between Jane and Lauren’s behaviour can be 

characterized in another way. If this characterization is appropriate and successful, then we 

cannot claim that a moral difference is driving the asymmetry in attributions of causal 

responsibility since this other characterization might be driving the effect. That is, if there are 

multiple ways of describing the difference between their behaviours, then we cannot claim that 

judgments of causal responsibility are influenced by moral considerations. 

Julia Driver makes this exact point (2008a, 2008b) and so argues that this particular 

vignette cannot demonstrate that moral information is the source of the asymmetry. Instead, she 

points out that we can interpret Jane’s behaviour as also being ‘out of norm’ since, after all, 

                                                           
164 Mean ratings of agreement were 2.42 for Lauren and 5.21 for Jane. 
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employees do not typically break company policies. In other words, Jane’s behaviour is unusual 

or atypical.  Thus, she proposes that this feature of Jane’s behaviour, not the moral valence of her 

behaviour, is the real feature that explains this difference in the folk’s responses. In effect, she 

claims that the folk “are more likely to make attributions of causation to events that do not 

conform to norms” (Driver, 2008b, p.459). Like Knobe’s original suggestion this too is just mere 

speculation and Driver does not cite empirical evidence to support her claim. That said, Driver’s 

suggestion is a good one and seriously challenges the legitimacy of Knobe’s speculation and the 

claim that the moral difference between Jane and Lauren’s behaviour explains the empirical 

results Livengood et al. collected. 

In response to Driver’s alternative analysis, Knobe paired up with Ben Fraser (2008) to 

develop a new vignette and conduct an experiment.165 The structure of the case is identical to the 

Jane and Lauren vignette. That is, two actors jointly and equally contribute to an outcome but 

one actor is acting in a way that can be construed as a moral violation. Importantly, in this new 

vignette the two behaviours are both equally ‘in the norm’ or typical. By ensuring that both the 

moral and immoral behaviours are typical, Knobe and Fraser controlled for the influence of 

atypicality and so have ensured that if any differences in attributions of causal responsibility 

arise, this is not due to differences in typicality but the differences in the moral valence of each 

behaviour. Their vignette, which has become known as the Pen case, is as follows:  

 

 

 

                                                           
165 Participants were recruited from an undergraduate philosophy class at University of North Carolina – Chapel 

Hill. 
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The receptionist in the philosophy department keeps her desk stocked with pens. 

The administrative assistants are allowed to take the pens, but faculty members 

are supposed to buy their own.  

 

The administrative assistants typically do take the pens. Unfortunately, so do the 

faculty members. The receptionist has repeatedly emailed them reminders that 

only administrative assistants are allowed to take the pens.  

 

On Monday morning, one of the administrative assistants encounters Professor 

Smith walking past the receptionist’s desk. Both take pens. Later that day, the 

receptionist needs to take an important message… but she has a problem. There 

are no pens left on her desk. (Knobe and Fraser, 2008, p.443) 

 

Immediately after reading the vignette participants were asked to rate their agreement166 with 

each of the following claims:  

 Professor Smith caused the problem. 

 The Administrative Assistant caused the problem. 

 

To be clear, both Professor Smith and the Administrative Assistant contributed equally to the 

outcome, they both must take a pen in order for the receptionist to be left with none, thereby 

causing her unfortunate predicament; neither actor acting alone would be sufficient to cause the 

outcome.  Yet, when participants rated their agreement with each of the above claims, Knobe and 

Fraser found that participants were significantly more willing to say that Professor Smith caused 

the problem. Assessments of causal responsibility were significantly higher for Professor Smith 

than they were for the Administrative Assistant,167 revealing an asymmetry in judgments of 

causal responsibility in response to the presented scenario (Knobe and Fraser, 2008, p.443). 

 Importantly, unlike in the Jane and Lauren vignette, in this vignette Professor Smith’s 

behaviour was perfectly normal for him, it was something he would do all the time. As such, 

Driver’s analysis of the Jane and Lauren asymmetry does not apply in this case. As a result, the 

                                                           
166 Knobe and Fraser used a 7 point Likert scale with anchors -3 (Not at all), 0 (Somewhat), +3 (Fully). 
167 Mean ratings of agreement for Professor Smith and the Administrative Assistant probers were 2.2 and -1.2 

respectively. 



141 
 

asymmetry in attributions must be due to the only difference between Professor Smith’s and the 

Administrative Assistant’s behaviour, the fact that the latter’s is perfectly moral while the 

former’s is a moral violation. Put another way, the two behaviours are descriptively the same, but 

normatively different and this normative difference must be leading to the observed asymmetry 

in the attributions being made. Therefore, we can re-conclude that attributions of causal 

responsibility appear to be sensitive to moral considerations. 

 In reply, Driver (2008b, p.459) clarifies her notion of being ‘out of norm’. Importantly, 

she recognizes that an action can be out of norm in two ways; statistically and evaluatively. To 

be statistically out of norm simply requires a behaviour to be something one does not normally 

engage in doing, or that we typically do not observe others doing.  For example, statistically or 

typically speaking, people do not walk backwards around the office.  Alternatively, there is a 

sense in which something can be evaluatively out of norm as well.  We make this judgment 

based on whether some behaviour deviates from a norm or ideal conception of action. For 

example, people do not pick their noses in public.   

 Immoral actions are often atypical in both senses. That is, people simply do not tend to 

perform immoral actions and when we see someone doing something wrong, we view it as being 

unusual in this statistical sense. But, immoral actions are also judged to be out of norm in the 

evaluative sense. Driver concedes that neither the Professor nor the Administrative Assistant 

acted statistically out of norm, but maintains that the professor did act evaluatively out of norm. 

To be clear, while immoral behaviours are often statistically atypical, Professor Smith was 

known to be a frequent violator of morality and so his behaviour was statistically typical.  That 

said, it was still wrong and in this sense ‘out of norm’. As such, Driver claims that Knobe and 
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Fraser’s data is perfectly compatible with her analysis as the Professor’s behaviour is still ‘out of 

norm’.  

 In response to his debate, Jill Cumby and I (see Roxborough and Cumby, 2009) realized 

that by holding statistical atypicality constant Knobe and Fraser’s data does not help us assess 

whether their analysis or Driver’s more complex analysis is correct. More specifically, Driver 

recognizes that a behaviour can be out of norm in more than one way (i.e., statistically or 

evaluatively) and her analysis suggests that either can play a role in driving our attributions of 

causal responsibility. In effect, by controlling for statistical atypicality, Knobe and Fraser’s 

experiment cannot assess the role that this information might play in assessments of causal 

responsibility. As such, the investigation into the role of each information type is not complete 

and so we developed a variant of the original Pen case to investigate whether statistical 

atypicality plays a role in folk causal attributions. By separating statistical from evaluative 

atypicality, we can assess whether and the extent to which each form of typicality informs folk 

attributions of causal responsibility. If both types of typicality influence folk attributions of 

causal responsibility then a complete account of the concept would have to take this into 

consideration, and so we should prefer Driver’s analysis over Knobe’s. 

This analysis is actually a familiar one and harks back to Hart and Honoré’s (1959) claim 

that “the notions of what is unusual and what is reprehensible by accepted standards both 

influence the use of causal language” (p.56). Here we see a clear commitment to the idea that 

both sorts of information play an important role in our use of causal language.  Thus, we 

developed a modification of Knobe and Fraser’s vignette to fully test for the role of statistical 

atypicality and to provide a nice comparison between our results and those of Knobe and Fraser.  

Our vignette is as follows: 
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The receptionist in the philosophy department keeps her desk stocked with pens. 

The administrative assistants are allowed to take the pens, but faculty members 

are supposed to buy their own.  

 

The administrative assistants typically do not take the pens. Unfortunately, the 

faculty members do. The receptionist has repeatedly emailed them reminders that 

only administrative assistants are allowed to take the pens.  

 

On Monday morning, one of the administrative assistants encounters Professor 

Smith walking past the receptionist’s desk. Both take pens. Later that day, the 

receptionist needs to take an important message… but she has a problem. There 

are no pens left on her desk.  (Roxborough and Cumby, 2009, p.209-10) 

 

I suspect that the reader will have spotted the difference.  In our vignette, we reintroduced 

statistical atypicality, but this time, as a feature of the Administrative Assistant’s behaviour.  

That is, while Professor Smith’s behaviour remained statistically typical, but evaluatively out of 

norm, we modified the Administrative Assistant’s behaviour describing it as moral (evaluatively 

typical) but statistically atypical as she does not usually take pens from the receptionist. Like 

Knobe and Fraser we asked our participants168 to rate their agreement to the following two 

claims using the same scale as Knobe and Fraser: 

 Professor Smith caused the problem. 

 The Administrative Assistant caused the problem. 

 

As Knobe would predict, our participants were significantly more willing to attribute causal 

responsibility to Professor Smith than they were to the Administrative Assistant.169 Thus, we 

confirmed that moral information (or in Driver’s terminology evaluative information) plays a 

role in the folk attributions of causal responsibility. In fact, our results suggest that evaluative 

information has a far greater impact on judgments of causal responsibility than statistical 

information. That is, since making the Administrative Assistant’s behaviour statistically atypical 

                                                           
168 Participants were recruited from an undergraduate philosophy class at York University. 
169 Mean ratings of agreement for the Professor Smith and Administrative Assistant probes were 0.9 and -0.98 

respectively. 
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did not flip the asymmetry in assessments of causal responsibility, we can conclude that the 

moral information, not statistical information, plays a more significant role in the evaluation of 

causal responsibility. 

We did, however, notice an unexpected difference. Specifically, our change to the 

vignette led to a small but statistically significant change in willingness to attribute causal 

responsibility to Professor Smith. That is, agreement with the statement “Professor Smith caused 

the problem” was lower among our respondents than Knobe and Fraser’s, and this difference was 

statistically significant. Thus, we argued that statistical atypicality does have an effect, just not as 

we would expect, and not to the degree with which we were hoping to find.  Our results 

motivated us to accept Driver’s more complex analysis of the concept, requiring that a model of 

how the folk attribute causal responsibility will need to include information regarding the 

statistical and evaluative atypicality of the behaviour, not just evaluative information as Knobe 

has proposed. And for a time, this became the consensus position, endorsed in principle by 

Driver, ourselves, and later by Hitchcock and Knobe (2009). However, the hallmark of empirical 

research is having replicable findings and a new study was conducted which suggests that our 

conclusion regarding the importance of both moral and statistical information is not correct. 

 Sytsma, Livengood, and Rose (2012) were not satisfied with the consensus view nor the 

experimental efforts of Knobe and Fraser and Roxborough and Cumby. As such, they set out to 

conduct a more complete set of studies that comprehensively analyzed folk attributions of causal 

responsibility. They began by articulating a difference between population-level statistical norms 

and agent-level statistical norms (Sytsma et al., 2012, p.816). That is, we can analyze a 

behaviour as being statistically typical or atypical in relation to a group they belong to 

(population-level) or in relation to the agent’s own past behaviour (agent-level). Thus far, the 
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discussion of whether or not statistical atypicality shapes folk attributions of causal judgments 

has relied on population-level statistical norms. More specifically, in the Pen vignette utilized by 

Knobe and Fraser and again by Roxborough and Cumby, both Professor Smith’s and the 

particular administrative assistant’s behaviours are typical or atypical in so far as they belong to 

a particular group, faculty members or administrative assistants respectively. Systma et al. 

correctly note that there could be differences between how population-level and agent-level 

statistical norms shape folk attributions of causal responsibility, and so a further investigation is 

warranted. Additionally, Sytsma et al. had concerns regarding the empirical data relied on to date 

for various methodological reasons (Sytsma et al., 2012, p.817). As such, they were not 

convinced that population-level statistical atypicality in fact directly influences folk attributions 

of causal responsibility as the consensus view claimed. 

In response, they develop their own view which they call the responsibility view. In 

contrast to the consensus view which claims that information about statistical norms and in 

particular, whether a behaviour is atypical, directly impacts folk attributions of causal 

responsibility, the responsibility view claims that statistical norm information in general may 

only sometimes impact folk attributions of causal responsibility and do so indirectly through our 

normative judgments regarding the responsibility of an agent (Sytsma et al., 2012, p.816).  On 

the basis of this view they make two predictions. First, they predict that population level 

statistical information will not impact folk attributions of causal responsibility since they do not 

see this information as being particularly relevant to the question of who is normatively 

responsible for a problematic outcome. In contrast, this view does predict that statistical norm 

information will impact folk attributions of causal responsibility when it is agent-level and 

demonstrates that a behaviour is typical. They reason that this information is relevant to the 
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question of who is normatively responsible for a problematic outcome, which will then influence 

the attribution of causal responsibility. To make this point clear, they invite us to consider a 

habitual jaywalker and an occasional jaywalker who both cause accidents.170 Their hypothesis is 

that the habitual jaywalker will be judged as more blameworthy because of their pattern of 

behaviour and this in turn would affect attributions of causal responsibility (Sytsma et al., 2012, 

p.816). Put another way, they expect patterns of behaviour to be a relevant factor when making 

assessments of responsibility since someone who regularly engages in a particular behaviour is 

more likely to know of the bad outcomes that could come from their behaviour and this 

normative judgment will influence how the folk attribute causal responsibility. 

In their first set of studies, Sytsma et al. analyzed each of the possible permutations 

regarding the Pen vignette (Sytsma et al., 2012, p.817). In particular, they utilized Knobe & 

Fraser’s original vignette, the Roxborough & Cumby variant, as well as one more vignette171 

structuring the Professor and Administrative Assistant scenario to match the Jane and Lauren 

scenario where the behaviour that is evaluatively atypical is also statistically atypical at the 

population-level. The last vignette is as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
170 It’s worth noting that both behaviours are impermissible and so evaluatively atypical. 
171 The final permutation where the administrative assistant’s behaviour is permissible and atypical, while the 

Professor’s behaviour is impermissible and atypical was not used. 
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The receptionist in the philosophy department keeps her desk stocked with pens. 

The administrative assistants are allowed to take the pens, but faculty members 

are supposed to buy their own.  

 

The administrative assistants typically do take the pens. In contrast, the faculty 

members typically do not take the pens.172  

 

On Monday morning, one of the administrative assistants encounters Professor 

Smith walking past the receptionist’s desk. Both take pens. Later that day, the 

receptionist needs to take an important message…but she has a problem. There 

are no pens left on her desk. (Sytsma et al., 2012, Appendices p.1) 

 

Armed with all three permutations, they invited participants173 to consider the stories and 

respond to the following probes using a similar scale to the one used by Knobe and Fraser:174 

 Professor Smith caused the problem. 

 The Administrative Assistant caused the problem. 

 

As the responsibility view predicts, results of this study suggest that population-level statistical 

norm information has no impact on the folk attributions of causal responsibility (Sytsma et al., 

2012, p. 817). In fact, across all three permutations of the vignette the exact same result was 

observed. Agreement with the claim “Professor Smith caused the problem” was significantly 

higher than agreement with the claim “The Administrative Assistant caused the problem”, and 

there were no statistically significant differences in the level of agreement between permutations 

(Sytsma et al., 2012, p.817-818). Given the lack of variation across the permutations, we can 

conclude that the evaluative difference (the impermissibility of the Professor’s behaviour) is the 

source of the asymmetry observed in the assessments of causal responsibility for Professor Smith 

                                                           
172 Sytsma et al. removed the phrase “The receptionist has repeatedly emailed them reminders that only 

administrative assistants are allowed to take the pens” from this variant, presumably because atypical behaviour on 

the part of the faculty members would not likely warrant this admonishment. 
173 Participants were recruited through a public facing website, were native English speakers, 18 years of age or 

older, with at most a minimal training in philosophy (Sytsma et al., 2012, p.817). 
174The standard 7 point Likert scale ranges from 1 to 7 and this is what Sytsma et al. used. In contrast, Knobe & 

Fraser used a 7 point scale starting from -3 and going to +3. Roxborough & Cumby used the same scale to be 

consistent with Knobe & Fraser. While a change in scale can change results, Systma et al. consistently employed 

their preferred Likert scale for all permutations of the vignette to produce comparable results within their own 

experimental design. 
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and the administrative assistant. These results cast doubt on the role of population-level 

statistical norm information in folk attributions of causal responsibility and thus the consensus 

view, which carves out a direct role for this information. In contrast, these results confirm the 

prediction of the responsibility view which predicts that population-level information will not 

impact the attributive practice. 

However, Sytsma et al. conducted a further study175 removing permissibility information 

from the Pen vignette to more directly test the influence of population-level statistical norm 

information on folk attributions of causal responsibility.176 As it turns out, there were no 

statistical differences between all permutations177 of the vignette when the permissibility 

information was removed (Sytsma et al., 2012, p.817). If population-level statistical norm 

information was to have a direct impact on folk attributions of causal responsibility, this would 

be the time to observe it and yet there were no differences between the vignette permutations.  

This is fairly damaging for the consensus view, and again confirms the prediction of the 

responsibility view as articulated by Sytsma et al. Moreover, this reinforces the claim that the 

asymmetry observed when permissibility information was included must be due to the moral 

information and not some combination of the moral and statistical information.  

In order to support their second hypothesis that agent-level statistical norm information 

influences attributions of causal responsibility, Sytsma et al. conducted a further study. In this 

study they updated the Pen vignette to include agent-level statistical norm information as 

opposed to population-level statistical norm information and made reference to a particular 

                                                           
175 The same sampling strategy was employed in this study, as was used in the previously discussed study. 
176 Sytsma et al. were concerned that perhaps the role that population-level statistical norm information could be 

playing a role in folk attributions of causal responsibility, but was just being overridden by the presence of the moral 

information. 
177 It is worth noting that Sytsma et al. included the fourth vignette where both behaviours were atypical in this 

study. 
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administrative assistant, John. Since the vignettes used mirror the structure of those described 

above, I include only one vignette178 below to demonstrate the changes in language: 

The receptionist in the philosophy department keeps her desk stocked with pens. 

The administrative assistants are allowed to take the pens, but faculty members 

are supposed to buy their own. 

 

One of the administrative assistants, John, almost always takes a pen every time 

he passes the receptionist’s desk. In contrast, one of the faculty members, 

Professor Smith, almost never takes a pen when he passes the receptionist’s desk. 

The receptionist has repeatedly e-mailed reminders that only administrative 

assistants are allowed to take the pens in order to ensure that everyone is clear on 

the point. 

 

On Monday morning, John encounters Professor Smith walking past the 

receptionist’s desk. Both take pens. Later that day, the receptionist needs to take 

an important message… but she has a problem. There are no pens left on her 

desk. (Sytsma et al., 2012, Appendices p. 5) 

 

Again, for each permutation, participants179 in the study were invited to consider a vignette and 

rate their agreement with each of the following probes: 

 Professor Smith caused the problem. 

 John caused the problem. 

 

Recall that Sytsma et al. hypothesized that agent-level statistical information would indirectly 

influence folk attributions of causal responsibility and that in particular, typical behaviour would 

be more likely to be viewed as causally responsible. This is precisely what was observed in the 

above study as results showed that assignment to a particular vignette affected folk attributions 

of causal responsibility in statistically significant ways (Sytsma et al., 2012, p.817). Perhaps 

most importantly, they found that when permissibility and agent-level typicality are in 

competition, the statistical information “wins out” (Sytsma et al., 2012, p.817). Looking at the 

vignette where Professor Smith acts impermissibly but atypically for him, while John acts 

                                                           
178 The vignette below is the impermissible/atypical and permissible/typical variant. For a complete list of the 

vignettes visit: http://philsci-archive.pitt.edu/5372/ 
179 The same sampling strategy was employed in this study as those above. 
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permissibly and typically for him, folk attributions of causal responsibility regarding John are 

actually significantly higher than for Professor Smith180 (Sytsma et al., 2012, p.817). This 

confirms their prediction that the folk are more likely to attribute causal responsibility to an 

agent when they behave in a way that is typical for them then when it is atypical for them. To 

further strengthen their case, they utilized the same vignettes with permissibility information 

removed to examine the role of just agent-level statistical information and again results 

confirmed their hypothesis (Sytsma et al., 2012, p.818). More specifically, when permissibility 

information is removed respondents are more likely to say that the agent who behaved agent-

level typically caused the problem than when they behaved atypically. In the words of the 

responsibility view, the agent acting agent-level typically is judged as being more blameworthy 

than the agent acting atypically and so folk attributions of causal responsibility vary accordingly. 

On the basis of this series of studies, Sytsma et al. conclude that the consensus view is 

incorrect. More specifically, they conclude that population-level statistical information does not 

directly affect folk attributions of causal responsibility. While this new development discounted 

some of my own research, their findings are actually more supportive of the general claim being 

developed in this chapter than my earlier research on this issue. In fact, Sytsma et al.’s findings 

in relation to the original Pen vignette and its variants more strongly support the claim that moral 

information regarding a behaviour directly influences how the folk attribute causal responsibility 

than the consensus view I had originally endorsed. However, these results also suggest that 

agent-level statistical norm information has a role to play in folk attributions of causal 

responsibility. Importantly, however, the responsibility view holds that the role of agent-level 

statistical information is subservient to the task of determining normative responsibility for an 

                                                           
180 Mean ratings of agreement for Professor Smith and John are 2.85 and 4.81 respectively. 
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action and the results of these studies are consistent with this claim. In other words, agent-level 

statistical information is important not because it directly influences how the folk attribute causal 

responsibility, but because it helps the folk make a normative assessment about blameworthiness 

or responsibility which then feeds into how they attribute causal responsibility (Sytsma et al., 

2012, p.820).181 

Fiery Cushman (2010) conducted a series of experiments182 that confirm the general 

findings recounted above, but with a different set of vignettes. He began by constructing three 

different scenarios all detailing an individual making a choice that led to a bad outcome. By 

manipulating the background information of the scenario Cushman created a morally good and 

morally bad variant of each of the three scenarios. That is, the background information was 

manipulated in such a way that the bad outcome was the result of a morally good or morally bad 

decision on the part of the actor in the scenario. What he wanted to know was whether or not 

determinations of the causal role of the actor would be significantly different between the 

morally good and morally bad variants despite the fact that the act and outcome were identical. 

Participants in his study were presented with both the morally good and morally bad variants of 

the same scenario and asked a series of questions after reading each scenario. The structure of 

the three scenarios is similar enough that I will only explicitly recount the morally good and 

morally bad variants of one scenario, which Cushman calls the “Boat Case” (Cushman, 2010, 

p.11). The morally good and morally bad variants of the Boat Case were as follows: 

                                                           
181 It would have been helpful if Sytsma et al. had also asked respondents to explicitly make this normative 

judgement in the survey. This would help to confirm the precise role that the agent-level statistical information is 

having on the normative judgment. 
182 Participants voluntarily accessed the survey through a public facing website. If respondents took less than four 

seconds to review the scenario and begin answering the survey, they were excluded from the final survey sample. 

Participants were presented with both variants of all three scenarios (6 scenarios in total) and were randomly 

assigned to one of two presentation orders. The first 100 respondents to each presentation order were included in the 

final survey sample (Cushman, 2010, pp.8-9). 
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Morally Good Variant: Justin is driving his motorboat in the bay when he 

notices some swimmers in trouble. There are five swimmers drowning at the end 

of a narrow channel in front of Justin. In between Justin and the drowning 

swimmers is another swimmer who is safe and not in trouble. If Justin takes the 

narrow channel to the five drowning swimmers and saves them, the wake from 

Justin’s boat will wash over the safe swimmer, drowning him. If Justin does 

nothing, the five swimmers will drown and the one swimmer will remain safe. 

Justin knows exactly what the consequences of his decision will be. Wanting to 

save the five swimmers, Justin decides to take the narrow channel. The one 

swimmer drowns. (Cushman, 2010, Appendix p.1) 

 

Morally Bad: Dave is driving his motorboat in the bay when he notices some 

friends nearby. His friends are fishing at the end of a narrow channel in front of 

Dave. In between Dave and his friends is a swimmer who is safe and not in 

trouble. If Dave takes the narrow channel to visit his friends, the wake from 

Dave’s boat will wash over the safe swimmer, drowning him. If Dave does 

nothing, he won’t see his friends and the one swimmer will remain safe. Dave 

knows exactly what the consequences of his decision will be. Wanting to see his 

friends, Dave decides to take the narrow channel. The one swimmer drowns. 

(Cushman, 2010, Appendix p.1) 

 

Notice that Justin and Dave behave in exactly the same way and the outcome or side effect of 

killing the one is the same in both cases. Their actions were deliberate and they had full 

knowledge of what they were doing. The only difference in the two cases is the background 

information regarding why they drove up the narrow channel. That is, whether they chose to save 

five people (morally good) or go see their friends (morally bad). After reviewing the scenario, 

participants in the study were asked questions relating to the causal responsibility of Justin and 

Dave as well as the moral valence of their respective behaviours. 

For the causal attribution question, Cushman asked participants to evaluate “How much 

of a role did [agent’s name] play in causing the one to die?” and provided a 7 point scale 

anchored from 1 “None at all” to 4 “Some” to 7 “Very Large” (Cushman, 2010, p.9). Similarly, 

for the moral judgment question was “From a moral standpoint, [agent’s name]’s decision was:”, 

with a different 7 point scale anchored from 1 “Obligatory” to 4 “Permissible” to 7 “Forbidden” 

(Cushman, 2010, p.9). 
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Consistent with the experiments discussed above, results of this study showed that 

participants were significantly less likely to say that Justin caused the one to die when compared 

to ratings for the causal role of Dave (Cushman, 2010, p.12). More specifically, the morally bad 

variant received significantly higher ratings than the morally good variant and given that the two 

scenarios are identical except in regards to the moral valence of the behaviour, we can conclude 

that this difference is driving the observed result, just as we saw with the Pen vignettes above. 

The same general result was in fact observed for the other two scenarios as well, suggesting a 

general trend across multiple cases (Cushman, 2010, p.12).  

Cushman also found that participants viewed the two variants as being significantly 

different in terms of the moral valence of Justin and Dave. In fact, results confirmed that the 

Justin variant was considered significantly less morally bad (close to the permissible anchor on 

the scale) than the Dave vignette (close to the forbidden anchor on the scale) and similar results 

were found for the other two scenarios as well (Cushman, 2010, p.12). On the basis of these 

results Cushman ran an additional analysis to assess the correlation between the moral judgment 

and the causal judgment within each participant. The analysis did in fact reveal a significant 

correlation between these two judgements (Cushman, 2010, p.13), which further confirms the 

relationship between the two judgements and this was found for all three scenarios. 

Cushman opted to conduct an additional study since the variance in the ratings Justin and 

Dave’s behaviours received was generally low (Cushman, 2010, p.14). He hypothesized that the 

deliberate act of driving down the narrow channel may be viewed negatively regardless of 

whether it was done for morally good or morally bad reasons183 (Cushman, 2010, pp.14-15) and 

                                                           
183 He made this prediction on the basis of previous research he conducted, which suggested that omitting to save a 

life rather than bringing about its end would be viewed as less morally bad (Cushman, F. A., Young, L., & Hauser, 

M. D., 2006). 
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with greater variance in the results, a more robust result might be observed. For this additional 

experiment Cushman tweaked all three of the original scenarios to describe a case of omission as 

opposed to actively bringing about the one’s death. The revised Boat Cases were as follows: 

Morally Good Variant: Justin is driving his motorboat in the bay when he 

notices five swimmers drowning. Justin starts towards the swimmers when he 

notices another swimmer in the opposite direction who is also drowning. If Justin 

turns around, he can save the one swimmer, but the five will drown. If Justin 

continues towards the five swimmers he can save the five, but the one will drown. 

Justin knows exactly what the consequences of his decision will be. Wanting to 

save the five swimmers, Justin decides to continue towards them. The one 

swimmer drowns. (Cushman, 2010, Appendix, p.2) 

 

Morally Bad Variant: Dave is driving his motorboat in the bay when he notices 

some friends who are fishing. Justin starts towards his friends when he notices a 

swimmer in the opposite direction who is drowning. If Justin turns around, he can 

save the one swimmer, but he won’t be able to go fishing with his friends. If 

Justin continues towards his friends he can go fishing with them, but the swimmer 

will drown. Justin knows exactly what the consequences of his decision will be. 

Wanting to go fishing with his friends, Justin decides to continue towards them. 

The one swimmer drowns. (Cushman, 2010, Appendix, p.2) 

 

Again, notice that Justin and Dave’s actions and the outcomes are identical, Cushman simply 

manipulates the background information of the story to change the moral valence of the choice 

made by the actor. As before, participants were asked to assess the causal role that Justin and 

Dave played in killing the one and were asked to assess the moral valence of their decision. 

Similar results to those in the first experiment were observed as participants rated Dave’s 

causal role as significantly greater than Justin’s causal role, despite both actions and outcomes 

being identical (Cushman, 2010, p.16).  Likewise, participants rated Dave’s behaviour as being 

significantly worse than Justin’s (Cushman, 2010, p.16). These results were consistent across all 

three scenarios and Cushman found a significant correlation between moral judgments and 

causal judgments in all three scenarios (Cushman, 2010, p.17), clearly suggesting that in the case 
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of omission we still find the asymmetrical effect that has been observed even when the act is 

deliberate. 

Given these two experiments Cushman concludes that although it is clear that the folk 

think that agents have considerable causal responsibility for bad side effects, this is significantly 

less the case when the consequence is brought about by a morally good choice, a result that is 

consistent with those detailed above (Cushman, 2010, p.17). 

However, Cushman set out to try and answer an additional question. More specifically, 

he was interested in assessing the role moral information plays not just in our immediate 

attributions, but in the inferences we make about causality in general. Put another way, Cushman 

was interested in trying to develop some empirical evidence to assess whether moral judgments 

can affect the underlying representation of causation the folk have and use in inferential ways 

(Cushman, 2010, pp.18, 21).  

To begin to assess this question empirically, Cushman modified the three omission 

scenarios and the corresponding morally good and morally bad variants to include mention of a 

prior causal contributor that had a role to play in bringing about the bad outcome (Cushman, 

2010, p.21). The morally good and morally bad variants of the Boat Case in this experiment were 

as follows: 

Morally Good Variant: Justin is driving his motorboat in the bay when he 

notices five swimmers drowning. Justin starts towards the swimmers when he 

notices another swimmer in the opposite direction who is also drowning. The one 

swimmer was overcome by an unusually large wave. If Justin turns around, he 

can save the one swimmer, but the five will drown. If Justin continues towards the 

five swimmers he can save the five, but the one will drown. Justin knows exactly 

what the consequences of his decision will be. Wanting to save the five 

swimmers, Justin decides to continue towards them. The one swimmer drowns. 

(Cushman, 2010, Appendix, p.5) 
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Morally Bad Variant: Dave is driving his motorboat in the bay when he notices 

some friends who are fishing. Justin starts towards his friends when he notices a 

swimmer in the opposite direction who is drowning. The one swimmer was 

overcome by an unusually large wave. If Justin turns around, he can save the one 

swimmer, but he won’t be able to go fishing with his friends. If Justin continues 

towards his friends he can go fishing with them, but the swimmer will drown. 

Justin knows exactly what the consequences of his decision will be. Wanting to 

go fishing with his friends, Justin decides to continue towards them. The one 

swimmer drowns. (Cushman, 2010, Appendix, p.5) 

 

Notice in both cases that an unusually large wave has caused the one to begin to drown prior to 

Justin or Dave being faced with a decision. As with before, the acts and outcomes are identical, 

but the background information has been manipulated to generate a difference in the moral 

valence of the two variants. Participants in this study were asked to assess the moral standing of 

Justin and Dave’s decisions but were also asked “How much of a causal role did the tidal wave 

play in the death of the one?” using the same scale as was used to assess Justin and Dave’s 

behaviour in the previous experiments (Cushman, 2010, p.21). 

Again, and consistently across all scenarios, Cushman found that participants rated the 

morally bad variant as significantly worse than the morally good variant (Cushman, 2010, p.23). 

The more interesting and novel result of this experiment emerged when looking at the target 

question regarding the causal role assigned to the tidal wave. As it turns out, participants rated 

the causal role of the tidal wave significantly lower in the morally bad variant when compared to 

the morally good variant (Cushman, 2010, p.23). In other words, when Dave acts in a morally 

objectionable way, participants rated the causal role of the tidal wave significantly lower than in 

the case where Justin acts in a more morally acceptable way. Cushman argues that this result is 

consistent with the causal discounting view, which predicts that if we attribute a causal role to 

one event, that this licenses us to infer that other causal candidates have a lesser role in bringing 

about the event (Cushman, 2010, p.22; see also Morris and Larrick, 1995). But what is important 
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for our purposes here is, as Cushman notes, that “subjects not only attribute a greater causal role 

to morally bad agents, they also use this attribution to infer that other situation factors that 

contributed to the bad consequence played a lesser causal role.” (Cushman, 2010, p.23) As such, 

we have evidence to suggest that moral judgments do not exert their influence on judgments of 

causal responsibility in a limited way, but instead these moral judgments influence the inferences 

we make regarding the “larger body of causal knowledge connected to the bad consequence” 

(Cushman, 2010, pp.22-23) as well. Additionally, although Cushman does not emphasize this 

observation, it appears as though our moral judgments do not just influence our assessments of 

the causal role of agents, but also situational factors. So while the Pen vignettes above and 

Cushman’s first two studies demonstrated that the folk attribute causal responsibility to agents in 

a way that is sensitive to the moral valence of their behaviour, these results suggest that the 

moral valence of an agent’s behaviour changes the way we attribute causation to non-agent 

entities as well.  

 Together, these experiments paint a fairly consistent picture of the way in which the folk 

use the folk psychological concept of causal responsibility. Specifically, they demonstrate that 

moral considerations influence the way in which this concept is employed by the folk in practice. 

As with intentional action, this should raise a red flag since these results suggest that our concept 

of causal responsibility might have a moral purpose or be driven by moral considerations which 

may very well be at odds with the traditional interpretation of folk psychology. 
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5.3.3 – Ascriptions of Knowledge 

The relationship between knowledge and belief is a close one. In epistemology we talk about, for 

example, knowledge in terms of justified true belief, belief formed on the basis of a reliable 

process, or as a web of interconnected and supported beliefs. However we cash out knowledge, 

belief will play a fundamental role in understanding how we attribute knowledge. In fact, we 

might say that you cannot know something if you do not believe it.184 Unfortunately, the 

converse is not true. The fact that you can believe something, even justifiably believe something, 

and not know it has played havoc with philosophical attempts to understand the concept of 

knowledge. In fact, this is precisely the sort of problem that thought experiments such as the 

famous Gettier case prey on. We can easily describe scenarios where someone believes 

something to be true or even justifiably believes something to be true that happens to be true, but 

are not in possession of knowledge. In the Truetemp case, for example, the actor clearly believes 

that he has correctly provided the ambient temperature, in fact he has. But does he know the 

temperature or is having an unknown implant in the brain that produces the thought, really 

knowledge producing?  In the Fake Barn case, if the actor does not realize he is driving in an 

area of town where papier-mâché barns are common, can he really be said to know the barn is 

real? My point here is to merely highlight the close relationship between believing and knowing 

since belief has played such an important role in how we conceive of and understand folk 

                                                           
184 I am open to the possibility that there may be limited cases where someone would rightly say “I know X, but I 

really don’t believe X”. While I have a hard time parsing this out philosophically, I am more open to the possibility 

that the folk might use the concepts in this way but I do not have the empirical evidence to assess this claim either 

way. I am, however, comfortable saying that knowledge at least generally entails belief or that when one knows 

something, more often than not they believe it as well. I will speak of the relationship between knowledge and belief 

in a way that implies certainty with respect to this issue, but I am open to curtailing the claim slightly. However, and 

most importantly, this has no impact on my general argument. While here and below I imply that the close 

relationship between knowledge and belief has implications for how the folk psychological concept of belief is used, 

if I must reframe this close relationship in less certain terms, than the implications I suggest with respect to belief 

can be similarly re-framed. The general point will not change, although the degree of impact may simply be 

somewhat more muted than this discussion implies. 
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psychology. In effect, because knowledge and belief have such a close relationship, and belief is 

a core folk psychological concept, there is good reason to think that knowledge is a core concept 

as well, just perhaps a slightly less famous one. 

Given the central role belief has played in folk psychology and its close relationship with 

knowledge, I submit that knowledge is also a central folk psychological concept. In other words, 

by attributing knowledge to others (or ourselves) we can improve or assist our folk psychological 

practices. This should be clear from the fact that considering one’s knowledge is paramount to 

determining what one believes and thus, providing information on a central concept of our folk 

framework. 

In fact, the relationship of knowledge to folk psychology is clearly expressed by some of 

those who have responded to the original Chairman vignettes. In particular, much of the 

philosophical discussion that followed Knobe’s presentation of the results invoked the concept of 

knowledge to understand the Chairman’s behaviour and understand how the folk would view his 

behaviour. For example, Hugh McCann (2005) states that “in both vignettes, he [the Chairman] 

knows perfectly well what he is doing” (p.739) and Cushman and Mele (2008) echo the same 

sentiment when they say “One [Chairman] knowingly harms the environment by starting a 

profit-making venture and does not ‘‘care at all’’ about harming it; the other knowingly helps the 

environment by starting a profit-making venture and does not ‘‘care at all’’ about helping it.” 

(p.172) Others focus more on the harm case where knowledge might play an important role. For 

example, Guglielmo and Malle (2010) write, “the CEO obviously knows that his action will 

bring about harm”185 and Wright and Bengson (2009) propose, “In HARM the chairman 

presumably knew that his action would have a bad outcome.” (p.27)  Each of these cases 

                                                           
185 This quote is from an unpublished version of the paper cited. 
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indicates that philosophers assume knowledge is being ascribed to the Chairman and that this 

information is factoring into the assessment of intentionality. In other words, by applying 

knowledge ascriptions to the Chairman we can better understand the reasoning process that the 

folk go through when they attribute the concept of intentional action. These quotes reveal a 

strong commitment to the role of the concept of knowledge in folk psychology, and in particular, 

in ascriptions of other folk psychological concepts.  

But, as Beebe and Buckwalter (2010) point out, the vignette never actually discusses the 

Chairman’s knowledge states; instead it only discusses what information is presented to the 

Chairman. As such, in each of the quotations above philosophers have effectively assumed how 

the folk will ascribe knowledge to the Chairman. We can do better than this by investigating 

these ascriptions empirically to determine the extent to which the folk ascribe knowledge to the 

Chairman in both vignette variants.  

Inspired by the side-effect effect literature concerning intentional action, Beebe and 

Buckwalter investigated whether a similar effect could be found for the concept of knowledge. 

To conduct this investigation they utilized the original Chairman vignette, but instead of asking 

participants to ascribe intentionality, they asked respondents to ascribe knowledge to the 

Chairman. Specifically, participants186 were presented with the original Chairman vignette, and 

asked to assess their level of agreement187 regarding the chairman’s knowledge that the new 

program would harm/help the environment. 

As it turns out, they found that the side-effect effect is present for knowledge ascriptions 

just as it is for ascriptions of intentional action (Beebe and Buckwalter, 2010, p.476). 

                                                           
186 Participants were undergraduate students at the University of Buffalo, recruited to participate in the study in a 

classroom setting. 
187 Participants answered using a seven-point scale anchored from −3 (The chairman didn’t know) to 3 (The 

chairman knew). 
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Specifically, the folk ascribe knowledge differently in response to changes in the moral valence 

of the side-effect. Put another way, morally bad side-effects are more likely than morally neutral 

or good side-effects to yield ascriptions of knowledge.  

Thus we have empirical evidence suggesting that moral information plays a central role 

in how the folk attribute knowledge to an agent. To be clear, this information is epistemically 

irrelevant and I suggest that epistemologists would typically balk at the suggestion that this 

information ought to play a role in how we assign knowledge. Not so for the folk. 

 It is important to emphasize the relevance of this study. Beebe and Buckwalter have 

discovered that the side-effect effect is present not just in intentional action attributions but also 

in attributions of knowledge and so once again moral information is playing a significant role in 

how the folk utilize the concept of knowledge. Importantly these observations help make sense 

of some other empirical results. Nichols and Ulatowski (2007) solicited open ended responses to 

why people responded as they did to the Chairman vignette, trying to see how the folk 

understand their own use of the concept. 

 As it turns out, Beebe and Buckwalter’s study actually helps to explain the pattern that 

appears from Nichols and Ulatowski’s study. In particular, open ended responses to the harm 

vignette often included explicit references to the knowledge of the Chairman, but the same was 

not true when responding to the help vignette. In effect, when responding to the Chairman 

vignette in an open ended format, participants would cite the knowledge of the Chairman in the 

harm case to explain their ascriptions, but refrain from citing the same knowledge in the help 

case. These open ended responses mirror the results that Beebe and Buckwalter found, falling in 

line with the asymmetry in knowledge ascriptions they identified.  
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 These confirming results paint a clear picture: the folk concept of knowledge is ascribed 

in a way that is significantly shaped by moral information. Again, we have empirical evidence to 

suggest that our folk psychological competence with respect to the concept of knowledge is 

shaped in fundamental ways by moral considerations as opposed to quasi-scientific explanatory 

and predictive considerations. Some critics might wonder how central or important the concept 

of knowledge is to folk psychology, but when these results are combined with the observation 

that intentional action and causal responsibility operate similarly, a general pattern begins to 

emerge. While these empirical results regarding each concept on its own might not be that 

significant, together they begin to tell a consistent story about the way our folk psychological 

practice functions. Moreover, and as discussed above, the relationship between knowledge and 

belief is a close one and so we might expect the asymmetry above to influence folk attributions 

of belief, an undeniably central concept in the history of philosophical discussions of folk 

psychology. In fact, there is no need to speculate as this is an empirical question and it has been 

answered. 

5.3.4 – Beliefs and Desires 

If knowledge ascriptions are attributed asymmetrically in response to differences in moral 

valence, we might expect that ascriptions of belief are made in a similar way. If one knows 

something and so also believes it, we might expect that if moral information influences how we 

ascribe knowledge, that it might also influence how we ascribe beliefs.188 While the reasoning 

behind this speculation is justifiable, once again it’s better to simply investigate the matter than 

think about it. 

                                                           
188 Of course this need not be the case. For example, moral information might influence the justification process that 

underlies our ascriptions of knowledge but that need not apply in the case of ascribing belief. This is just to suggest 

that we might expect the influence of some factor on knowledge ascriptions to ultimately influence ascriptions of 

belief which are often intimately linked to ascriptions of knowledge. 
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 Results from a study conducted by Tannenbaum, Ditto and Pizarro (2009) having bearing 

on this matter.189 Using the familiar Chairman vignette, they explored how the folk190 would 

attribute belief to the Chairman in both the harm and help variants.  Specifically, they used the 

following probes to solicit responses191 regarding the beliefs of the Chairman: 

 Did the chairman believe his actions would harm the environment?   

 Did the chairman believe his actions would help the environment?   

 

As we would expect, Tannenbaum et al.’s study confirmed the expectation above. Participants’ 

willingness to attribute belief to the Chairman was significantly higher in the morally bad 

scenario when compared to the morally good scenario192 (Tannenbaum et al., 2009, p.6). In other 

words, willingness to ascribe belief to an actor is responsive to moral information regarding a 

side-effect of their action. These results suggest that yet another folk psychological concept 

shows sensitivity to the moral valence of a side-effect of the agent’s action when used in 

practice. Importantly, this is not just any concept, but one of the most central concepts to folk 

psychology, or at least traditional characterizations thereof. 

While beliefs themselves are of crucial importance to theorizing about folk psychology 

and are often investigated in isolation, more often than not in folk psychological accounts of 

behaviour beliefs operate in conjunction with desires. Recall the familiar explanation of my 

walking to the fridge to get a beer that involves both my belief (there is a beer in the fridge) and 

                                                           
189 The primary purpose of Tannenbaum et al.’s study was to explore the effect of “protected values” on the side-

effect effect. More specifically, they set out to examine whether distinction in the value placed on environmental 

welfare would influence judgments of the Chairman’s actions. As such, when reporting the specific results of each 

probe, they do so by breaking out the result into the two comparison groups (i.e. those with a protected value 

regarding the environment and those without). That said, while they do not report the specific findings for the entire 

sample, they do discuss the results and comparisons between the harm and help variants at this level. 
190 Participants in the study were recruited from undergraduate courses in psychology and economics at the 

University of California, Irvine and invited to complete the survey online. 
191 Participants responded using a 7 point Likert scale anchored from 1 “Not at all” to 7 “Completely” 
192 Mean scores for the protected value and non-protected value groups were 6.35 & 5.69, respectively, in the harm 

variant and 4.21 & 4.43, respectively, in the help variant. Tannenbaum et al. report conducting a 2x2 (protected 

value status x valence of condition) ANOVA which revealed that a main effect for condition did exert a strong 

influence on the attribution of belief (p < 0.0001) (Tannenbaum et al., 2009, pp.6-7). 
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my desire (that I have a beer). Given that beliefs and desires often work in conjunction to 

produce a behaviour it is worth knowing whether moral information only influences our belief 

attributions, or whether it influences our attributions of desires as well.  

Again, results from the study conducted by Tannenbaum et al. helps us to answer this 

question as they included a probe in their study to explore how desire would be attributed to the 

Chairman. More specifically, they invited participants to respond193 to the following probes: 

 Did the chairman have a desire to harm the environment? 

 Did the chairman have a desire to help the environment? 

 

Results suggest that once again, participants were significantly more likely to attribute a desire to 

harm the environment to the Chairman than a desire to help the environment194 (Tannenbaum et 

al., 2009, p.6) although in both cases, willingness to attribute the desire was quite low. That is, 

generally speaking participants’ responses to these probes fell below the midpoint for both the 

harm and help variants, in contrast to the attributions of belief where ratings were above the 

midpoint for both variants. While low willingness to attribute a desire to the Chairman in this 

case may be an interesting result in itself, the fact that the asymmetry in the willingness of the 

participants to attribute a desire to the Chairman persists in spite of this, is the more telling result. 

Even when we are not likely to attribute a mental state to an agent, this willingness is 

significantly influenced by the moral standing of the agent’s action. 

I do not think the importance of these results can be understated. Given the central role 

that the concepts of belief and desire have played in theorizing about folk psychology, these 

                                                           
193 The same 7 point Likert scale that was used to assess belief was used for this probe as well. 
194 Mean scores for the protected value and non-protected value groups were 3.68 & 2.70, respectively, in the harm 

variant and 1.63 & 1.57, respectively, in the help variant. The same 2x2 ANOVA was conducted demonstrating a 

significant main effect (p<0.0001) with respect to attributions of desire (Tannenbaum et al., 2009, pp.6-7). 



165 
 

results suggest that at its core, our folk psychological competence is shaped by moral 

considerations and the pool of concepts that are subject to this influence continues to grow.195 

5.3.5 – Other Folk Psychological Concepts 

Early in the development of this research program some worried that the results Knobe collected 

with respect to intentional action were a mere quirk of that concept. In fact, McCann (2005) 

utilized the Chairman harm vignette to investigate whether participants would say the Chairman 

intentionally harmed the environment, intended to harm the environment and had the intention to 

harm the environment.  In effect, he wanted to test a variety of concepts related to intentional 

action to see whether willingness to attribute each of the concepts was stable or whether there 

was variation.  

Interestingly, he found that willingness to attribute each of these concepts to the 

Chairman varied.196 That is, while a majority of participants were willing to say that the 

Chairman intentionally harmed the environment, only a modest proportion of respondents were 

willing to say that he intended to harm the environment, and only a small proportion say that he 

had the intention to harm the environment (McCann, 2005, p.740). These results show quite 

clearly that willingness to ascribe each variant of intentionality to the Chairman varies. While 

this is important in its own right, showing that there may be important differences in how these 

concepts are used in folk psychology, the results are also limited as McCann did not include the 

                                                           
195 One might worry that the Chairman vignette is somehow strange or peculiar in a way that leads to the 

asymmetrical effect in all of these concepts, whereas other (perhaps real world) scenarios might not produce the 

same type of response. This is a fair critique as many of the results discussed all focus on the particular structure of 

the Chairman vignette. While I’m willing to concede that further empirical research using different vignettes would 

support the general conclusion, it is telling that this effect appears at all. Combine this with the fact that causal 

responsibility and a number of concepts in the subsection 5.3.5 - Other Folk Psychological Concepts below were 

investigated using a number of different vignettes, I think there is good reason to suspect that the effect is 

widespread for multiple concepts. 
196 The experiment took place with a large introduction to philosophy class at Texas A&M University. 
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help vignette in his study and so he was not able to make any claims about the asymmetrical 

effect Knobe discovered. 

That said, Knobe (2004) did test for the asymmetrical effect with respect to the concept 

of intention.197 While his results confirmed McCann’s observation that the folk are generally 

unwilling to say that the Chairman had the intention to harm/help the environment, he discovered 

that willingness to attribute the concept to the Chairman varied significantly depending on the 

moral valence of the side-effect (Knobe, 2004, p.185). That is, the same asymmetrical effect was 

observed. In particular, while willingness to say that the Chairman had the intention to harm the 

environment is quite low, willingness to say that the Chairman had the intention to help the 

environment is even lower. In fact, with respect to the question “Was it the chairman’s intention 

to help the environment?” no participant reported a positive answer (Knobe, 2004, p.185).  These 

results are similar to those explored above with respect to the concept of desire. While 

willingness to attribute the concept may be low, the asymmetrical effect is still very much 

present. Ultimately, this is the important result since this is the result that demonstrates that 

moral information is influencing the attribution process even if overall willingness to attribute is 

low.198 Moreover, Tannenbaum et al. (2009) confirmed this finding of asymmetrical attributions 

in their experiment using the probe “Did the chairman have an intention to harm/help the 

environment?” (p.6).199 

                                                           
197 Knobe recruited participants by approaching people in a Manhattan park. 
198 It is worth emphasizing that the result we are interested in is not whether or not study participants are willing to 

ascribe the concept, but rather whether their ascriptions vary between the morally good and morally bad vignettes. 

Moreover, it does not matter where on the scale the ratings fall (i.e. whether they are both above or below the 

midpoint, or whether they straddle the midpoint), the only result that matters is that there is a significant difference 

in the willingness to attribute the concept that tracks the differences in the moral valence of the side-effect. 
199 Mean scores for the protected value and non-protected value groups were 3.95 & 3.22, respectively, in the harm 

variant and 1.69 & 1.75, respectively, in the help variant. The same 2x2 ANOVA was conducted demonstrating a 

significant main effect (p<0.0001) with respect to attributions of desire (Tannenbaum et al., 2009, pp.6-7). 
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As if this was not enough to confirm the analysis provided, Cushman’s (2010) study 

explored above also tested whether ascriptions of an intention to an agent would vary in morally 

good and morally bad versions of otherwise identical stories. Recall that Cushman conducted a 

series of studies with morally good and morally bad variants of three similarly structured 

scenarios resulting in the death of a single person. Using the probe “To what extent did [agent’s 

name] intend for the one to die?” Cushman found the same asymmetrical pattern with higher 

ratings being volunteered for the morally bad variant of his scenarios than the morally good 

across all studies (Cushman, 2010, pp.12, 16, 19, 23). 

Tannenbaum et al. (2009) also used the Chairman vignette to investigate how the folk 

attribute awareness to others. Specifically, they assess agreement with the following two probes: 

 Was the chairman aware that his decision would harm the environment? 

 Was the chairman aware that his decision would help the environment? 

 

Once again, the results of this study suggest that there exists an asymmetry in the willingness of 

the lay person to attribute awareness to an agent that is responsive to differences in the moral 

valence of an outcome of their behaviour.200 That is, whether the folk are willing to say that 

someone is aware of the outcome of their action depends in part on whether that outcome can be 

viewed as morally wrong or not. This is a telling result as there may be a strong relationship 

between attributions of awareness and attributions of belief, desire, knowing, intending and 

perhaps other concepts.  

Pettit and Knobe (2009) also investigated a host of other concepts to see whether or not 

the side-effect effect would appear in these instances as well. To begin they tested a number of 

concepts or expressions that embody a positive attitude. More specifically: deciding, being in 

                                                           
200 Mean scores for the protected value and non-protected value groups were 6.78 & 6.56, respectively, in the harm 

variant and 5.67 & 5.96, respectively, in the help variant. The same 2x2 ANOVA was conducted demonstrating a 

significant main effect (p<0.0001) with respect to attributions of desire (Tannenbaum et al., 2009, pp.6-7). 
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favour of, and advocating for. They also tested being opposed to, to see whether the same results 

would arise for a negative attitude.  These may appear to be strange concepts to test and Pettit 

and Knobe (2009) admit that “[g]iven that the effect had emerged for so many other folk-

psychological concepts, we predicted that we would be able to find it even if we simply selected 

arbitrary expressions that in some way indicated that an agent was holding or displaying a 

positive attitude toward a given outcome.”201 (p.592)  

I disagree with Pettit and Knobe that these concepts or expressions are merely arbitrary, 

instead, I suspect that having an attitude towards some state of affairs or making a decision 

between options of action, are all important parts of our folk psychological framework and may 

play a central role in how other concepts are ascribed or attributed. For example, knowing that 

someone is in favour of an outcome, event, or state of affairs may lead to attributions of desire. 

Regardless of the precise role these concepts play in folk psychology, if they have some role to 

play then empirical results concerning how they are used are of value to this discussion. 

To test202 whether the folk psychological concept of deciding demonstrated the same 

side-effect effect, Pettit and Knobe reused the Chairman vignette with the following probes:203 

 The chairman decided to harm the environment 

 The chairman decided to help the environment. 

 

Not surprisingly, the same asymmetry was observed. Participants were significantly more likely 

to say that the Chairman decided to harm the environment than they were to say that the 

Chairman decided to help the environment (Pettit and Knobe, 2009, p.592).204 

                                                           
201 This quote is in reference to all the tested items excluding ‘being opposed to’, but the point remains even when 

considering the negative attitude which still has the same nature of a pro-attitude, just simply in the different 

direction. 
202 Participants were recruited from an undergraduate philosophy class at the University of North Carolina – Chapel 

Hill. 
203 Standard 7 point Likert scales were used with anchor points at 1 (disagree) and 7 (agree). 
204 Pettit & Knobe report the mean rating for the help variant as 2.7 and for the harm variant as 4.6 with the 

difference being statistically significant, t(35) = 2.4, p < .05 (Pettit & Knobe, 2009, p.592). 
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To test205 how the folk use the concepts advocated and in favour of, Pettit and Knobe 

developed a new scenario. As with the Chairman vignette, two versions were developed, one 

with a negative moral valence and one with a positive moral valence. The harm variant is as 

follows: 

The management of a popular coffee franchise held a meeting to discuss a new 

procedure for preparing and serving coffee.  

 

The assistant manager spoke forcefully in favor of adopting the new procedure, 

saying: 

 

I know that this new procedure will mean more work for the employees, which 

will make them very unhappy. But that is not what we should be concerned about. 

The new procedure will increase profits, and that should be our goal. (Pettit and 

Knobe, 2009, p.592) 

 

The help variant was nearly identical, except that in this case the assistant manager argues in 

favour of a policy that would entail less work. As such, the vignette was identical except for the 

last section:  

I know that this new procedure will mean less work for the employees, which will 

make them very happy. But that is not what we should be concerned about. The 

new procedure will increase profits, and that should be our goal. (Pettit and 

Knobe, 2009, p.592) 

 

Participants were randomly assigned to the harm or help condition and then randomly assigned 

to a particular probe category, that is, either advocated or in favour of. The following probes206 

were used to explore willingness to attribute each concept to the Assistant Manager: 

 The assistant manager advocated [was in favour of] making the employees do more 

work. 

 The assistant manager advocated [was in favour of] making the employees do less 

work. 

 

                                                           
205 Participants were once again recruited from an undergraduate philosophy class at the University of North 

Carolina – Chapel Hill. 
206 Standard 7 point Likert scales were used with anchor points at 1 (disagree) and 7 (agree). 
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Once again, agreement with the probe in the harm (i.e. more work) variant were significantly 

higher than in the help (i.e. less work) variants.207 

Lastly, to assess how the folk attribute a negative mental state, being opposed, they 

developed another scenario with two variants. The harm variant is:  

The CEO of a company was talking with his assistant. The assistant said: ‘We 

have conducted an in-depth study of the company’s proposed new policy. Our 

study shows that the new policy would decrease profits for the company and that 

it would also harm the environment.’ 

 

The CEO said: ‘Look, I don’t really care about what happens to the environment. 

What I care about is making sure that our profits don’t decrease. So, with that in 

mind, let’s definitely not implement that new policy.’ (Pettit and Knobe, 2009, 

p.600) 

 

The help variant was identical except the word ‘harm’ in the vignette was changed to ‘help’. To 

test the attribution of the concept of being opposed to something, the following two probes were 

presented to participants:208 

 The CEO was opposed to harming the environment. 

 The CEO was opposed to helping the environment. 

 

Yet again, the same asymmetrical result was observed but this time in reverse. That is, 

participants were significantly less likely to say that the CEO was opposed to harming the 

environment than they were to saying the CEO was opposed to helping the environment.209 

In each of the above cases Pettit and Knobe found significant differences for the harm 

and help variants. That is, willingness to attribute each of the concepts or expressions to the 

Chairman, the Assistant Manager or the CEO varied depending on whether the participant was 

                                                           
207 Pettit & Knobe report higher mean ratings for the harm variant (4.1 for advocated and 3.8 for in favour of) than 

the help variant (2.8 for advocated and 2.6 for in favour of) with a significant main effect, F(1, 58) = 4.6, p < .05 

(Pettit & Knobe, 2009, p.593). 
208 Once again, participants were recruited from an undergraduate philosophy class at the University of North 

Carolina – Chapel Hill. Standard 7 point Likert scales were used for both probes, with anchor points at 1 (disagree) 

and 7 (agree). 
209 Pettit & Knobe report a mean rating of 2.3 in the harm variant and a mean rating of 3.4 in the help variant, and 

report that this difference is statistically significant, t(54) = 2.0, p < .05. (Pettit & Knobe, 2009, p.600). 
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responding to the harm or help variant. This evidence led Pettit and Knobe to conclude that the 

side-effect effect is extremely pervasive and might apply to a wide range of concepts. In 

particular, they conclude that “the impact of moral judgment is pervasive, playing a role in the 

application of every concept that involves holding or displaying a positive attitude toward an 

outcome” (Pettit and Knobe, 2009, p.593). Moreover, the fact that the result appears for the 

negative mental state of being opposed also suggests that perhaps this effect is present for any 

valenced attitude. Together all of these results tell a very similar story, our folk psychological 

competence looks to be sensitive to whether or not the behaviour in question is morally good or 

morally bad. 

5.3.6 – A Preliminary Conclusion 

Throughout this chapter I have investigated a number of folk psychological concepts to see how 

they are used by the folk, in practice. We have left the armchair, stopped theorizing about how 

the folk use concepts, and asked them indirectly through experimental means. Across a wide 

range of concepts, some of which can be viewed as tertiary in nature or on the fringe of the 

framework and others which are absolutely central to the framework, the same pattern of results 

are observed: moral information plays an essential and important role in how folk psychological 

concepts function in practice. 

 We can no longer resist this conclusion on the basis that only a concept or two exhibit the 

pattern. Instead, we have seen the same result appear for a range of concepts spanning much of 

the folk psychological framework. Moreover, we cannot reject these results on the basis that this 

pattern only arises for unimportant concepts or concepts that are not central to folk psychology, 

since the same pattern arises for undeniably core concepts such as belief and desire. 

Additionally, often the concepts explored relate to one another in important ways confirming and 
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reconfirming the importance, relevance and sheer systematic nature of this effect. Lastly, the 

concepts explored here likely inform our attributions of the vast majority of folk psychological 

concepts. In particular, intention, belief, desire, knowledge, causal responsibility, and awareness 

are all absolutely essential to the folk psychological practice, would likely inform our attributions 

of any folk psychological concept, and would likely form the core of nearly any characterization 

of the framework. It simply is not possible to just wave one’s hand and make these results 

disappear any longer; moral information influences our folk psychological practice and this 

observation needs to be wrestled with. That said, there is one worry that should be addressed 

before diving into the implications of these results in the next chapter. 

5.4 – Normative vs. Moral Violations 

The analysis that results from every single empirical investigation above concludes with the 

observation that moral considerations are playing an important role in how the folk 

psychological concept in question is attributed in practice. This observation stems from the 

asymmetrical effects that are observed in response to each of the vignettes used or the two 

behaviours described in a vignette. However, there is a very important worry that underlies all of 

this discussion, namely, whether the outcomes or behaviours in the vignettes can be properly 

considered immoral. Put another way, we might wonder whether the differences between the two 

variants is a moral difference or whether they are evaluatively different in some other respect. 

For example, we might wonder whether harming the environment as a side-effect of some action 

is really viewed as a moral transgression. Or, in the context of causal responsibility, we might 

wonder that “perhaps we are not testing whether moral valence plays a role at all since there is a 

real question whether breaking a company policy is a moral violation.” (Roxborough and 

Cumby, 2009, p.212)  It is possible that in each of the cases we’ve explored thus far, participants 
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view the outcome or the behaviour as being bad, undesirable or simply objectionable, but this 

does not necessarily entail that they always view it as being immoral and worthy of moral 

condemnation. 

In Roxborough and Cumby we speculated that while the moral valence of the Professor’s 

behaviour would not be viewed as significantly immoral, we suggested that the folk would 

recognize his behaviour is at least tending towards immoral. Moreover, we speculated that if the 

vignette was modified such that it included an obviously immoral action, it would simply 

amplify the effect already observed. We cannot, however, put this worry to rest with mere 

speculation. The worry that the relevant information driving the observed asymmetry is not truly 

moral information is an important one and poses a significant and legitimate challenge to the 

conclusion I just presented. 

If these studies are supposed to demonstrate that moral information plays an essential role 

in how our folk psychological concepts function in practice, then we better be sure these studies 

actually involve behaviours or outcomes that worthy of moral assessment.  After all, if there is 

one thing that experimental philosophy has taught us, it is that we can never assume something 

about the way in which the folk will use a concept.  Fortunately, there is some empirical 

evidence to demonstrate that for most of the vignettes discussed throughout this chapter, the folk 

do judge the behaviour or outcome as warranting at least some moral condemnation and thus, 

that in each case we really are dealing with moral judgments. 

Let’s begin with the Professor Smith vignette as this involves what might be construed as 

a very minor transgression, namely, the improper taking of a pen. Jill Cumby, Ben Fraser, and I 

conducted a preliminary study that helps address this issue. Specifically, we conducted a study210 

                                                           
210 The results that follow are from an unpublished study (Roxborough, Cumby, & Fraser (2010)). Participants were 

recruited from an undergraduate philosophy class at York University. 
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to test whether or not the transgressions in the Knobe and Fraser vignette and the Roxborough 

and Cumby vignette would be viewed as a moral violation. We presented participants with one 

of the two vignettes and asked them to rate their agreement211 with the claim that “Professor 

Smith’s action was immoral.” 

The original intention of the study was to investigate whether or not judgments of moral 

valence were different between the two vignettes. Recall, the Roxborough and Cumby vignette 

re-introduced statistical atypicality into the picture by describing the Administrative Assistant 

behaviour as being out of norm in this respect and we wanted to whether the re-introduction of 

statistical atypicality had any impact on the moral judgments of Professor Smith’s behaviour. 

As it turned out, Professor Smith’s behaviour was judged equally immoral in both 

vignettes.212 As such, we collapsed the data providing just one result regarding the perceived 

immorality of Professor Smith’s behaviour.  

Our results indicated that participants did view Professor Smith’s breaking of an office 

rule as being worth at least some moral condemnation as the average rating was just above the 

midpoint of the scale of “somewhat immoral”.213 Some may worry that this result was not 

conclusive as the behaviour was not judged as being outright immoral because the mean rating 

was so close to the midpoint and so does not provide enough support to the claim that moral 

judgments influence causal judgments.214 This concern has merit so we investigated the results 

further and found that a slim majority of respondents provided a rating indicating that the 

                                                           
211 A 7 point Likert Scale anchored at -3 (Not at all), 0 (Somewhat), and +3 (Fully) was used. 
212 Mean ratings of agreement were 0.23 for the Knobe & Fraser vignette and 0.45 for the Roxborough & Cumby 

vignette. 
213 After collapsing the results, the mean rating of agreement was 0.34 or just above “Somewhat” on the 7 point 

scale used. 
214 An anonymous journal reviewer proffered this worry when reviewing an early draft of the original paper. 
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behaviour is immoral.215 In other words, most of the participants in our study were comfortable 

enough to make an outright condemnation of the Professor’s behaviour, at least to some degree. 

These results and analysis help to alleviate some of the worry we raised in Roxborough and 

Cumby. 

However, it was also suggested that by asking participants to agree or disagree with the 

claim “The Professor’s behaviour was immoral” we skewed the results.216 The worry runs as 

follows.  Since the question was phrased as to only include the immoral option, the participants 

may be responding to the fact that the researchers chose simply to ask this question, suggesting 

that since the question was asked there might be reason to think that indeed the behaviour is 

immoral.  As such, and with a desire to not appear inconsistent with the researchers, the 

participants would respond in line with their assumption concerning what we thought.  This 

might explain the apparently weak result we found since, so the speculation goes, participants 

really wanted to say that the behaviour was not immoral, but did not want to appear out of step 

with the researchers’ assumptions. 

It is not clear to me that this line of criticism is entirely fruitful. While the commentator’s 

critique has some merit, it would apply broadly to an array of research not just our particular 

study. In fact, a great deal of research in the public and private sectors includes phrasings such as 

this. Sometimes you simply want to assess agreement with a particular position and the best way 

to get at this is by having the statement itself be clear on a position. Moreover, our common 

every-day practices are consistent with this phrasing. We often ask ourselves or others “Was that 

wrong?” or “Was Jane’s behaviour yesterday strange?” Speaking in this way is familiar and 

                                                           
215 54% of the participants offered a rating of 1 or greater when indicating agreement with the claim “Professor 

Smith’s behaviour is immoral” on a 7 point scale from -3 to +3. 
216 This concern was also raised by an anonymous journal reviewer. 
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commonplace. We don’t always raise the two options that are available to us when talking and so 

in this way the test statement we used is completely compatible with daily speak.  That said, to 

address the concern empirically we ran a follow-up study revising the test statement.217 

In this study218 we used all three permutations of the Pen vignette, including again the 

Knobe and Fraser and Roxborough and Cumby versions, but also including the Sytsma et al. 

version. As with the previous study, we asked participants to assess the moral status of Professor 

Smith’s behaviour, but this time asking participants to state how immoral or moral they thought 

Professor Smith’s behaviour was using a 7 point Likert scale with a low anchor point of “Very 

Immoral”, a midpoint of “Neither Immoral nor Moral”, and a high point of “Very Moral”. As 

with before, we collapsed ratings for all three vignettes as there were not significant differences 

between them.219 Confirming our hypothesis, we found a mean rating slightly below the 

midpoint demonstrating that even without a potentially leading test statement, respondents tend 

towards condemning his behaviour.220 It is worth noting that this slight tendency to condemn the 

behaviour is consistent with the result we originally observed. Given these results I suspected 

that if we had presented the respondents with a forced choice between immoral and moral, we 

would find even higher levels of condemnation. In fact, rebasing the results and removing the 

midpoint respondents from the analysis, we found that a strong majority of respondents chose to 

condemn the behaviour.221 Together, the results of these studies help to demonstrate that at a 

                                                           
217 Again, this is a part of an unpublished study. 
218 Participants were recruited from an undergraduate philosophy class at York University. Participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the vignettes. 
219 Mean ratings for the moral status of the Professor’s behaviour for the Knobe & Fraser, Roxborough & Cumby 

and Sytsma et al. vignettes were -0.11,  -0.40, -0.34 respectively. 
220 Collapsing across all three vignettes, a mean rating of -0.29 was observed falling just to the immoral side of the 

scale. 
221 Of those who took a non-neutral position, 74% said that the behaviour was immoral (grouping all responses 

below the midpoint). 
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minimum, the pen vignette was on the right track and that the behaviour does elicit a moral 

evaluation on the part of the participant.222 

Others have done similar and often more robust analyses of the transgression used in their 

vignettes and can more clearly answer the objection we are exploring in this section. As we saw 

above, Cushman (2010) constructed morally good and morally bad variants of acts that are 

clearly worthy of a moral judgment (for example, either directly engaging in an action that leads 

to the drowning of a swimmer or allowing the swimmer to drown through an action of omission). 

To confirm his suspicion regarding the moral status of the variants he asked participants to 

explicitly assess whether the behaviour was moral or not.223 In all of the studies he conducted, he 

confirmed that the morally bad and morally good variants did in fact differ in their moral 

assessments and that the morally bad case was viewed as significantly more forbidden than the 

morally good variant. This demonstrates that the results he observed regarding judgments of 

causal responsibility were in fact related to differences in moral judgments, therefore skirting the 

concern that was raised regarding the Pen vignette. 

 Similarly, Tannenbaum et al. (2009) explored the moral valence of the Chairman’s 

behaviour empirically to determine the extent to which his behaviour is actually condemned by 

the lay person. To test this, they asked participants to assess how moral the Chairman’s 

behaviour was on a 7 point scale anchored at “Completely Immoral” (1) and “Completely 

Moral” (7). Results clearly indicated that the Chairman’s behaviour was viewed as more immoral 

in the harm variant than in the help variant224 (Tannenbaum et al., 2009, pp.5, 7). Moreover, 

                                                           
222 It is worth noting that we did not explore the corollary probe to assess whether the Administrative Assistant’s 

behaviour was also viewed as immoral. Had we done this we would have been able to clearly test whether there is a 

moral difference between the two actors. All we can conclude here is that Professor Smith’s taking of the pen is 

viewed as being somewhat immoral. 
223 He used a 7 point Likert scale with anchors 1 (Obligatory), 4 (Permissible), 7 (Forbidden). 
224 Mean scores for the protected value and non-protected value groups were 1.78 & 2.07, respectively, in the harm 

variant and 3.22 & 3.93, respectively, in the help variant. Tannenbaum et al. also report mean ratings collapsing 
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ratings in the harm variant tended towards the low end or immoral end of the scale, while the 

help variant yielded ratings much closer to the midpoint of the scale. 

Together these results help to construct a reply to the critic who worries that the claim 

that moral judgments influence how we use and attribute folk psychological concepts is not 

justified since the scenarios do not properly involve behaviours or outcomes that are worthy of a 

moral judgment. While the transgressions vary in severity across the scenarios, these results help 

to demonstrate that the behaviour or outcomes in the scenarios are in fact worthy of a moral 

judgment. The objection is a good one, however, and any future research aimed at exploring the 

relationship between folk psychology and moral judgements should always include an 

assessment of the moral judgments the folk make. However, for now, we can put this objection 

to rest. 

5.5 – Conclusion 

Throughout this chapter we have explored a number of empirical studies, many conducted by 

philosophers engaging in experimental research, all supporting the same general conclusion: 

moral information influences folk psychological judgments. Put another way, moral judgments 

and folk psychological judgments are intimately linked, with moral information influencing the 

way we use folk psychological concepts in practice. 

I began with a review of Knobe’s original investigation into the concept of intentional 

action where we discovered that differences in moral valence led to differences in ascriptions of 

intentional action to otherwise identical behaviours. This asymmetry in the ascriptions of 

intentional action led Knobe to conclude that moral information informs our attributions of 

                                                           
across the two groups for this assessment. More specifically, the mean rating in the harm variant is 1.99 and in the 

help variant the mean rating is 3.37, the difference in ratings is statistically significant (t(298) = 9.52, p < .0001) 

(Tannenbaum et al., 2009, pp.5, 7). 
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intentional action. While some early objectors to this research suggested that this asymmetry 

may be unique to just intentional action (Machery, 2008; Nichols and Ultawoski, 2007) this 

objection turned out to be mistaken. Instead, what we find is that a multitude of folk 

psychological concepts show the same sensitivity to moral information that intentional action 

showed in the original studies conducted by Knobe, including causal responsibility, knowledge, 

belief, and desire. 

In response to the data explored, we might be tempted to provide an analysis of the 

results that explains away the effect.225 This move, however, seems misguided given the 

pervasiveness of the effect and the fact that it shows up for a number of different concepts in 

effectively the same way. Instead, given the regularity with which this effect is found, it would 

be prudent to develop one analysis that captures the effect for all of the concepts; moral 

judgments and folk psychological judgments are tied together in a robust and systematic fashion.  

This suggestion follows many others who think that there is some general fact about the 

relationship between moral judgments and folk psychology that can explain the effects recounted 

above (e.g. Alicke, 2008; Knobe, 2006; Nadelhoffer, 2006; Nado, 2008). There remains a great 

deal of debate regarding the precise model that best captures this relationship. For example, 

above when discussing how the folk attribute causal responsibility Roxborough and Cumby 

began to develop a model of causal responsibility attributions that spoke to the precise role of all 

the relevant considerations, including both moral and statistical consideration. I am not interested 

in this type of debate here; how exactly the various considerations come together to produce the 

attributions we make is not of particular interest to me in this project. Rather, the mere fact that 

there is a relationship between moral judgments and our folk psychological practice is already 

                                                           
225 I will say much more about this option in Chapter Six and why we should not pursue it. 
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important enough to warrant an investigation into the implications of this relationship. All that is 

required for this project is that I have convinced you that moral information appears to play a 

significant role in how each of the concepts explored function, and that this gives us reason to 

think that the entirety of the folk psychological framework operates in a similar fashion. In 

effect, we simply need to accept that “there is a perfectly general process whereby moral 

judgments serve as input to folk psychology” (Pettit and Knobe, 2009, p.587).  

This general process, however, has significant implications for the way in which we 

should understand folk psychology. More specifically, it raises questions regarding the merits of 

the traditional construal of folk psychology since, as I noted in the introduction, from the 

traditional standpoint whether someone intended a result, believed their behaviour would cause 

an event, desired a particular outcome, etc. should not depend on the moral status of their 

behaviour and yet, this is precisely what the empirical research is telling us. Perhaps then our 

folk psychological competencies really are being shaped in fundamentally different ways than 

the traditional account assumes. 
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6.1 – Introduction 

In Chapter Two I argued that folk psychology has traditionally been construed as an explanatory 

and predictive enterprise. Put another way, the primary function of folk psychology is to 

facilitate the explanation and prediction of behaviour. Furthermore, I argued that this construal of 

folk psychology is also committed to the claim that our folk explanations and predictions are 

quasi-scientific in nature. That is, folk psychology and science share the same goal, namely the 

explanation and prediction of a natural phenomenon (in this case behaviour), and these 

explanations and predictions are generally thought to be causal in nature. 

More specifically, according to this view when we try to explain behaviour our goal is to 

cite mental states which are possessed by the person whose behaviour we are trying to explain 

and that combine in a way to cause the behaviour being explained. The goal is to provide an 

accurate and testable analysis of the causes that led to the observed behaviour. Similarly, when a 

prediction of behaviour is provided the predictor is making a claim about mental states that are or 

will be possessed by a person and the behaviour that will be produced on the basis of those 

mental states. The goal is to provide an accurate and testable prediction about the way the world 

will be in the future.  

In Chapter Three I argued that folk psychology should be investigated through an 

empirical lens to ensure that our armchair musings are correct. As we saw in this chapter, 

philosophers’ intuitions about philosophical concepts do not always align with those of the folk 

and so I argued that since philosophers interested in folk psychology are effectively making 

empirically testable claims about a real world practice, these claims should be tested. In the 

context of this project, that means testing whether or not the primary purpose of folk psychology 

really is to facilitate the quasi-scientific explanation and prediction of behaviour. 
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In Chapters Four and Five I explored empirical evidence related to this precise claim. 

More specifically, in Chapter Four I explored empirical investigations to support two claims. 

First, on the basis of empirical evidence I suggested that perhaps the folk are not as good at 

explaining and predicting behaviour as they are thought to be. This, I suggested, should give us 

reason to pause and evaluate the claim that our folk psychology earns its keep because of its 

remarkable success. Second, I reviewed empirical evidence suggesting that a number of social 

and cultural considerations significantly shape the way in which our folk psychology is deployed 

in practice. Again, I noted that this should give us reason to pause and assess whether folk 

psychology really is a quasi-scientific enterprise or at minimum, whether there are a number of 

considerations, some of which may not be associated with the goal of making accurate 

explanations and predictions, that shape and drive our folk psychological practice. In Chapter 

Five I embarked on a similar endeavour, but this time focusing only on moral considerations and 

their role in shaping our folk psychological practices. Here we found that information pertaining 

to the moral valence of a behaviour or an outcome of a behaviour significantly shapes the way in 

which folk psychological concepts are attributed and used in practice. Again, I suggested that 

these results should give us reason to pause and assess whether folk psychology really is a quasi-

scientific enterprise or at minimum, whether in addition to having the goal of crafting accurate 

explanations and predictions that goals relating to morality also shape and drive our folk 

psychological practice. 

What remains to be seen is precisely what this empirical evidence means for our 

understanding of folk psychology, and in particular, the plausibility of the traditional construal 

explored in Chapter Two. On the face of it, I think this evidence gives us reason to be skeptical 
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about the claims of the traditional construal, but much work remains to be done to determine the 

real impact of these empirical investigations. In this chapter I’ll begin this undertaking. 

First, I’ll return to some of the evidence discussed in the previous two chapters to motivate the 

need for a timeout. The evidence collected demands that we take time to pause and assess the 

veracity of the traditional construal. I’ll argue that, on the surface, our failures in folk psychology 

and the presence of social, cultural, and moral considerations in our folk psychological practices 

are inconsistent with the traditional construal in a way that warrants our attention. At a 

minimum, this inconsistency needs to be addressed and we must provide an analysis of this 

empirical evidence that either reconciles it with the traditional construal or that embraces a new 

landscape. I’ll review four types of responses to this empirical evidence, two that attempt to 

reconcile this evidence with the traditional construal of folk psychology and two that reject this 

construal and begin to sketch out a new landscape. Ultimately I will argue that the attempts to 

reconcile this empirical evidence with the traditional construal explored in this chapter are the 

least plausible options moving forward, and that while much work remains to be done to 

understand our folk psychological practices in a new landscape, this is the right way to move the 

discussion forward. 

6.2 – Press Pause 

I’ve said that we should pause to stop and consider whether folk psychology really earns its keep 

because of its remarkable success and pause to stop and consider whether folk psychology really 

is a quasi-scientific enterprise or at minimum, whether there are a number of considerations in 

addition to making accurate explanations and predictions that shape and drive our folk 

psychological practice. But why should we pause? 
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6.2.1 – Why Failure Matters 

Does it really matter if our folk psychological explanations and predictions fail to get things 

right, if they fail to accurately capture the causes of the behaviour trying to be explained or fail to 

accurately predict a future state of affairs? Yes and no.  

If the purpose of folk psychology is to facilitate the production of quasi-scientific 

explanations and predictions then we should expect that by and large this framework regularly 

produces successful explanations and predictions. Moreover, if one is going to claim that the 

framework is so successful226 that it disappears (Fodor, 1987, p.3) or that the framework’s 

remarkable predictive utility explains its adaptive utility,227 then we should expect that by and 

large this framework regularly produces successful explanations and predictions of behaviour. 

In Chapter Four, I identified some instances where our folk psychology fails to facilitate 

the provision of successful explanations and predictions. Of course, it is a further question of 

whether or not the framework is, by and large, a successful one. While it is difficult to use a few 

isolated cases of failures to make a generalization regarding the entire practice, I think there is 

some reason to be concerned about the presumed success of folk psychology based on the 

evidence explored in Chapter Four. More specifically, the effect of the psychological biases that 

affect how we use and deploy information and the social and cultural considerations that directly 

shape our folk psychological practice may have a widespread effect on the success of the 

framework as used in practice by the folk. 

                                                           
226 I should be clear here that Fodor has a very clear conception of success in mind and one that differs from the 

notion of success that will emerge later in this chapter. It is true that truth and causal accuracy are only one measure 

of success (e.g. folk psychology could be successful at serving some social function), but this is the form of success 

that Fodor, and traditionalists more generally, have in mind. Fodor is talking about the predictive accuracy of the 

folk theory and the way in which the folk theory maps onto the world of behaviour and mental states. In fact, Fodor 

goes to great lengths to argue that the generalizations of folk psychology are not empty and that these 

generalizations are the same in kind as those found in the sciences. 
227 See the discussion in Section 2.4 of Chapter Two. 
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The psychological biases explored in Chapter Four are well-known and pervasive 

psychological biases that affect the way folk use and deploy information or make decisions in 

general. As such, it is likely that these biases permeate our folk psychological practice and so 

may have a widespread impact on the success of the practice. Worse, the social and cultural 

considerations that shape our folk psychological practices and that were explored in Chapter 

Four are also likely to lead to some failures in explanation and prediction. If our practice tends 

to, for example, craft explanations or predictions of behaviour that cast ourselves or others as 

rational, then it is likely that our practice will lead us astray when the rationality assumption is 

not appropriate (perhaps quite often). 

Consider again the psychologist, acting not as a psychologist but as a lay person in an 

experiment, and the explanation he provided when solving the rope-tying task.228 The 

explanation he provided painted himself as a thoughtful, logical and rational individual that 

reasoned through the task and discovered the solution. The social demand to craft explanations 

that cast ourselves as rational may have been a barrier to seeing the true cause of the solution or 

may have led the psychologist to genuinely believe the explanation he was providing.229 The 

former suggestion is further confirmed by the responses provided by those choosing between 

identical packages of nylons and the fact that they rejected the placement of the item as a 

plausible explanation to their behaviour. This explanation, while true, does not accord with the 

standard that folk explanations of one’s own behaviour should, at least in some cases, paint one’s 

behaviour in a way that it appears rational. Worse, if these participants were not explaining their 

                                                           
228 See Nisbett and Wilson, 1977 or Section 4.3.1 of Chapter Four for a summary of this experiment, the findings, 

and the psychologist’s analysis of his own behaviour. 
229 There is an interesting question here about what would have happened had he put on his “psychologist” hat. 

While it is not clear that he would have been successful in uncovering the causes of his behaviour in this case, it is 

clear that the scientific psychologist’s job is to do just this. It is unclear whether the folk share in this job. 
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own behaviour but the behaviour of another person, they may very well have provided an 

explanation that does not paint the individual as rationally choosing between identical objects. 

As we saw in Chapter Four, observers do not feel bound to describe actors in the same way they 

would have described their own behaviour in the same situation. This is problematic from the 

perspective of the traditionalist, as whether one is an actor or an observer should have no bearing 

on the explanation provided if the goal is to provide a quasi-scientific explanation that aims to 

pick out the causes of the behaviour. Whether I am explaining my own or your behaviour has no 

bearing on what caused the behaviour and yet we are prone to provide different analyses of the 

causes of behaviour depending on whether it is our own or someone else’s behaviour that is 

being described. And this difference is not merely the product of a difference in knowledge,230 

but it is a product of the difference in the assumptions that underlie the explanations given. If we 

really were quasi-scientific explainers of behaviour, we should be treating ourselves and others 

as the same and explaining the behaviour in the same way. The influence of cultural 

considerations is not benign either and this is evidenced by, for example, the research relating to 

the fundamental attribution error. Here we saw quite clearly that the way in which one’s culture 

shapes the explanations and predictions offered may lead some cultural groups to be blind to the 

cause of a behaviour and ultimately fail to provide accurate explanations or predictions of 

behaviour.  

In general, if, as Nisbett and Wilson noticed, social and cultural considerations shape our 

folk psychological practice, there is the possibility that these considerations will not be aligned 

with the goal of providing accurate explanations and predictions and so our practice might be 

                                                           
230 There is one potentially meaningful difference that arises when explaining my own behaviour or the behaviour of 

another. There is likely a difference in knowledge of one’s own mental states when compared to one’s knowledge of 

another’s mental states. But the difference being highlighted here is not one of merely knowledge, but is a difference 

in how actors and observers are being characterized. 
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systematically steered in a different direction. As such, we have reason to be skeptical regarding 

the claim that our folk psychology really is as successful as it is assumed to be. 

This move is akin to one that Churchland (1981) employed long ago, although with a 

different purpose in mind. In his argument against folk psychology Churchland identified some 

failures of this framework, in particular, explanatory failures. As Chuchland notes, folk 

psychology fails to provide any explanatory insight into mental matters other than behaviour. For 

example, folk psychology does not help us understand mental illness, imagination, and sleep 

(Churchland, 1981, p.73). Of course, this alone does not show that folk psychology is a poor 

theory, it just moves us into the realm of possibility (Churchland, 1981, p.73). Similarly for our 

discussion here, a few explanatory and predictive failures even with the possibility of a more 

widespread effect, does not itself show that folk psychology is a poor framework for explaining 

and predicting behaviour. But it does raise the possibility and this possibility warrants 

addressing.231  

At this point one might worry that I’ve put too much weight on the claim that folk 

psychology as used in practice must facilitate the provision of explanations and predictions of 

behaviour. I am willing to concede that what is more important to the traditional construal is not 

whether folk psychology does facilitate the provision of explanations and predictions of 

behaviour, but whether the goal is to facilitate the provision of quasi-scientific explanations and 

predictions. Stating that the goal of folk psychology is to provide quasi-scientific explanations 

and predictions does not commit the traditionalist to the further claim that the framework when 

used by the folk will always achieve this goal. The idea here, to put it plainly, is to note that 

                                                           
231 In fact, my argument is arguably stronger than Churchland’s. Churchland was concerned primarily with failures 

of folk psychology to provide explanatory assistance with other mental phenomena; that is, phenomena outside the 

traditionally circumscribed scope of folk psychology. In contrast, my argument here raises the possibility of failure 

within our folk psychological practices themselves. 
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sloppy theorizing does not entail that the theory itself is a sloppy one.  In this sense, it does not 

matter that we sometimes fail to provide explanations and predictions of behaviour using our 

folk psychology. While I will address this idea that the folk’s performance is somehow poor but 

the theoretical analysis of folk psychology is still correct in more detail below, a few words 

about this move are warranted at this stage. 

The traditionalist aligns folk psychology with the scientific practice in a number of loose 

ways which I think cast a shadow of doubt on the idea that poor performance does not undermine 

the theoretical commitment that folk psychology is a framework that facilitates the explanation 

and prediction of behaviour. Inspired again by Churchland, it is surprising that after millennia of 

use, the practice of folk psychology is still such that it is error prone. If folk psychology is a 

special purpose tool for facilitating the provision of quasi-scientific explanations and predictions 

of behaviour, we should be concerned that after millennia of use there are psychological biases 

and social and cultural considerations that (potentially) systematically steer us away from this 

goal.232 We’ve had ample opportunity to identify and correct for these sources of error, and yet 

they persist. This worry is further amplified if we take a hard-line traditionalist view of folk 

psychology and view the folk as operating like proto-scientists. Consider again the child scientist 

view,233 where it is claimed that children learning and using folk psychology employ and revise 

their theory just like scientists. Consider further, Sellars’ suggestion that our folk psychological 

practice and scientific practice are on the same continuum (Sellars, 1956/1963, pp.182-183).234 

The move to suggest that the failures identified in Chapter Four do not challenge the claim that 

                                                           
232 It is true that these biases and social and cultural considerations would influence our scientific theorizing as well, 

especially early scientific theorizing. But the point of the scientific endeavour is to identify and overcome these 

biases in order to provide explanation and prediction free from these sort of human influences. It is not at all clear 

that the same is true for folk psychology. 
233 See Section 2.5 of Chapter Two for more information. 
234 Again, see Section 2.5 of Chapter Two for more information. 
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the goal of folk psychology is to explain and predict behaviour is less plausible if we take 

seriously the claim that the folk use folk psychology in a way that is similar to the scientist, 

insofar as the practice is updated and revised in light of failures to ensure that over time it 

becomes better. Science is, after all, continually in the business of revising its theories on the 

basis of explanatory and predictive failures. These failures are taken as evidence that either our 

method or theory are mistaken and so attempts to refine and improve both are undertaken in 

order to remedy these failures. In fact, the plausibility of this view is weakened further when we 

reconsider the fact that some of the evidence explored in Chapter Four suggests that we stick to 

our folk psychological practice in spite of its failures.235 To borrow a phrase from Churchland, 

the lack of refinement to correct for these error inducing considerations is “darkly curious” 

(Churchland, 1981, p.75) if the goal really is to facilitate the provision of quasi-scientific 

explanations and predictions of behaviour. 

In the alternative, even if we concede that sloppy theorizing is not itself problematic for 

the traditional construal, there is another sense in which identifying some failures in our practice 

helps to advance our analysis of folk psychology and critically evaluate the assumptions held by 

the traditionalist.  

To say that we fail necessarily involves judging our performance against some standard. 

That is, there is a gap between some standard of what it means to be successful and our 

performance. When we identify that there is a gap between our performance and what it would 

mean to be successful, two things happen. First, we can begin to understand the mechanisms that 

                                                           
235 In fact, even identifying failures in this respect may be difficult for the lay person because of folk psychology’s 

success with respect to other standards. These failures are not perceived as failures because ultimately they do not 

matter and so there is no need to remedy them. But the fact that they do not matter speaks volumes about the actual 

goal(s) of folk psychology when used and judged by the folk. 
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are shaping our practice in a way that departs from this standard and second, we can ask 

ourselves whether this is the right standard to be judging our performance against. 

An answer to the first implication has already been provided in Chapter Four, but 

exploring the second implication provides us with a new way to characterize our performance. 

By using the language of “error” we have adopted a negative view of our performance. But this 

negative view is only present because of the particular standard that has been chosen. However, 

when we look at the mechanisms that lead to our failure, they are often real world considerations. 

That is, some236 of the mechanisms that lead us to “fail” just are the social and cultural 

considerations that have been highlighted throughout Chapter Four. But these social and cultural 

considerations can themselves set a standard against which our folk psychological performance 

can be compared. For example, we provide those explanations and predictions that our social and 

cultural groups can understand and are consistent with their expectations about what constitutes 

an explanation or prediction of behaviour in these particular circumstances. In other words, the 

norms of our social and cultural groups. Or we create explanations and predictions of behaviour 

that conform to a standard of rationality, because rationality is a standard that has social capital 

or value and so we project it on ourselves or others. 

                                                           
236 I am more skeptical about whether or not the psychological biases identified in Chapter Four could form the basis 

of a standard against which we would want to evaluate our folk psychological practice. Unlike the social and 

cultural considerations that shape our practice and likely have some real world value, it is not clear to me that the 

psychological biases could similarly have a real world value, although I am open to this possibility. In this sense, 

they seem to retain their status as a bias even if we evaluate our practice against the social and cultural standards. 

However, that these biases exists is less of a concern if we adopt a position that rejects the traditionalist assumption 

regarding the folk psychological practice. That is, if we relegate the quasi-scientific standards of the traditionalist to 

a secondary position in our analysis of folk psychology, the degree to which these biases have a distortive effect on 

our practice will be reduced. Put another way, the distortion of these biases is less problematic if we view the 

practice as satisfying some social, cultural, and moral considerations instead of the quasi-scientific standard of the 

traditionalist since in this normative environment it is less crucial that we deploy information in a precise and 

rational manner. 
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Of course there are a multitude of standards against which the success of our folk 

psychological practice could be judged. The traditionalist assumes that the right standard is one 

that is quasi-scientific in nature and that focuses on explanation and prediction. By looking more 

closely at our failures in folk psychology we can identify that some of the mechanisms 

underlying this failure might themselves relate to a standard that our practice could reasonably be 

held against. Of course, there are other standards not yet identified through the empirical 

evidence explored that we could hold our folk psychological practices to as well. For example, 

we could assess folk psychological explanations and predictions against a standard of aesthetic 

quality or how well they tell a particular story and there are potentially many more.237 A 

discussion of our apparent failures simply helps to illuminate that we’ve made an assumption 

regarding the standard against which we should be judged and helps to identify the mechanisms 

that actually shape our practice and any corresponding standards that our practices could also be 

judged against and that would not require us to portray the practice as failing. 

Naturally, our performance can be judged against multiple standards simultaneously. For 

example, I personally tell particularly elaborate stories when I engage in folk psychological 

discourse. In fact, I have been told that I have a flare for embellishment and exaggeration, 

sometimes crafting the story in a way that is more interesting at the expense of accuracy. These 

stories I tell have a communicative value as well as an aesthetic value, but they may also satisfy 

a number of social standards. For example, they likely often provide an account of behaviour that 

                                                           
237 An example will help so let’s consider a familiar one, my going to the fridge to fetch a beer. This behaviour can 

be explained in a number of different ways, but offering the explanation “I was thirsty for a beer” will satisfy most 

(or at least a number of) explanation seekers. However, the behaviour could be explained in a way that fulfills this 

standard and simultaneously fulfills an aesthetic standard. Consider the following explanation: “My thirst for an 

amber coloured and slightly hoppy craft beer drove me to the fridge to seek out a beer fitting these delightful 

characteristics and that would satisfy my craving.” This explanation both explains the behaviour in the same way as 

the first and simpler explanation, but it is also crafted in a way to be far more literary and, for lack of a better word, 

interesting. The aesthetic experience of the explanation is sufficiently more complex and would satisfy some literary 

standard much better than the first even if both are equally successful in the quasi-scientific sense. 
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is rational (especially if I’m describing myself or someone close to me) or that locates the source 

of the behaviour within the agent to assign them responsibility, and all of this happens within the 

particular cultural framework that my folk psychological practices are shaped by. But of course, 

some standards might influence our performance in more significant ways than others (e.g. 

perhaps a cultural standard is more important than an aesthetic standard) and more importantly, 

not all standards will necessarily be compatible. 

Recognizing the plurality of standards that our folk psychological practice can be held to, 

allows us to re-examine the success or failure of our folk psychological practices in a new light. 

In one respect, they do sometimes fail. In another, however, they are extremely successful. If we 

are providing explanations in a way that conforms to what is expected of us, that conforms to the 

demands of our culture or society, or that involves us in the discursive community, it is 

appropriate to say that our folk psychological practices are in fact quite successful even if they 

do not accurately explain or predict the behaviour. This can be borne out in a number of ways. 

While we’ll look more closely at this below, it is worth identifying one example at this point. 

Kristin Andrews (2012) takes this point to heart arguing that explanations generally only 

need to be provided when something happens that is puzzling and the purpose of the explanation 

is to resolve this state of puzzlement. In this regard, the success of an explanation is not 

measured by how accurately it describes the state of affairs in the world, but rather, by how 

effectively it resolves the explanation seeker’s affective state. Importantly, this resolution can be 

successful without providing an explanation that is quasi-scientific in nature and that accurately 

captures the true causes of the behaviour. In fact, it could be entirely false and still resolve the 

explanation seeker’s affective state.238 In this way, folk psychological explanation is absolutely 

                                                           
238 For more information see Section 6.3.3 below. 
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successful in one respect, and yet entirely unsuccessful with respect to the traditionalist’s account 

of the practice. As such, our failures have helped us identify and come to grips with the fact that 

how we assess the claim that folk psychology is eminently successful precisely depends on the 

standard we are using to define success.239  

Returning to the question that began this subsection: Does it really matter if our folk 

psychological explanations and predictions fail to get things right? The answer starts with a yes. 

Our failures matter insofar as the traditionalist has claimed that our practice is remarkably good. 

A few instances of failure temper this claim, and the potential for widespread and systematic 

distortion effects in our practice should lead us to be cautious about the plausibility of this claim. 

However, these failures may not matter if we can successfully claim that the problem is simply 

due to a failure on the part of the folk, not a failure in terms of our theoretical analysis of folk 

psychology. While I gave reason to think that this move is not an ideal one I’ve left the bulk of 

this discussion for later and have offered an alternative argument granting this concession but 

demonstrating that it does not save the traditionalist from the critique. Even if the distinction 

between a good theory and sloppy theorizing is a viable move, our failures do indirectly help us 

question the appropriateness of the traditional view by helping us to identify that there are a 

multitude of standards against which our folk psychological practice can be judged. In particular, 

by identifying the mechanisms that underlie our failure we’ve been able to identify other 

standards against which we can judge our practice and view it as successful. This forces a new 

question upon us, as we must now ask ourselves to which standard(s) should we be judging the 

success of our folk psychological discourse? This, however, is a question that will be addressed 

in much greater detail below (see Section 6.3) as there are a number of options on the table that 

                                                           
239 For example, Fodor may have been absolutely correct about the success of folk psychology, but entirely mistaken 

about how we should understand success. 
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must each be carefully evaluated. The point is simply that our failures do matter and they do 

warrant that we hit the pause button to stop and evaluate the assumptions of the traditional 

construal in light of the empirical evidence we’ve gathered thus far. 

6.2.2 – Why Social, Cultural, and Moral Goals Matter 

When we engage in a folk psychological discourse, what purpose or goal drives our practice? Put 

another way, what considerations shape how we engage in this practice? Chapter Two offered a 

traditional answer to this question, that the goal of folk psychology is to facilitate the quasi-

scientific explanation and prediction of behaviour, where the aim of the practice was to 

accurately capture the causes of behaviour. In both Chapters Four and Five I suggested that the 

empirical results explored should give us reason to pause and assess whether folk psychology 

really is a quasi-scientific enterprise, or at a minimum, whether in addition to having the goal of 

crafting accurate explanations and predictions that our practice is shaped by social, cultural, and 

moral goals. But why exactly should we care about the suggestion that there are social, cultural, 

and moral considerations that shape our folk psychological practice and why should this lead us 

to pause and assess the accuracy of the traditional construal of folk psychology?  

I think it’s clear from the evidence explored in Chapters Four and Five that social, 

cultural, and moral considerations are shaping our folk psychological practices and this influence 

appears to be fairly robust. Why this is important to our understanding of folk psychology and 

why this should lead us to critically evaluate the traditional construal of folk psychology may not 

be transparently obvious. Moreover, there is no single and straightforward argument to 

demonstrate that these empirical findings necessitate that we take a skeptical position with 

respect to the traditional construal. Instead, there are a handful of related arguments that together 

justify the claim that in light of these empirical findings, we should pause to assess whether folk 
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psychology really is a quasi-scientific, and thereby causal, enterprise, or whether at a minimum 

there are a number of competing goals that shape the practice. It should be noted that what 

follows is not an argument for the rejection of the traditional view, but rather, an argument in 

support of taking a skeptical position with respect to the traditional view in order to properly 

assess what our options are and in this way, continues the argument started in the subsection 

above. 

Above I talked about how our folk psychological failures can help us identify the 

mechanisms that underlie the way folk psychology is deployed in practice. Here it’s important to 

note the converse, that our social, cultural, and moral considerations may shape our folk 

psychological practices in such a way that they steer us wrong. More specifically, that these 

considerations can steer us away from satisfying the goal prescribed by the traditional view. As 

this relationship was reviewed above in some detail, I will not repeat the bulk of this argument. 

Instead, I simply wanted to note that these considerations matter to our evaluation of how folk 

psychology is practiced since they may shape the practice in such a way that we fail at achieving 

the presumed goal of the practice. Moreover, as noted above, there has been ample opportunity 

to remedy the influence of these considerations and correct our performance and the lack of 

improvement in this regard is, once again, “darkly curious”. While this alone may not be 

sufficient to warrant taking a skeptical position with respect to the traditional construal of folk 

psychology, even momentarily, it does start to build the case. In particular, it starts to 

demonstrate, at least on the surface, that there are considerations shaping our practices that deter 

us from achieving the presumed goal of folk psychology. At this point we need to evaluate the 

role of these considerations in order to better understand the implications of this empirical 

research. This could be simply describing these considerations as being distortive and thus as 
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resulting in a performance error on the part of the folk, but this discussion will be had in detail in 

the next section. 

There is another related reason that we should care about this empirical evidence. This is 

a point that I’ve stated throughout, but will repeat here to emphasize the significance of this 

empirical evidence. It is possible that the social, cultural, and moral considerations identified 

throughout this project are distinct considerations that need not be aligned with the goal of 

providing quasi-scientific explanations and predictions of behaviour.  While it is possible that 

these considerations can be incorporated into, or be just one element of providing quasi-scientific 

explanations and predictions, this need not be the case. In Chapter Four I introduced this 

suggestion through a review of Nisbett and Wilson’s seminal work on confabulation and their 

identification of the social and cultural considerations that shape our reports of mental processes. 

These rules of engagement that shape our folk psychological practice may include causal 

considerations, but they may not. As such, insofar as these considerations may be distinct and 

have instrumental value relating to some goal other than providing quasi-scientific explanations 

and predictions of behaviour, we again have prima facie reason for adopting a skeptical position 

with respect to the traditional construal of folk psychology. More specifically, we have reason to 

need to critically evaluate the traditional construal of folk psychology as it may not be telling the 

whole story. 

There is also a sense in which much of the evidence explored in Chapters Four and Five 

is unexpected. This unexpectedness shows up in a number of different but often related ways. 

First, these results might strike us philosophers as counter-intuitive in some way. It might, for 

example, just not strike us as relevant to the question of whether or not someone has a particular 

mental state, whether or not their behaviour is moral or immoral. It does not strike us as intuitive 
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that being of a different culture would produce different types of explanations and prediction; an 

explanation is an explanation and a prediction is a prediction.  

A statement of this counter intuitiveness often arises when presenting these empirical 

results in conference settings or in writing. When detailing these results, those of us who 

embrace them may often be faced with reactions of surprise or an immediate rebuking of the 

evidence and an attempt to explain it away. I noted a similar reaction in Chapter Two where I 

recounted that any suggestion that folk psychology is not a quasi-scientific explanatory and 

predictive enterprise is often met with shock and a flat out rejection of the claim. The reactions to 

the results explored in Chapter Four and Five are often the same. This is true in my own 

experience when presenting the evidence collected, but is perhaps most obviously the case when 

reviewing the literature on the role of moral information in shaping our folk psychological 

practice. When originally introduced, these findings immediately found resistance and others 

tried to explain them away (see for example, Adams & Steadman 2004a/b; Driver 2008a/b). I 

venture that these reactions and attempts to explain away the evidence are just embodiments of a 

reaction to a counter-intuitive result; these results do not conform to our commitments or 

intuitions about how folk psychology should operate and so we attempt to discount and explain 

away the evidence. This unexpectedness or counter intuitiveness warrants some addressing and 

warrants taking a temporarily skeptical position with respect to the traditional account of folk 

psychology in order to more fully explore and assess the incongruity between our understanding 

of folk psychology and the results of an empirical investigation into the practice. 

Continuing along the same lines, but delving a bit further into the story, it would seem 

that if we really were in the business of explaining and predicting behaviour, the easiest thing to 

do would simply be to ignore all this information. That is, instead of crafting explanations and 
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predictions that are sensitive to all of these social, cultural and moral considerations if we really 

wanted to explain and predict behaviour we would just push all this information aside and get to 

the heart of the matter; the mental states possessed by the person and the resulting behaviour (see 

also, Knobe, 2006a, p.21). For example, with respect to the Chairman vignettes, this would mean 

getting straight to the question of whether or not, for example, the Chairman believes he is going 

to harm the environment or intends to help the environment. That is, based on the information we 

have about his mental states and his action, does the Chairman have an attitude of belief with 

respect to the proposition “this action will harm the environment”? Instead of evaluating the 

moral valence of his behaviour, just answer the question. Instead of trying to craft explanations 

that absolve a loved one of responsibility for an action, just answer the question at hand, namely, 

did this person act in such a way as to bring about some undesirable outcome? In effect, our goal 

should be to just identify whether or not a person had a particular set of mental states or whether 

there were particular environmental causes of a behaviour, and cite them. This other information 

and these other considerations are extraneous and simply not relevant to the question in front of 

us.  Furthermore, working within a framework that is sensitive to social demands, cultural 

demands, and that responds to moral information may ultimately make it more difficult to 

achieve the goal we set out to achieve and we would be better off if we focused on the 

question(s) at hand. In fact, this information might distract us from our goal and it would 

potentially take more time to assess all of these different considerations. As such, we should 

rightly wonder why these considerations would be playing any role at all and if we’d be better 

off without them if our goal was as the traditionalist would have us believe. 

Moreover, it’s not obviously clear that these considerations are compatible with the 

suggestion that folk psychology is quasi-scientific. Suppose for example that we found a group 
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of chemists interested in classifying chemical reactions.240 These chemists would obviously be 

interested in the elemental composition of each chemical, the ways in which elements interact 

and bond to one another, the role that catalysts play in chemical reactions and whether any by-

products were produced as a result of the chemical reaction. Now suppose that this particular 

group of chemists was also relying on the economic value, cultural significance, and moral 

implications of the by-product or result of the reaction when trying to classify the chemical 

reactions. We would not conclude that these social, cultural, and moral considerations would 

help the chemists achieve their goal of classifying chemical reactions. Nor would it help them 

understand, explain or predict the chemical reactions. In fact, historically in those instances 

where social, cultural, or moral considerations did influence scientific explanations (for example, 

in the medical sciences), attempts were made to remedy this problem as it was seen as distracting 

from the primary goal of the scientific endeavour. While these influences may have had a role to 

play for some time, they were identified and eliminated.241 In effect, we would not think that the 

social, cultural, or moral considerations ought to play some fundamental role in our 

understanding of chemical reactions.242 Similarly, we might not think that the social, cultural, or 

moral considerations ought to play some fundamental role in our understanding of behaviour. 

Instead, as in the case of the chemist, it might be right to view this information as having a 

                                                           
240 Knobe (2006a, p.6) makes a similar analogy with respect to physics and morality.  I have adapted and expanded 

the story with respect to fictional chemists to help elucidate the analysis and to anchor it to a discussion of a broader 

range of interests, rather than narrowly focusing on just moral interests. 
241 This is most obviously the case looking back over the history of scientific reasoning. For example, morally 

objectionable behaviours were often seen as being medically out of norm as well (e.g. pathologizing of sexuality); 

the moral influenced the medical. But of course, over time the scientific method has been refined to eliminate the 

influence of these superfluous considerations. It’s not clear that the same has been true of folk psychology. 

Moreover, it’s not clear that the folk have any interest in overcoming these considerations, nor is it clear that they 

should. 
242 This is not to say that there is not important value in the economic, cultural, or moral significance of chemical 

reactions. It is just to say that this has nothing to do with the chemists’ primary goal of coming to understand the 

reactions themselves. 
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distortive effect on the process if our goal is to provide explanations and predictions of 

behaviour.243 If the best course of action is simply to ignore this information and if this 

information has no proper role to play in a quasi-scientific endeavour, it should be surprising and 

troubling to discover that this information is shaping our practice, and so supports the suggestion 

that we should pause to evaluate the traditional construal of folk psychology in light of this 

evidence. 

Of course, the analogy between science and folk psychology is not necessarily a strong 

one. While a fairly strong position is available, the more amenable position is that folk 

psychology is like science in important ways, and that the scientific and folk methods sit 

somewhere on the same methodological spectrum. Recall Sellars’ suggestion that the difference 

is one of, effectively, rigour. In this way, to compare a chemist integrating social, cultural and 

moral considerations into their analysis to the folk doing the same may be unfair. While it may 

be inappropriate for the chemist to make this move, the folk may be able to integrate social, 

cultural and moral considerations into their analysis while still fundamentally being on the 

scientific spectrum. That is, while it is not permissible for the chemist to do this and still be 

considered a scientist, it may be possible for the folk to do this and still be considered quasi-

scientists. The suggestion here, however, is merely to question whether in light of all the 

empirical evidence it is even fair to hold the position that there is no difference in kind between 

folk psychology and science. Given the extent to which social, cultural, and moral considerations 

shape our folk psychological practice, asking ourselves whether folk psychology really is on the 

                                                           
243 I recognize that this claim butts up against a significant question. That is, a question about the precise relationship 

between science and normative considerations. While I think it is commonplace to distinguish the scientific 

endeavour from a normative endeavour, to examine this question in detail is beyond the scope of this project and for 

the sake of argument will be put aside. 
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same spectrum as science is a fair question at this point. This is not to provide an answer to this 

question, but rather just pose it.  

Moreover, even if in the face of this evidence we want to claim that the folk and the 

scientist are operating within fundamentally the same approach, we can still ask another 

question, namely, whether the folk are also interested in different kinds of issues when engaging 

in their practice. That is, even if there is some overlap between the scientist and the folk, it is an 

open question whether there is a pluralism of interests among our folk psychological practice that 

simply is not being captured by the traditional construal of folk psychology. The empirical 

evidence explored is suggesting that this could be the case and so the traditional construal of folk 

psychology might not be telling the whole story, and so warrants review.  

Looking more closely at some of the specific empirical results, there is another sense in 

which some of the patterns that emerge are at odds with the notion that folk psychology is a 

quasi-scientific explanatory and predictive enterprise. More specifically, when the folk engage in 

folk psychology, their explanations, predictions and attributions of specific folk psychological 

concepts exhibit an asymmetry that is not obviously consistent with the traditional construal of 

folk psychology. This is most obviously the case when looking at the actor-observer effect in 

folk explanations and when looking at the influence of moral information on our attributions of 

folk psychological concepts. 

Recall the evidence explored in Chapter Four where we saw that actors and observers 

tend to provide different explanations of the same behaviour. This asymmetry is produced as a 

result of differences in attention, information, and motivation (Knobe and Malle, 2002, pp.12-

13). If folk psychology really is a quasi-scientific explanatory and predictive enterprise, then we 

should not expect there to be this type of asymmetry. Whether an explainer is the actor being 
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explained or the observer should have no bearing on the explanation being offered. The right 

(quasi-scientific) explanation is not dependent on whether or not the person offering the 

explanation is the actor or an observer, and explanations of identical behaviour should be 

identical.  

Further, consider the TT view of folk psychology explored in Chapter Two. Looking 

more closely at TT we find that this view is committed to the idea that when we ascribe mental 

states to ourselves and others we are using the same third person theory. In this sense, we should 

not expect there to be significant differences in the way that the folk describe the behaviour of 

themselves versus the behaviour of others since both are based on the same theoretical 

framework. Our access to our own mental states is mediated through the same theoretical 

construct that we use to assess the mental states of others, and so there is a sense in which we do 

not have privileged access to our own mental states when compared to the mental states of 

others. As such, the fact that there are differences between actors and observers at all may be 

problematic for this view.244 Similarly, if ST is right we might not expect there to be differences 

in the explanations of actors and observers either since the mechanism that produces 

explanations and predictions is identical whether we are talking about ourselves or others. That 

is, we are using our own offline action control system and imagining ourselves in the situation of 

the other in order to explain and predict their behaviour so it is not obviously clear why we 

                                                           
244 This is a general point of interpretation regarding the TT view. I recognize, for example, that one might argue 

that while the theory being applied in the case of an actor or an observer is the same, the knowledge that we have to 

inform our application of the theory is better in the case of ourselves than of others. However, some of the ways that 

the actor-observer asymmetry manifests may escape this reply. For example, whether or not a behaviour is portrayed 

a rational may not be a question of knowledge. Further, whether an explanation is crafted that locates the locus of 

causation within the agent or pushes it onto an environmental factor will not always depend on one’s knowledge of 

the situation being explained. Choosing between “Because it’s going to rain today” and “I think it’s going to rain 

today” is not always dependent on our knowledge, but is often dependent on the sorts of social considerations being 

highlighted in this project. So while I concede that the advocate of the TT view may be able to address some of these 

asymmetries, I am skeptical that they will be able to explain them all away in all instances and maintain the core 

notion of the TT view that access to all mental states is mediated through this third-person theory.  
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should be providing significantly different explanations and predictions of their behaviour since 

we are effectively describing ourselves.245 None of this is to say that the differences are not 

compatible with these views, just to say that it is not obviously the case that there is consistency 

and additional explanatory work must be done to account for these results. But in a general 

sense, consistency would demand that identical behaviours get identical explanations and 

predictions but it looks like the folk psychological practice is not beholden to this standard, a 

standard we should expect to apply if the goal was to be scientific in approach. 

 Similarly, the role of moral information in shaping our attributions of folk psychological 

concepts reveals an asymmetry in our practice that is not obviously consistent with the traditional 

construal of folk psychology. Consider, for example, the Chairman case. From the perspective of 

the traditional construal of folk psychology, the help and harm variants are identical. The 

Chairman’s behaviour is the same and his mental states are structurally the same.246 Given this, 

we should expect the behaviour to illicit identical attributions of relevant folk psychological 

concepts, including the mental states of belief and desire. Once again, consistency would demand 

that given that the relevant factors and the behaviour are identical in both variants, that the 

attributions of folk psychological concepts should be the same in both cases. Of course, what we 

                                                           
245 Granted there is more flexibility with the ST view than the TT view since on this account there is a step in the 

process that allows for there to be less accuracy in attributions of mental states to others than to oneself. However, 

that there is less accuracy does not necessarily explain the asymmetry in attribution based on the same information. 

It is the asymmetry that is of interest here, not the accuracy. Because the ST system is run the same way for both self 

and other, while attributes to others may be less accurate it is not clear why the attribution should be systematically 

different than attributions to oneself. If I understand myself as the locus of causation for a particular action, and I am 

using that same reasoning process to explain the behaviour of someone else who has engaged in the same action it is 

not clear how the ST system produces a type of explanation that does not locate causal responsibility for the action 

within the actor when the explainer is the observer. 
246 The Chairman’s concern for the implications of the program is the same and his stated desire is the same. The 

content of the concern is different, but the attitude is the same in both cases. The relationship between the stated 

concern and desire is structurally equivalent leading to the same action, and so the natural conclusion to draw is that 

the lack of concern for the foreseen side-effect combined with the desire to produce profits should yield an analysis 

of intention that does not capture the foreseen side-effect. It is only once we begin to weigh the moral valence of the 

lack of concern for the foreseen side-effect that we can parse out these two vignettes as being structurally different. 
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find is that there appears to be other relevant information that drives the attribution practices in a 

way that produces an asymmetry between the two variants. This asymmetry needs to be 

addressed and warrants that we adopt a skeptical position with respect to the traditional view, at 

least temporarily, to assess our options and properly evaluate how we ought to conceive of folk 

psychology. 

Finally, the results of Chapter Four and Five combine to suggest that our folk 

psychological practice may have a normative element to it. That is, there is a normative purpose 

to the practice either in addition to or in replacement of the descriptive practice of providing 

quasi-scientific explanations and predictions that is assumed by the traditional construal. In this 

sense, our understanding of folk psychological concepts is very different than our traditional 

understanding of scientific concepts247 and in particular, the traditionalist’s project. Put another 

way, how the folk use folk psychology to describe and understand one another fulfills a number 

of normative goals and the evidence explored suggests that our folk psychological concepts are 

inherently normative in nature. That is, we use folk psychology to describe and understand 

behaviour in a way that is different than other physical phenomena. In particular, we describe 

ourselves and others in a way that is different than non-agential behaviour and this separates folk 

psychology from the quasi-scientific construal in an important and significant sense. 

While this analysis is true for much of the evidence explored and in particular the moral 

analysis developed in Chapter Five, perhaps it is most relevant when looking at how the folk and 

the scientist understand causation. Given the evidence explored in Chapter Five, it looks as 

though the folk psychological notion of causation is significantly different from the physical 

                                                           
247 It is fairly common-place to understand the scientific method as a descriptive project and for the sake of 

argument I will take this position as to engage in this debate would involve a treatment that cannot be provided here. 

Whether science achieves this stated goal and whether there is a proper role for normative considerations in the 

scientific enterprise are separate questions that cannot be answered here. 
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notion of causation employed in the sciences. The fact that how the folk understand causal 

responsibility hinges on the moral valence of the behaviour or associated outcome suggests that 

the folk use this concept in a way that significantly departs from how we typically understand 

non-agential causation.248 Worse, some of the evidence suggests that the moral goal implicit in 

our folk psychology is so strong that judgements regarding non-agential causal factors can be 

influenced by our agential causal judgements. Recall that Cushman found that judgments of the 

causal responsibility of a non-agential cause are influenced by our judgments of causal 

responsibility for agential causes where that cause was associated with an immoral action.249 The 

fact that the folk’s understanding of agent-causation demonstrates this normative character 

should give us reason to wonder whether our folk psychological practice is really analogous to 

science in the ways that were explored and advanced in Chapter Two; there are two very 

different notions of what it means to cause an outcome being used here. 

But this is true for other concepts as well. From a purely descriptive perspective, whether 

a person intended a result, believed their behaviour would cause an event, desired a particular 

outcome, etc. should not depend on the moral status of their behaviour. And yet this is precisely 

what we see. When we use our folk psychological discourse we are not, it would seem, merely 

explaining and predicting some physical phenomenon like we do with other scientific theories. 

                                                           
248 Throughout Chapter Five and here too I have claimed that the folk’s understanding of causal responsibility is 

significantly influenced by their moral judgments. Some might worry that the experiments did not actually 

investigate folk attributions of causal responsibility, but rather, folk attributions of moral responsibility. That is, 

while the vignettes and the questions were using the terminology of ‘cause’ the folk we were making moral, not 

causal, judgments. I note that in these experiments we’ve used the word appropriately related to the concept. To 

suggest that the folk have another concept in mind when using the word, in effect, denies the folk the ability to use 

words the way they want to. By saying that the folk must be making moral judgments while using the term cause, 

denies them the privilege of using the word ‘cause’ in the way they see fit. It, in effect, privileges the interests of the 

philosopher over the interests of the folk and fails to recognize that folk psychology is a descriptive project where 

we are effectively trying to capture the practice as is, not as the philosopher thinks it should be. To say that the folk 

are really using a different concept than the term denotes makes it very difficult to tease apart practice from 

conceptual commitments, instead of allowing the practice to tell us what the conceptual commitments are. This is an 

issue that I’ll return to when discussing the “performance error” critique below. 
249 See Section 5.3.2 of Chapter Five and Cushman (2010, pp.21-23). 
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We are instead very much engaged in a normative evaluation of the behaviour, a condemnation 

of the behaviour, or an evaluation of the behaviour against other social and cultural standards. 

This normative element of folk psychology distinguishes it from the scientific endeavour in an 

important way and forces us to evaluate whether we can retain the analysis that the folk and the 

scientist are operating within the same methodological spectrum. If folk psychology really is a 

normative enterprise then it may not be appropriate to continue to claim that the folk are acting 

like proto-scientists when they engage in folk psychology.  

 Returning then to the question that began this subsection: Why should we care that there 

are social, cultural, and moral considerations shaping our folk psychological practices? The 

answer to this question is multifaceted. These considerations appear to shape our folk 

psychological practices in ways that sometimes lead us to fail to provide quasi-scientific 

explanations and predictions of behaviour and it may strike us as quite strange that there is any 

role at all for these considerations if our goal is to provide quasi-scientific explanations and 

predictions of behaviour. That is, that these considerations are given any weight or consideration 

in how we explain and predict behaviour is counter-intuitive if our goal is to provide quasi-

scientific explanations and predictions of behaviour; it would be easier and frankly more 

appropriate to just ignore these considerations. More importantly, however, it is unclear whether 

these considerations are aligned with the quasi-scientific construal of folk psychology or whether 

they can be. It is real possibility that these considerations may be orthogonal to the quasi-

scientific project and so folk psychology does not lie on the scientific spectrum. Alternatively, it 

is a real possibility that folk psychology is a pluralistic framework which may or may not include 

the quasi-scientific goals posited by the traditionalist.  This is most obviously the case when 

exploring the normative component that these considerations impart on our folk psychological 
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practice. While it may be possible to integrate these considerations into an account of folk 

psychology that is fundamentally a quasi-scientific enterprise, there is enough evidence here to 

warrant at least asking the question as to whether or not there is a difference in kind between folk 

psychology and science. Aligning these new findings with the traditional construal is not an 

obvious task and additional work is required before we can be sure that the traditional construal 

can adequately account for these findings. The point here is simply to note that the influence of 

these considerations on our folk psychological practices matters and warrants that we hit the 

pause button to stop and evaluate the assumptions of the traditional by exploring how to best 

address the empirical evidence collected. 

6.2.3 – Pressing Pause 

None of what I have said throughout this section is meant to suggest that we must necessarily 

reject the traditional analysis on the basis of this empirical evidence. All of this is just to say that, 

at a minimum, we now have reason to be skeptical of the traditional construal and that we should 

hit the pause button to assess whether folk psychology really is in the business of facilitating the 

production of quasi-scientific explanations and predictions of behaviour. The evidence explored 

suggests that we may not be as good at folk psychology as is assumed and that there are a 

number of considerations that drive and shape our practice that may be or are, at least on the 

surface, at odds with the idea that folk psychology is as has been assumed.  

The traditionalist has assumed that folk psychology is eminently successful, but we have 

now cast doubt on the veracity of that claim. The traditionalist casts folk psychology as a 

specialized tool, but the evidence suggests that it may be a multipurpose tool designed to satisfy 

a multitude of interests. Worse, it looks as though the folk satisfy a number of normative 

interests in their folk psychological practices, and yet the traditionalist understands folk 
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psychology as a descriptive enterprise. Similarly, while the traditionalist also describes folk 

psychology as a causal framework, the folks’ understanding of agent-causation departs from the 

tradition insofar as it appears to have a normative character to it. In effect, the traditionalist 

conception of folk psychology is, on the surface at least, incongruous with the empirical 

evidence that has been recounted throughout this project. 

This incongruity between the empirical evidence and the traditional construal of folk 

psychology needs to be addressed and we need to begin to explore what options are available to 

us now that we’ve pressed pause. At this point it’s not clear where this analysis will take us and 

through this analysis we must keep an open mind, exploring both attempts to reconcile this 

empirical evidence with the traditional construal and those analyses that embrace the 

incongruity, reject the traditional construal, and begin to sketch out a new folk psychological 

landscape. 

Importantly, even being in this position is already a significant departure from the 

traditional discourse regarding folk psychology. We are now in a position where we must take a 

skeptical position with respect to the traditional construal of folk psychology and we have shifted 

the burden of proof onto the traditionalist to defend their previously unquestioned armchair 

assumptions regarding folk psychology and the purpose of this practice. Even should it turn out 

that the traditional construal is our best analysis of the folk practice, this will only be after having 

to give significant consideration to the implications of the empirical evidence collected and 

presented against this view. This evidence must be addressed and whether we are a traditionalist 

or a neo-folk psychologist, we must contend with these and future empirical findings, accounting 

for them in our analysis of the folk practice. With that in mind, let’s forge ahead and tackle this 

incongruity head on to begin to see what will emerge as the dust I’ve kicked up begins to settle. 
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6.3 – The Options 

So now what? In response to this empirical evidence and the on the surface inconsistency 

between these results and the traditional construal of folk psychology, what options do we have 

to address this inconsistency? I think there are at least four general ways to respond to the 

empirical evidence explored in the previous chapters.250 

First, in response to the explored evidence and on the surface inconsistency one could 

maintain that the traditional construal of folk psychology does, in spite of this evidence, 

accurately reflect the folk psychological practice. More specifically, one could claim that the 

primary function of folk psychology is to facilitate the quasi-scientific explanation and prediction 

of behaviour, but simply account for the empirical evidence by noting that people may not be 

particularly good at using the framework. Put another way, the empirical evidence does nothing 

more than identify that there may be a number of considerations that distort the practice 

preventing us from fulfilling the true goal of the practice. In effect, folk psychology works just 

fine, it is the folk who exhibit a failure in performance. I’ll call this the “dig in your heels” view. 

Second, a persistent defender of the traditional construal of folk psychology could 

acknowledge the existence and influence of these social, cultural, and moral considerations, but 

still maintain that the primary function of folk psychology is to facilitate the quasi-scientific 

explanation and prediction of behaviour. In other words, while these social, cultural, and moral 

considerations do shape the folk psychological practice as deployed by the folk, these goals are 

all secondary to or parasitic on the primary function of folk psychology which is to explain and 

predict behaviour. In effect, this option acknowledges the evidence, grants that these social, 

                                                           
250 There could be, of course, other ways of addressing the empirical evidence not explored in this project. 
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cultural, and moral influences are indicative of a real goal, but then relegates these goals to a 

secondary and parasitic position. I’ll call this the “primary purpose” view. 

Third, like the “primary purpose” view, we could acknowledge that when used by the 

folk, folk psychology has a number of distinct goals, but recognize them as all having their own 

unique status in the practice. Put another way, we could advocate for a construal of folk 

psychology that views the practice as being a multi-purpose tool. This view is distinguished from 

the second view, as there is no claim that the varied purposes are all parasitic on or secondary to 

a primary purpose, namely, the quasi-scientific explanation and prediction of behaviour. Instead, 

folk psychology can facilitate each of these distinct goals depending on the circumstance and 

potentially facilitate a number of them at once and in some combination. In some cases, 

providing a quasi-scientific explanation may be the dominant purpose. In others, crafting 

explanations that demonstrate rationality may be the dominant purpose. In others still, we may 

attribute concepts to others in such a way as to show or demonstrate a condemnation of the 

behaviour. In some cases, a number of goals will all effectively compete and shape the practice 

in a particular way. How all this unfolds is an empirical question and one that would require a 

significant amount of work to build the various models necessary to capture the interactions of 

each goal. I’ll call this the “multi-purpose” view. 

Fourth, and last under consideration in this project, we could argue that the social, 

cultural and moral considerations that have been discovered to shape our folk psychological 

practice form the primary goals of this practice. Put another way, we can reject the claim that the 

primary function of folk psychology is to facilitate the quasi-scientific explanation and prediction 

of behaviour and supplant this goal with a new and normative goal or set of goals. Within this 

new approach we can, if we so choose, rebuild an account of explanation or prediction. This can 
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be done, for example, by reframing our understanding of these concepts or by demonstrating 

how they follow from the normative project of folk psychology. If we pursue this analysis we 

have, in effect, flipped the traditional construal of folk psychology upside down. Instead of 

construing the empirical evidence in such a way as to explain it away to save the traditional 

analysis, this approach construes the empirical evidence as evidence of an effect that primarily 

shapes our folk psychological practice and requires an entire rethinking of our understanding. 

The normative goals that have been identified through the empirical investigations are viewed as 

the foundation of folk psychology and the traditional construal is, at best, secondary. I’ll call this 

the “alternative” view. 

The “dig in your heels” view effectively leaves the traditional construal untouched and 

explains away the empirical evidence explored in the previous chapters. The “primary purpose” 

view acknowledges this evidence and gives it consideration, but relegates it to a secondary role 

in our analysis of folk psychology. The “multi-purpose” view embraces the empirical evidence 

and acknowledges that folk psychology is far more pluralistic than the traditional construal has 

acknowledged and so departs significantly from this view. The “alternative approach” view is by 

far the most radical as it fundamentally changes the story, giving the empirical evidence 

credence and uses this evidence as the starting point for the theoretical conception of folk 

psychology espoused. Insofar as it acknowledges that folk psychology is an explanatory and 

predictive enterprise, it does so in a secondary sense. 

In what follows I will provide an analysis of each view. I will argue that the first two 

views are the least tenable of the four and that either of the latter two options prove to be our best 

bet in response to the empirical evidence explored. Importantly, this is a significant shift in our 

understanding of folk psychology. These latter two options are significantly different than the 
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traditional construal explored in Chapter Two and significantly reshape the way in which we 

think about folk psychology. We have, in effect, left the tradition behind adopting a new folk 

psychology that more accurately captures the folk psychological practice as deployed by the folk. 

6.3.1 – The “Dig In Your Heels” View 

The “dig in your heels” view represents an ardent defense of the traditional construal of folk 

psychology. Inherent in this view is the idea that the empirical evidence catalogued through 

Chapters Four and Five has no bearing on how we should understand folk psychology. The claim 

is that folk psychology, properly construed, is still to be understood as a quasi-scientific 

explanatory and predictive framework and that while the empirical evidence explored may 

demonstrate that the folk are not achieving this goal, that there may be other considerations 

shaping and driving their folk psychological behaviour, that there may be a normative element to 

these other characteristics and the folk’s understanding of agent-causation, none of this has 

bearing on the question of what the purpose of folk psychology is. At the heart of this view, is 

the idea that the empirical evidence is indicative not of a genuine purpose or effect, but rather, 

only indicates that there are a number of biases or distortions that affect our folk psychological 

practice.  

As I see it, there are three lines of argument to support this view. First, a proponent of the 

“dig in your heels” view might argue that despite the evidence collected, folk psychology is on 

the whole a fairly successful practice. That is, broadly speaking folk psychology does facilitate 

the quasi-scientific explanation and prediction of behaviour and the results explored are small in 

number. In effect, being somewhat bad at the practice does not nullify the claim that we are 

mostly good at it. This suggestion was addressed in briefly in Section 6.2.1 above. More 

specifically, above I noted that our failures and the role of the social, cultural, and moral 
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considerations that shape our practice may be more widespread than is obviously the case from 

the evidence explored; the evidence explored is really just the tip of the iceberg. This is only a 

partial response, however. 

A more comprehensive response begins by recognizing that just because folk psychology 

might generally or by and large facilitate the production of quasi-scientific explanations and 

predictions, does not mean that the traditional view is correct. More specifically, regardless of 

the degree to which, for example, moral information influences our folk psychological practices, 

it is not sufficient to reply to this evidence by saying that by and large the traditional conception 

of folk psychology accurately captures the practice. In fact, we can acknowledge that there is a 

role for social, cultural, and moral considerations in our folk psychology while still addressing 

the apparent success of the practice as a quasi-scientific explanatory and predictive enterprise 

without digging in our heels. That is, there is a sense in which both our poor and good 

performances can be understood within one conception of folk psychology, and within a 

conception of folk psychology that doesn’t require us to explain the evidence away. This is most 

obvious in the “multi-purpose view” which posits a number of different considerations that could 

be driving our practice in any given context. Depending on the context, our explanatory 

performance can be understood alongside, for example, our social performance allowing for 

good or poor performance on any of these considerations depending on their precise interaction 

and the specifics of the context in which we are deploying our folk psychology. 

A second reason for preserving the traditional view of the folk psychological competence 

is that this is the best story we have to understand our folk psychological practices.  I do not 

think this line of reasoning is tenable. I noted in Section 6.2.1 above that there are multiple 

standards to which our folk psychological practices could be assessed against. The “dig your 
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heels in” view assumes that we should be assessing this practice on the basis of how well folk 

psychology facilitates the explanation and prediction of behaviour. Of course we need to have 

reason for preferring this standard or for thinking that this is the standard that our folk 

psychological practice ought to be judged against. In Chapter Two we explored one potential 

reason for thinking that folk psychology should be judged against this standard. More 

specifically, by thinking of folk psychology as a quasi-scientific explanatory and predictive 

enterprise we can make sense of its adaptive utility and provide an argument for why this 

practice developed and persisted. However, an argument on the basis of adaptive utility does not 

support just this one standard of evaluation. Instead, if we acknowledge that folk psychology 

could have a number of different purposes (and in particular, social, cultural, or moral purposes) 

then we can consider arguments regarding the adaptive utility of these purposes as helping to 

explain why this framework was developed and has persisted. This will become more apparent in 

the sections below, and in particular in Sections 6.3.3 and 6.3.4 where we explore the “multi-

purpose” and “alternative” views, but the point here is to note that it is unclear why the 

traditionalist picture must be the only way we should evaluate our folk psychological 

performance and competence. It is true that the traditionalist has a ready-made story for why this 

purpose makes sense, but the fact that there is this type of story is not unique to the traditionalist 

picture. If we are going to justify why our performance is going to be measured against a 

particular standard and provide a story to this effect, this story must be developed in such a way 

as to not also support alternative conceptions of folk psychology. 

Finally, and most substantively, another line of reasoning in defense of this view turns on 

the notion that the empirical evidence collected identifies nothing more than a performance error. 

That is, while the empirical evidence does identify a real phenomenon, this itself does not 
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illuminate anything about the folk’s conceptual competence, but rather, only identifies how their 

performance can go wrong. Put another way, sloppy theorizing does not mean that the theory 

itself is sloppy. In effect, this line of reasoning positions folk psychology as a properly 

explanatory and predictive enterprise, that gets distorted or fails to be utilized correctly by the 

folk in their day-to-day practice. The experimental endeavours explored in the previous chapters 

highlight the folk’s performance, but say nothing about the underlying conceptual competence. 

We are human, after all, and so our ability to deploy an otherwise robust and quasi-scientific 

framework will be inherently messy. This messiness helps to explain why there are distortions 

and distractions and ultimately errors in our application of the framework, but this is a practice 

issue, not a competence issue and says nothing about the underlying framework itself. 

Importantly, because we can make this distinction between folk performance and folk 

competence, it is possible for us to claim that the empirical evidence is indicative of the folk’s 

performance, and in this case a performance error, but that the folk’s conceptual competence is 

as is hypothesized by the traditional construal of folk psychology.  

However, if we look more closely at the distinction between performance and 

competence, I think this line of reasoning quickly loses its plausibility as it is not consistent with 

the purpose and approach of our investigation into folk psychology. To be clear, proponents of 

this view would have to argue that the folk’s underlying conceptual folk psychological 

competence is consistent with the traditional construal of folk psychology, but that the factors 

identified through experimentation are altering or distorting this conceptual competence as it gets 

expressed in practice. There is a breakdown between the conceptual competence and 

performance due to social, cultural, and moral considerations identified. 
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For example, Adams and Steadman (2004a, 2004b) raise this worry in terms of pragmatic 

implicatures. The basic point is that there is a very significant and practical correlation that 

deeming a behaviour as unintentional entails that we should not blame the agent for his action.  

Thus, the participants in the Chairman studies may feel obligated to conform to a social practice 

and respond to the survey questions in a particular way to ensure (consciously or not) that they 

characterize the Chairman as a proper candidate for blame. In effect, the respondent wants to 

ensure that the experimenter sees the respondent’s response as expressing their commitment to 

the idea that the Chairman is a proper candidate for blame even though, ultimately, they believe 

that the Chairman acted equally intentionally in both cases. Under this characterization, the 

respondents are providing responses that do not indicate what they actually think, but rather, just 

how they think they should perform in a social environment. If this analysis is correct, then the 

empirical evidence merely identifies an error in performance and says nothing about the 

underlying competency of the respondent and so does not touch the traditional construal. 

This worry has also been raised as an objection to the broader experimental philosophy 

movement, as explored in detail in Chapter Three. For example, Ludwig (2007) suggests that the 

variation we see in the folk concepts of knowledge is not indicative of the folk having a different 

concept than philosophers, but rather merely indicative of a performance error on the part of the 

folk who in reality, share the same concept with the philosopher.  The philosopher is simply 

better at accessing the true nature of these concepts and deploying them correctly in practice. The 

parallel to Adams and Steadman should be clear. There is an underlying conceptual competence 

that both the philosophers and the folk share, but in practice the folk are more susceptible to 

various factors (e.g. social, cultural environments, etc.) which tend to distort their 
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performance.251 This distortion is what is being observed in the experiments, and so the 

experiments say nothing about the underlying conceptual competence that is presumed to be 

shared between philosophers and the folk. 

I think there are at least five problems with this line of reasoning. First and in general, it 

is not clear to me why a philosopher’s performance is indicative of their conceptual competence, 

but the same is not true for the folk. Moreover, there is consistency between a philosopher’s 

performance and their presumed conceptual competence, but the inconsistency between the 

folk’s performance and their conceptual competence only arises because their performance 

differs from the philosopher’s performance. If we do not presume that the folk’s conceptual 

competence is the same as the philosophers’ then the performance error goes away.  

Second, it is not clear why philosophers should have privileged access to the right 

performance for folk psychology. In Chapter Three I argued that philosophers interested in folk 

psychology are engaged in a descriptive project; a project to understand how folk psychology is 

used by the folk. We are describing a practice that exists independently of our theoretical 

commitments, and we are interested in what the practice is, not what we think it ought to be. In 

this way, by assuming that the performance of the folk is somehow in error because it does not 

conform to our theoretical commitments, is disingenuous to the purpose of our investigation. 

While there will always be an interplay between our theoretical analysis of folk psychology and 

the empirical evidence collected, we must ensure that our theoretical analysis of folk psychology 

                                                           
251 At the time of writing I am not aware of any empirical studies regarding philosophers and their performance with 

respect to folk psychological concepts. Although there is some research to suggest that philosophers do not always 

conform to the principles espoused in their philosophy. For example, Eric Schwitzgebel (2009) found that ethics 

books most likely to be borrowed by professors and advanced students of philosophy were more likely to be stolen 

than other non-ethics books. 
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is based on observations and we should resist imposing our own conceptual understanding of 

behaviour onto the folk practice.  

Third, it is unclear to me how we could even infer conceptual competence from anything 

but performance. In effect, experimental philosophers are interested in a sort of Chomskyian 

analysis of folk psychology; letting the practice speak for itself and inferring the conceptual 

competence that underlies it. By driving a wedge between competence and performance, I worry 

that we’ll be able to develop analyses of conceptual competence that could depart quite 

significantly from performance, so long as it serves some theoretical purpose. But if our 

conceptual competence is inaccessible by empirical investigations regarding precisely those 

concepts, it is unclear to me what exactly we are holding on to. There comes a point where the 

reasonable investigator needs to abandon their theoretical commitments in order to develop a 

theory which is compatible with the empirical evidence in front of him or her and to simply drive 

a wedge between what we can observe and what we can postulate just to retain our theoretical 

understanding of the practice we’re trying to observe should raise a red flag. 

This is not, of course, to say that empirical evidence should always be trusted and that 

sometimes holding on to our theoretical commitments in the face of contradictory evidence is not 

appropriate. But as the methodology improves, as the body of evidence grows, and as the 

evidence becomes more confirmatory, it strikes me that we must reject the notion that the 

conceptual competence of the folk must be as is traditionally viewed. If we really are in the 

business of trying to provide a descriptive account of what the folk are doing when they engage 

in folk psychology, then our goal should be to discover the purpose of this practice not impose a 

purpose on the practice that requires us to distinguish between performance and competence. In 
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so doing, the “dig in your heels” view risks departing from the descriptive project that was 

embarked on in the first place. 

Fourth, and all that much worse for the performance error argument, some of the 

evidence explored in Chapter Five suggests that the influence of moral considerations may really 

touch our folk psychological competence. Recall that Cushman (2010) found that “the effect of 

moral judgment on attributions of causation and intention are not limited to the immediate 

context of the bad outcome, but rather support a variety of productive inferences.” (p.24) This 

observation leads him to reject the claim that the results of the studies we’ve explored are merely 

discovering some performance error.  To be clear, the evidence here is not about a single concept 

in a single attributive event. In this limited scope, perhaps the notion of distortion or a 

performance error could gain some ground. Instead, the empirical evidence collected suggests a 

much more profound influence that may span both sides of the performance-competence 

distinction.252 As such, given the fact that moral information plays a role not only in the specific 

attribution, but in inferences that are made on this basis, Cushman concludes that moral 

information must be playing a much deeper role in our folk psychological practices and that in 

particular, it must be shaping our conceptual competence. 

Fifth, even if we grant that the performance-competence distinction can be appropriately 

made and that the experiments are really just exploring the folk’s performance, how do we now 

make sense of the folk psychological practice and our theoretical understanding of it? Put 

another way, assuming the folk are acting in error, what should we do about it? It is not like 

                                                           
252 Alternatively, one could argue that Cushman’s results just demonstrate that the folk exhibit multiple performance 

errors. One when attributing the concept, and one when using the concept in inferential practices. That is, the 

conceptual competence remains intact, but the folk simply use err in their inferences. In contrast, philosophers 

would presumably be much better equipped to make these inferences in accordance with the underlying competence 

that we share with the folk. This effectively pushes the performance error argument back one additional level. While 

I think of move of this nature is available to the ardent traditionalist, at this point it begins to look disingenuous and 

stretches what is appropriate theorizing in light of empirical evidence that contradicts one’s view. 
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philosophers can stand back and say to the folk “oh but you should be working to improve your 

performance to better and more accurately reflect your underlying conceptual competence!” At 

the end of the day, the folk may simply not be concerned with ensuring their behaviour conforms 

to the standard that is being imposed on their practice. Instead, the folk might actually resist any 

admonishment and think that their performance is in fact correct.253, 254 Alternatively, and as will 

be explored below, we could adopt a view of folk psychology that embraces the empirical 

evidence and tries to account for all the evidence as a part of our theoretical understanding of 

what exactly the folk are up to when they engage in folk psychological discourse. Taking this 

route allows us view the practice in a way that is consistent with what is being observed and that 

would not require additional theoretical work to make sense of the disconnect between our 

theory and their practice. 

The “dig in your heels” view suffers from a number of problems, most of which relate to 

the distinction between the folk’s folk psychological performance and competence. Instead of 

engaging in the descriptive project that we set out on, the “dig in your heels” view resists the 

implications of the empirical evidence in order to retain our theoretical commitments. As I noted 

in Chapter Three, it is an empirical question whether philosophers and the folk share the same 

understanding of behaviour and so the folk psychological practice needs to be viewed from an 

                                                           
253 Unfortunately to my knowledge, no experimenters have done “exit interviews” where respondents are offered the 

traditional attribution and asked whether, upon reflection, they would like to change their answers. Anecdotally, one 

participant to my own research into causal responsibility once asked me why I was asking such banal questions 

about pens, administrative assistants and Professors. I replied, explaining the how the traditional construal of folk 

psychology would have answered the questions associated with one of the Pen vignettes where Professor Smith had 

been reminded not to take the pens. The participant was stunned that anyone would think the Professor was not 

causally responsible for the problem. The traditional construal of folk psychology simply did not align with his 

interpretation of the events before him. 
254 One might object that we could admonish the folk and that they might, upon reflection, change their answers. It is 

not clear that these reflective answers, in contrast to their immediate and natural answers, are the ones we want if we 

are interested in the folk’s folk psychology. It is also not clear that this would be a good thing. If the folk did give up 

all of these normative interests that shape their practice, they would be losing something important and valuable. I’ll 

discuss this in more detail in Section 6.5. 
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empirical perspective. In so doing, there comes a point at which it would be disingenuous to 

steadfastly hold on to the traditional conception of folk psychology if it cannot make sense of the 

empirical evidence explored thus far. I’ve argued that this view is not our best bet for 

understanding the empirical evidence explored and that casting the evidence as minimal in scope 

or distortive, is not our best bet in our attempt to understand folk psychology as practiced by the 

folk. 

6.3.2 – The “Primary Purpose” View 

The “primary purpose” view also represents a defense of the traditional construal of folk 

psychology. But this defense acknowledges, in a limited sense, that the empirical evidence 

collected and explored throughout Chapters Four and Five are evidence of a real and genuine 

effect that needs to be understood in our analysis of folk psychology. In this sense, this view 

gives more credence to the empirical evidence than the “dig in your heels” view. However, like 

the “dig in your heels” view, a proponent of the “primary purpose” view ultimately dismisses the 

empirical evidence arguing that it does not change our understanding of folk psychology as a 

quasi-scientific explanatory and predictive enterprise. 

 Inherent in this response to the evidence explored is the idea that while there are, for 

example, social, cultural, and moral considerations that shape and drive our folk psychological 

practice, this is all secondary to or parasitic on the primary function of folk psychology; namely, 

the quasi-scientific explanation and prediction of behaviour. Put another way, while folk 

psychology might actually be used for a variety of other purposes or in a variety of other kinds of 

reasoning, these purposes are either secondary to or only possible because of the primary 

purpose of explanation and prediction. This type of analysis is not uncommon in the history of 

the debate regarding folk psychology (see for example, Churchland, 1989; Mele & Sverdilk, 
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1996), but can equally be applied in the present context and in response to the empirical evidence 

explored.  

This analysis of the empirical evidence is, on the surface, quite plausible. If folk 

psychology does facilitate the quasi-scientific explanation and prediction of behaviour more 

often than not (as was suggested above), than we might rightly think that this is the primary 

function of folk psychology. This is, effectively, a claim about the scope of our success and its 

relationship to our understanding of the function of folk psychology. If by and large our folk 

psychological framework is successful, then we have good reason to think that our framework is 

being judged against the right standard or, in other words, that our characterization of the 

purpose of folk psychology is accurate. However, unlike the “dig in your heels” view, this 

analysis does recognize that these other considerations genuinely reflect other functions for folk 

psychology. The response to recognizing these functions as genuine, however, is to either claim 

that these functions are minor in scope or that our ability to fulfill these purposes is parasitic on 

the product of the primary purpose of folk psychology, that is, the explanation and prediction of 

behaviour. We might, for example, suggest that these goals can be subsumed under a broader 

goals of manipulation and control, which is (arguably) consistent with an explanatory and 

predictive analysis of folk psychology (see for example, Churchland, 1989). In this way, the 

“primary purpose” view is a superior alternative to the “dig in your heels” view, however, it still 

fails to provide an adequate account of our folk psychological practices. 

The “primary purpose” view holds that the social, cultural and moral considerations 

shaping our folk psychological practice are either secondary to and/or parasitic on the quasi-

scientific and primary function of folk psychology; namely, the explanation and prediction of 
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behaviour. In what follows I’ll treat these as two separate claims and identify the problems with 

each in turn. 

The claim that the social, cultural, and moral considerations identified in Chapters Four 

and Five are secondary to the primary purpose of explanation and prediction is effectively an 

empirical claim. More specifically, this is an empirical question regarding the breadth or scope of 

the effect of these considerations. This argument effectively takes a pessimistic view regarding 

the scope of influence the social, cultural, and moral considerations have on our folk 

psychological practice, predicting that these are limited in scope when compared to the 

traditional purpose. I’ve already noted that I suspect the empirical evidence collected thus far is 

just the tip of the iceberg. This is not just mere speculation however. This suspicion is supported 

by the trend that emerges with respect to the moral analysis advanced in Chapter Five. More 

specifically, for an undertaking that began in the early 21st century, our understanding of the role 

of moral considerations in our folk psychological practice has evolved and expanded extremely 

quickly. Moreover, this effect has been shown for a range of folk psychological concepts 

including the central concepts of belief and desire. While I am willing to concede that the results 

found so far appear to come from limited contexts, I am much more optimistic than the “primary 

purpose” view grants regarding the degree to which the social, cultural, and moral considerations 

shape and influence our folk psychological practice. If this view was correct, we would expect 

that a limit to which the contradictory evidence could be collected would be found and at the 

present moment, it does not look like there is a limit. The evidence advanced in Section 5.3 

found that moral information shaped attributions of a very wide range of folk psychological 

concepts. In fact, we saw evidence that perhaps any folk psychological concept embodying an 

attitude towards some state of affairs may show this same effect. Ultimately this evidence led to 



225 
 

the conclusion that “the impact of moral judgment is pervasive, playing a role in the application 

of every concept that involves holding or displaying a positive [or negative] attitude toward an 

outcome” (Pettit and Knobe, 2009, p.593). If true, this suggests that there is no limit to how far 

this analysis can go and already suggests that the “primary purpose” proponent is mistaken about 

the breadth of these effects and their position is already significantly undermined.  As additional 

evidence is collected that confirms the effects of these considerations, this will only serve to 

further erode the “primary purpose” analysis of the empirical evidence. 

Relegating these purposes to a secondary nature also complicates our analysis of the 

empirical evidence. The empirical evidence explored demonstrates that in some contexts, the 

primary goal of folk psychology in that context is not to explain and predict, but rather, to satisfy 

some social, cultural, or moral goal. I discussed this above in Section 6.2.1 in terms of standards, 

showing that folk psychology can be held to multiple standards simultaneously, leading to a 

question regarding which standards might best be applied in a particular context and to what 

degree. The corollary of this is that there are multiple goals that we can satisfy simultaneously 

and the precise interaction of these goals will depend on the context. The empirical evidence 

explored suggests that in at least the experimental contexts explored the particular mix and 

balance of goals is such that the social, cultural, and moral goals are sometimes primarily driving 

the practice. That is, the goals that the “primary purpose” view relegates to a secondary role can 

in fact take a primary position shaping the practice in such a way that it is not plausible to claim 

that the primary goal in these contexts is the quasi-scientific explanation and prediction of 

behaviour. This result challenges the idea that explanation and prediction are the primary 

purpose of folk psychology. At least in some contexts, this is not the case.255 This problem is 

                                                           
255 Many of the findings from Chapters Four and Five demonstrate this point, but for illustrative purposes I will 

highlight a few examples. Recall the study reviewed in Section 4.4.3 of Chapter Four where Americans and East 
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further compounded by the number of contexts within which this is not the case and by the 

observation that in some of these contexts we might expect explanation and prediction to be the 

primary purpose and yet it is not. Worse still, in some cases there is a conflict of goals insofar as 

the social, cultural and moral goals may actually compete with the goal of explaining and 

predicting behaviour. So not only do these social, cultural, and moral considerations sometimes 

occupy the primary purpose of our folk psychological practices, in some instances the goals we 

are striving to achieve may directly compete with the goal of explaining and predicting 

behaviour. This shifting or changing of primary purposes depending on context does not accord 

well with the “primary purpose” view and is better addressed, as we’ll see in the next subsection, 

by the “multi-purpose” view. Instead of trying to reconcile how secondary goals can trump the 

primary goal or how secondary goals can operate orthogonally to the primary goal, it would be 

conceptually much cleaner to simply accept that there are a variety of goals that shape the folk 

psychological practice and recognize that the question of whether goals are primary or secondary 

is a context specific question; not something that can be stated in general about the practice as a 

                                                           
Asians were asked to write a short paper defending a particular view, and then asked to read the paper of another 

who they were explicitly told was given the same task. American participants in this study were more likely to say 

that this other author agreed with the argument put forward than their East Asian counterparts. This result 

demonstrates that the Western practice of discounting situational or contextual information when ascribing beliefs is 

very strong and thus, that these considerations can primarily shape our explanatory behaviour. The possibility that 

cultural considerations can play a primary role in shaping our practices is further evidence by the fact that cultural 

considerations must be learned over time. More specifically, as we saw in Section 4.4.4 of Chapter Four, children of 

different cultures tend to provide the same sorts of explanations and then around 8 years of age Western culture 

begins to significantly shape Western children’s folk psychological practices in a way that diverges from Eastern 

children. Finally, with respect to moral considerations, the studies explored in Section 5.3.1 of Chapter Five 

regarding intentional action again demonstrate that moral information can primarily shape our folk psychological 

practices. Not only did we find here that moral information shaped our practices in a way that was inconsistent with 

the traditional construal, but that these moral interests transcended other social or cultural interests (i.e. gender, 

education, religious affiliation, English mother tongue, background in moral philosophy had no effect on the finding 

and the finding appeared for Hindi speakers as well). 

 
 



227 
 

whole. This is precisely the sort of analysis that is advanced in the “multi-purpose” view, which 

will be explored in the subsection below. 

With these considerations in mind, it’s unclear whether we really ought to understand the 

influence of social, cultural, and moral considerations as secondary in nature. If the evidence 

explored is the tip of the iceberg, if the evidence explored suggests that in some contexts these 

considerations are the primary purpose, and if the evidence suggests that sometimes these 

considerations are not compatible with the goal of explaining and predicting behaviour, then we 

have reason to reject this analysis of the empirical evidence as the most appropriate. While this 

analysis accepts the empirical evidence as being indicative of a genuine effect, in so doing the 

analysis is fraught with challenges when trying to reconcile the scope and nature of this evidence 

against the claim that folk psychology is primarily an explanatory and predictive enterprise. 

The suggestion that the social, cultural, and moral considerations are parasitic on the 

primary purpose of explanation and prediction suffers from similar problems. More specifically, 

insofar as there are cases where the social, cultural, and moral considerations are incompatible 

with the explanatory and predictive goal, then this analysis is inadequate. First, it is at least in 

principle possible that our folk psychological practice is shaped by considerations that operate in 

competition or opposition to the goal of explaining and predicting behaviour. Or more generally 

and as I’ve noted throughout this project, there is nothing that says these considerations need to 

be aligned with the goal of providing quasi-scientific explanations and predictions of behaviour. 

As such, it’s unclear why these goals would necessarily be parasitic on the explanatory and 

predictive goal when they are not necessarily aligned with this goal. 

Second, and more importantly, we have seen instances already where there is an 

incompatibility between the presumed explanatory and predictive goal and the normative goals 
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embedded in the social, cultural, and moral considerations that shape our practice. The effect the 

social, cultural, and moral considerations have on our practice often shape it in ways that go 

against what the traditional analysis would expect and sometimes directly preventing successful 

explanations and predictions.256 This conflict between goals is difficult to reconcile if the 

presumption is that the social, cultural, and moral goals are somehow parasitic on the 

explanatory and predictive purpose; that the normative goals of folk psychology are somehow 

parasitic goals of folk psychology even when their target ends conflict. Of course, the extent to 

which this conflict will have to be reconciled is dependent on the scope of the conflict. However, 

whether this conflict is extensive or minimal, the existence of the conflict itself creates problems 

for this analysis since there will be exceptions to the analysis. Moreover, however this conflict is 

resolved, this resolution must be empirically verifiable given that it ought to accurately describe 

the way the folk deploy folk psychology in practice. 

In fact, we’ve already seen an attempt (and failure) to do just this. As we saw in Chapter 

Five, some have attempted to subsume a moral (normative) analysis of attributions of causal 

                                                           
256 Again, many of the findings from Chapters Four and Five demonstrate this point, but for illustrative purposes I 

will highlight a few examples. Recall the findings with respect to selecting between identical pairs of nylons (see 

Sections 4.3.2 of Chapter Four). Here we observed that our explanatory and social interests can act in opposition to 

one another. In fact, the explanatory interests were rejected in favour of social interests as participants in the study 

were unwilling to accept the legitimacy of the actual cause of their behaviour because it did not conform the norms 

of explanation embodied in our social and cultural group. For a predictive example we can look at some of the 

findings relating to the fundamental attribution error (see in particular Section 4.4.3 of Chapter Four). Recall that we 

found that Americans and Koreans made different predictions regarding whether an individual would give another 

person change for bus fare. As we saw, Americans focused on agential causes, in this case personality traits, leading 

them to make poor predictions of the individual’s charitable behaviour as this focus precluded the incorporation of 

situational information that Koreans were more likely to utilize in their prediction. These findings confirm that 

cultural interests can lead to false predictions, but false predictions that conform to and satisfy these cultural 

interests. Finally, moral considerations can directly conflict with explanatory considerations as well. Recall that 

Cushman (see Section 5.3.2 of Chapter Five) confirmed that not only does moral information effect our attributions 

of causal responsibility to agents, but to non-agents as well. More specifically, Cushman found that our non-agential 

attributions of causal responsibility were influenced by the moral valence of an agent’s behaviour, where that 

behaviour and a non-agential factor jointly caused a bad outcome. Of course, from an explanatory perspective 

whether a behaviour is morally good or bad is of no significance to attributions of causal responsibility and yet this 

information directly shapes our attributions of causal responsibility to both agents and non-agents in a way that is in 

opposition to our explanatory goals. 
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responsibility in descriptive terms, thereby subsuming it under the traditional construal of folk 

psychology (see in particular Driver (2008a) and the resulting discussion in Section 5.3.2 of 

Chapter Five). However, as we saw this analysis failed to most accurately explain the patterns of 

attribution that emerged from the empirical evidence and resulting discussion. That is, the moral 

analysis more accurately reflects the true nature of the pattern in a way that a purely descriptive 

analysis could not account for. 

Third, even if it is possible to reconcile the social, cultural, and moral considerations with 

an analysis of folk psychology as an explanatory and predictive enterprise, I suspect that this 

move will significantly undermine the attempt to save the traditional construal. In particular, 

while it may be plausible to characterize explanation257 as serving social, cultural, and moral, and 

thereby normative, purposes, this characterization will be a significant departure from the 

traditional conception of explanation held on to until this point. Instead of the quasi-scientific 

analysis that is presumed to be the case, this reconciled analysis will cast folk psychological 

explanations as something more akin to social explanation.258 This suggestion will be explored in 

more detail in Subsection 6.3.4 below when we look at the “alternative” view. The point is 

                                                           
257 Here I focus only on explanation because it is less obvious how the same reconciliation can be made for 

prediction. A prediction either accurately or inaccurately anticipates a future state of affairs in a way that is more 

rigid than the types of analyses we can provide for explanation. 
258 If we understand scientific explanation in pragmatic terms, there is a sense in which this conception of scientific 

explanation is consistent with the revised account of explanation proffered here. However, it is not clear to me that 

the traditional construal of folk psychology is quasi-scientific in this pragmatic sense. More specifically and as 

discussed in Chapter Two, the traditional construal of folk psychology views our folk psychological practices as 

quasi-scientific in that they purport to account for the causes of behaviour. They purport to be true and accurate 

accounts of the behaviour being explained or predicted and in this way are separate from the psychology of the 

explainer or predictor and the psychology of the consumer of the explainer and predictor. A more robust discussion 

of the pragmatic theory of scientific explanation, its relationship to the traditional construal of folk psychology and 

to the new conception of folk psychology being argued for in this project is beyond the scope of the present task. 

The point here is simply to note that saving the term explanation in such a way that accounts for the social, cultural, 

and moral purposes that shape our practice would be a significant departure from the traditionalist’s view of folk 

psychology, insofar as it would embody normative functions and its commitment to providing a causal story would 
be significantly undermined. It is a separate question whether this re-characterization is consistent with a different 

conception of scientific explanation, namely a pragmatic account of explanation. 
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simply that in characterizing folk psychological explanation in this fashion, requires that the core 

commitments of the traditional view be sacrificed in order to save the language of ‘explanation’ 

to describe the purpose of the practice. In effect, the difference between folk psychology and 

science will no longer be one of degree, but of kind even if we retain the language of 

‘explanation’.  

There is one final consideration that applies equally, whether the “primary purpose” view 

adopts a purely hierarchical analysis of the purposes of folk psychology or the parasitic analysis. 

In particular, the “primary purpose” view as a plausible analysis of the empirical evidence is 

supported by the suggestion that folk psychology has adaptive utility because of its explanatory 

and predictive power. In effect, the “primary purpose” view embeds the explanatory and 

predictive purpose in a position that helps to explain the adaptive utility of the practice. While 

this is true, the adaptive utility argument does not uniquely apply to an analysis of folk 

psychology that posits explanation and prediction as the primary function of the practice. As I 

briefly noted in Subsection 6.3.1 above, the social, cultural, and moral considerations identified 

in the empirical evidence could also be characterized as having adaptive utility. This is true 

whether we position these purposes as being secondary or primary in nature. Regardless of their 

precise relationship to the goal of explanation and prediction, these goals can have their own 

adaptive utility that could help to explain the development and persistence of the folk 

psychological framework. As such, the adaptive utility analysis of folk psychology gives us no 

reason to prefer the “primary purpose” analysis of the empirical evidence to, for example, the 

“multi-purpose” view. 

The “primary purpose” view initially seems to plausibly account for the empirical 

evidence while simultaneously recognizing that this empirical evidence is evidence of real and 
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genuine effects that needs to be understood and addressed by our construal of folk psychology. 

This separates it, in a meaningful way from the “dig in your heels” view, but also creates 

problems for the resulting analysis. In particular, this view suffers from problems generally 

associated with the need to reconcile competing purposes that shape our folk psychological 

practice or providing an accurate analysis of how these purposes drive the practice in specific 

contexts. While some of this critique has depended, in part, on an optimistic or hopeful 

prediction regarding the scope of the empirical evidence, the current state of affairs is at a 

minimum suggestive that the “primary purpose” view is not our best bet for understanding this 

empirical evidence and, as such, for understanding folk psychology as practiced by the folk. 

6.3.3 – The “Multi-purpose” View 

The “multi-purpose” view represents the first significant departure from the traditional construal 

of folk psychology as it makes no attempt to reconcile the empirical evidence with the traditional 

construal. Unlike the “dig in your heels” view which tries to explain away the empirical evidence 

to save the traditional construal and unlike the “primary purpose” view which takes the empirical 

evidence seriously but relegates the analysis of this evidence to a secondary position in relation 

to the traditional analysis, the “multi-purpose” view provides an analysis of the empirical 

evidence that construes folk psychology as being shaped by a number of distinct purposes. More 

specifically, the empirical evidence is taken as evidence that there are a variety of purposes that 

drive and shape our folk psychological practice and that these purposes are distinct from the 

traditional explanatory and predictive analysis that is offered. Adapting from Knobe (2006a), 

“the claim is that folk psychology should be understood as a tool not only for generating 

predictions and explanations but also” (p.1) for facilitating a variety of social, cultural and moral 
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goals.259 As such, inherent in this view is the suggestion that the traditional construal of folk 

psychology is mistaken insofar as it provides, at best, a limited analysis of our actual folk 

psychological practice. In this way, we have moved away from the traditional construal of folk 

psychology and offered a more comprehensive alternative understanding of our folk 

psychological practice, one that captures and explains the practice as a whole. 

Importantly, this is not a claim that folk psychology is not ever explanatory or predictive. 

Instead, this more comprehensive alternative simply posits that when used by the folk, folk 

psychology can have a number of distinct purposes and each purpose may have its own unique 

status in the practice. By this, I mean both distinct from the purpose of explaining or predicting 

behaviour and distinct from other purposes that drive and shape the practice. As argued in the 

subsection above, we have reason for thinking that at least some of the considerations that shape 

our practice are not parasitic on the quasi-scientific explanatory and predictive function of folk 

psychology. Of course, in some cases it may be that the purpose of folk psychology really is to 

facilitate the production of quasi-scientific explanations and predictions of behaviour. The 

“multi-purpose” view simply recognizes that in other cases the purpose of folk psychology may, 

for example, really be to facilitate some moral interest regarding behaviour, irrespective of our 

need to explain and predict behaviour. In other cases, a number of explanatory, social, cultural, 

and moral goals will interact and collectively compete to determine the precise attributions we 

make and the way in which our folk psychological practice will unfold. Capturing all these cases 

and in particular, those that fall outside of the scope of the traditional construal, requires that we 

revisit our understanding of folk psychology and recognize that the traditional construal is 

                                                           
259 Knobe’s (2006a) original claim only made reference to folk psychology as a multi-purpose tool insofar as it also 

facilitates moral judgments. In this way, I’ve extended Knobe’s original analysis to include social and cultural 

considerations as well. 
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mistaken as it is not an accurate portrayal of the entire practice. Put another way, the traditional 

construal focuses too narrowly on just one aspect of our folk psychological practice. Importantly, 

not only is the traditional construal ignorant of a wide range of interests that shape our folk 

psychological practices, but it is ignorant of the interactions between these various interests in 

any given context. 

How exactly all these purposes interact, compete, or collectively or uniquely shape our 

folk psychological practice is an empirical question and will almost certainly depend on the 

context and the needs of the situation. In fact, a significant amount of work will be required to 

refine and articulate the “multi-purpose” view in order to identify all the goals that shape our folk 

psychological practice and to build models of our folk psychological practice that capture the 

interaction of these goals in different contexts and for different folk psychological concepts. 

Some of this work is already underway. Knobe (2006b) has tried to build a model of how the 

concept of intentional action is attributed and Roxborough and Cumby (2009) attempted to 

develop a model of the concept of causal responsibility that recognized the role of both 

explanatory and moral elements in the attribution patterns observed. Notwithstanding the 

significant work that is still required, the high-level articulation of the “multi-purpose” view 

offered here already has merit on a number of different fronts making it a plausible alternative to 

the traditional construal of folk psychology. In fact, some of the arguments in favour of the 

“multi-purpose” view are those arguments against the “dig in your heels” and “primary purpose” 

views. With this in mind, I’ll be brief where possible. 

First and foremost, the spirit of this analysis is consistent with the commitment expressed 

in Chapter Three regarding the relationship between experimental evidence and folk psychology. 

There I claimed that philosophers interested in folk psychology are effectively making a 
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descriptive claim about a real world practice. They were not legislating a particular world-view 

onto the world, but rather, observing the world and trying to understand a particular 

phenomenon. As such, I argued that philosophers interested in folk psychology really are 

interested in observing folk psychology in situ, not from the armchair, and allowing the data to 

speak for itself.  

Obviously all data needs to be interpreted, but the claim here is that the data should drive 

the theoretical analysis and we should not disingenuously impose our theoretical commitments 

onto the world, forcing a fit where the evidence suggests that the fit is poor. The two attempts to 

analyze the empirical evidence explored above do just this, either trying to explain the evidence 

away, relegating it to a secondary (and thereby less important) analysis, or by deriving it from 

the primary analysis offered. I argued against these moves above effectively noting that the fit 

between the theoretical commitments and the empirical evidence is poor. The “multi-purpose” 

view, however, embraces the approach argued for in Chapter Three by allowing the data to drive 

the analysis of the practice that we construct. More specifically, in Chapters Four and Five I 

argued that the empirical evidence suggests that there are social, cultural, and moral 

considerations driving and shaping our practice. The most straightforward way to account for the 

observed patterns is to suggest that these considerations are in play in our folk psychological 

practice. The “multi-purpose” view does just this, taking the empirical evidence seriously and as 

the starting point for the conception of folk psychology that is built on the back of the evidence. 

In this way, the “multi-purpose” view is more sincerely aligned with the descriptive enterprise 

that investigators of folk psychology are engaged in than the alternatives explored thus far. 

The “multi-purpose” view is also a compromise position, one that recognizes both the 

intuitiveness of the traditional construal and the value of the empirical evidence catalogued. In 



235 
 

this way it is not a complete rejection of the traditional construal and this is actually an argument 

in its favour. Obviously the folk explain and predict behaviour all the time and folk psychology, 

quite likely, is the source of this explanatory and predictive prowess. While the empirical 

evidence explored has highlighted a number of significant exceptions to this rule, in our day-to-

day interactions we may very well often be in the business of providing correct explanations and 

predictions of behaviour. We will, for example, correctly anticipate some future state of affairs 

on the basis of a prediction or we will articulate an explanation of behaviour that does accurately 

capture the causes of the behaviour.260 The fact that the “multi-purpose” view creates a space for 

this purpose is an argument in its favour since our explanatory and predictive success needs to be 

accounted for somehow. Just as I argued that the “dig in your heels” view cannot successfully 

explain away the empirical evidence, it may be inappropriate to explain away the fact that it 

appears as though we explain and predict behaviour all the time. In this way, the “multi-purpose” 

view simultaneously accepts the foundational tenets of the traditional construal while taking to 

heart the results of our empirical investigation. More specifically, that there are limits to our 

explanatory and predictive success and that there are a variety of considerations that shape our 

practice. By portraying folk psychology as a multi-purpose tool that supports not only the 

explanation and prediction of behaviour, but also a variety of social, cultural and moral goals the 

“multi-purpose” view takes the best of the traditional construal without the limitations of this 

view, providing a genuine interpretation of the empirical evidence collected in a way that the 

“dig in your heels” and “primary purpose” views cannot.  

                                                           
260 This, of course, ignores at least two arguments against the claim that folk psychology could ever accurately 

capture the causes of behaviour. First, it could simply be that these mental states are not real and so could never be 

the cause of the behaviour (e.g., Churchland, 1981). Second, while we can construct an analysis of the causes of 

behaviour, we may never really know whether the specific articulation developed is the actual cause of the 

behaviour since, after all, a particular event can be described in a number of equally plausible ways (e.g., Davidson, 

1963). For my purposes here, I remain agnostic on whether mental state language can ever be used to construct an 

accurate causal account of behaviour. 
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The balance struck by this analysis also leads to another point in favour of the view. 

More specifically, the “multi-purpose” view makes sense of the observation that the primary 

purpose of folk psychology can vary depending on the context and needs of the circumstance. In 

the discussion of the “primary purpose” view above, I noted that this view was undermined by 

the observation that in some contexts the primary purpose of folk psychology appeared not to be 

the traditional explanatory or predictive function. Instead, while in some contexts explanatory 

and predictive purposes may be primarily driving the practice, the empirical evidence suggests 

that that in other contexts (namely those explored in Chapters Four and Five), social, cultural, 

and moral considerations appear to be primarily shaping how the folk engage in folk 

psychological attribution practices.261 This shifting of primacy among competing purposes is 

easily captured within the “multi-purpose” view. This view is not committed to positioning a 

particular purpose as the primary function of folk psychology, full stop, and instead portrays the 

practice as a true multi-purpose tool. Similarly, because this view portrays folk psychology as a 

multi-purpose tool that is driven and shaped by multiple distinct purposes, no challenges arise for 

this analysis when some of these purposes are in competition with one another. Above I noted 

that at least some of the purposes that shape our practice may act in conflict with the explanatory 

and predictive goal insofar as these purposes detract from our ability to explain and predict or 

have a normative or non-causal quality to them that is not reducible to the explanatory and 

predictive analysis offered. This, I noted, presents a challenge for an analysis of folk psychology 

such that these purposes are secondary to or parasitic on the primary goal of explaining and 

predicting behaviour. This challenge does not arise for the “multi-purpose” view, which is not 

committed to any particular claim about the relationship between the purposes other than to say 

                                                           
261 See footnotes 255 and 256 for examples of the primary role of these considerations and when these 

considerations conflict with an explanatory or predictive goal. 
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that the purposes can be distinct in such a way that the practice in genuinely a multi-purpose tool. 

In this way, the “multi-purpose” view can account for both descriptive and normative purposes 

that shape our practice but capturing them as well aligned, overlapping, or entirely distinct 

purposes. 

A corollary to these arguments is the observation that the “multi-purpose” view provides 

a much cleaner analysis of the practice than is offered by the “dig in your heels” or “primary 

purpose” alternatives explored above. The multifaceted approach embraces the empirical 

evidence and we are not required to jump through theoretical hoops in order to explain away the 

evidence and we are not required to accept that there are quirks or errors in the performance of 

the folk. Instead of explaining away a significant body of empirical evidence, this analysis 

provides us with an alternative view that makes sense of the empirical evidence while capturing 

the intuitive elements of the traditional construal.  

Lastly, and as mentioned in the subsection above, the “multi-purpose” view makes sense 

from an adaptive utility perspective as well. More specifically, each of the distinct purposes that 

comprise our folk psychological practice could very well have adaptive utility. For example, the 

social, cultural, and moral functions of folk psychology likely relate to group inclusion criteria 

and will facilitate cooperation, both of which arguably have adaptive utility.262 Moreover, 

because the “multi-purpose” view includes the explanatory and predictive purpose, the 

traditional adaptive utility argument applies as well. As such, the adaptive utility of folk 

psychology under this characterization is at least as, if not more, clear than as it is under the 

traditional construal. 

                                                           
262 I will say more about this in Subsection 6.3.4 when discussing the “alternative” view. 
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All of this is not without consequence, however. To reiterate, the proposal here is a 

significant departure from the traditional construal of folk psychology. More specifically, this 

analysis recognizes that folk psychology has a broad range of purposes, a range much more 

broad than the narrow conception offered by the traditional construal. In this way, the traditional 

construal is portrayed as mistaken as it provides, at best, a limited or restrictive analysis of our 

folk psychological practice. If we are to accept the “multi-purpose” analysis of the empirical 

evidence, and I have argued that there is good reason to do so, our story regarding folk 

psychology has changed. 

Under this analysis, folk psychology cannot be understood as just an explanatory and 

predictive enterprise. There are other genuine purposes that drive and shape our practice that we 

need to account for in our analysis of the folk psychological practice if we are to provide a 

comprehensive and accurate account of folk psychology in situ. Perhaps most importantly, the 

empirical evidence suggests that there is a normative character to our folk psychological 

practices that is outside the traditional construal of folk psychology and some of the purposes 

that shape our practice conflict directly with the goal of providing explanations and predictions 

of behaviour. 

In these ways, we now have a conception of folk psychology that is a significant 

departure from the traditional construal. Importantly, given the pluralistic nature of this 

conception of folk psychology we may rightly wonder whether this pluralistic nature is 

consistent with a view of folk psychology as science-like. More specifically, whether it’s even 

fair to hold the position that folk psychology and science are somehow on the same spectrum. 

Given the multi-purpose analysis of folk psychology and given that many of these purposes fall 

outside of or are at odds with the scientific goal, it does not look favourable for this 



239 
 

interpretation. In particular, given the pluralistic nature of the “multi-purpose” view, and the 

incorporation of normative and non-causal interests into this view, it is fair to say that folk 

psychology and science may cut nature at different joints. Put another way, that the difference 

between folk psychology and science is no longer one of degree, but of kind. 

While it is true that a lot of work remains to be done in order to flesh out the “multi-

purpose” view in the same ways that the traditional construal has been fleshed out for the past 

three plus decades, this is not a new or unexpected result when a paradigm shift is underway. 

Moreover, that the practice of the folk seems to be multifaceted and context specific complicates 

things greatly and requires careful and nuanced investigations into the practice. But the point 

here is that our understanding of folk psychology, up to this point, is significantly limited if we 

are always required to come back to just the one goal of explanation and prediction. Our focus on 

explanation and prediction does not tell us the whole story and we have work to do if we are 

going to understand the folk psychological practice as practiced by the folk. But the work that 

remains to be done is virtuous and productive. 

6.3.4 – The “Alternative” View 

The “alternative” view represents another significant departure from the traditional construal of 

folk psychology. This analysis of the empirical evidence also does not make an attempt to 

reconcile the empirical evidence with the traditional construal. Instead, the empirical evidence is 

seen as genuine evidence of a number of distinct purposes that shape our folk psychological 

practice. In this way, the starting point for this analysis and the “multi-purpose” view is the 

same. However, where the “multi-purpose” view is conservative in its analysis of the empirical 

evidence, the “alternative” view is more ambitious. While the “multi-purpose” view does not 

reconcile the empirical evidence with the traditional view, this analysis does create a very clear 



240 
 

and distinct space for explanatory and predictive goals in our understanding of the functions of 

folk psychology; effectively treating them as equals within a “multi-purpose” account of our 

practices. The “alternative” view, however, provides a fundamentally different type of analysis 

than is offered by the traditionalist. 

On this construal of folk psychology, the social, cultural, and moral considerations are 

not just taken as evidence that there are, at a minimum, multiple considerations in addition to 

explanation and prediction that shape our practice. Instead, these considerations are construed as 

being foundational to the practice of folk psychology. In this way we have moved yet another 

step away from the traditional construal of folk psychology, supplanting this analysis with an 

alternative. Unlike the other views explored thus far, the claim here is that fundamentally folk 

psychology should not be understood as a quasi-scientific explanatory and predictive enterprise. 

Instead, these other goals have a fundamental role in shaping our practice. As such, the 

traditional view is not rejected just for providing a limited or incomplete analysis, but because it 

is seen as being fundamentally mistaken about the primary function of folk psychology. 

Depending on exactly how we cash out this suggestion, the “alternative” view can be 

looked at as the polar opposite of the “dig in your heels” or “primary purpose” view. This exact 

relationship depends, in part, on whether and to what extent providing explanations and 

predictions of behaviour is built back into this new construal.263 If the quasi-scientific 

explanation and prediction of behaviour is not given any space within this new account, then we 

have effectively explained away the intuitive claim that we do seem to engage in these practices. 

As such, we would be presenting an alternative account that is in direct opposition to the “dig in 

your heels” view. In contrast, if we create some space within this new construal for an 

                                                           
263 How explanation and prediction can be built back into the “alternative” view, will be explored in more detail 

below. 
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explanatory and predictive function, then we have offered an alternative that is much more like 

the polar opposite of the “primary purpose” view. Instead of construing the quasi-scientific 

explanation and prediction of behaviour as the primary purpose and these other considerations as 

secondary to or parasitic on this primary purpose, the “alternative” view construes the social, 

cultural, and moral considerations as having a fundamental role to play in shaping our practice 

and the explanation and prediction of behaviour as being secondary to or parasitic on these 

purposes.264 

In the subsection above, I argued that the “multi-purpose” view provides a sensible 

analysis of the empirical evidence collected; a compromise position. As such, we could stop 

there; there is no need to adopt an analysis that goes a step further. The goal in our pursuit to 

understand folk psychology, as I’ve argued, is not to impose a particular theoretical position on 

the world, but rather, allow the data to drive the production of our theoretical position. That said, 

the “alternative” view does offer a genuine alternative to the traditional analysis that construes 

the function of folk psychology in a way that is consistent with the empirical evidence, just 

extends this analysis a little further in the direction the evidence is already pointing us. I think 

this extension warrants consideration.265 In order to do this, we’ll take a closer look at the 

different ways the “alternative” view can be articulated and how they align with and are well 

                                                           
264 Granting that explanation and prediction have some role to play in the “alternative” view opens this line of 

reasoning up to a few criticisms. First, it risks reducing this analysis into the “multi-purpose” view. Second, this 

account of folk psychology will have to address how explanation and prediction can be derived from the normative 

(e.g. social, cultural, and moral) primary purpose and yet the converse is not true for the “primary purpose” view, as 

this was an argument against the “primary purpose” view. I will explore these issues in more detail below. 
265 There are at least two reasons that this extension warrants consideration. First, as I’ve mentioned, the analysis 

presented below is consistent with the empirical evidence; it helps to make sense of why we’re seeing what we’re 

seeing in practice. But there are also good theoretical reasons for adopting this approach. I will not explore these 

reasons in great detail in what follows, but the authors of the views about to be explored present a more robust 

justification of their accounts than is offered here. My goal here is only to explore them enough to demonstrate their 

compatibility with the empirical evidence; an analysis of the merits of these views independently of their 

consistency with the empirical evidence is beyond the scope of this project. 
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positioned to interpret the empirical evidence that has been collected throughout Chapters Four 

and Five. While there may be many options available to us, there are two views available that I 

think align nicely with the “alternative” view as I’ve characterized it.266 

First, Kristin Andrews’ (2012) account of folk psychology warrants consideration as one 

option within the “alternative” view as she presents a genuine alternative to the traditional 

construal of folk psychology. While her account of folk psychology is pluralistic in nature and 

does retain the core idea that folk psychology can have explanatory and predictive purposes,267 

her understanding of these practices departs from the tradition in significant ways, and in ways 

that accord with the “alternative” view as I have characterized it. In particular, and of most 

importance for our purposes here, it is Andrews’ characterization of folk psychological 

explanation268 and her rejection of the traditionalist construal of folk psychology that warrants 

consideration. In her rejection of the traditionalist commitments, Andrews rethinks folk 

psychological explanation offering a fundamentally different understanding of the purpose of 

folk psychological explanations. 

To begin, Andrews construes folk psychological explanation as involving both “seeking 

and generating explanatory information.” (Andrews, 2012, p.120) In particular, she observes that 

the folk paradigmatically,269 or at least typically, seek explanations when a behaviour they’ve 

                                                           
266 I should note that I do not believe either of the views explored below were proposed as a way to address the 

specific empirical evidence I’ve collected. Moreover, neither view was obviously presented with the intention of 

being repurposed in the way that I have employed them.  
267 See in particular Chapter 10 and p.184 for an articulation of the principles underlying her pluralistic conception 

of folk psychology. 
268 It is worth emphasizing for clarity, that I am focusing very narrowly on how Andrews understands folk 

psychological explanation. That is, while Andrews offers a treatment of folk psychology more broadly I am, for the 

purposes of this section, focused narrowly on just her account of our explanatory practices.  
269 Paradigmatically speaking, we seek out or formulate explanations when we are puzzled by the behaviour 

observed. Without this state of puzzlement we would, generally, have no reason to engage in explanation seeking or 

formulating behaviour. In this way the puzzlement is a trigger for our folk psychological practices to be engaged. Of 
course, we can offer explanations for things that don’t puzzle us, it’s just that this is less common and so, we might 

think, less likely to serve as the foundation for the practice. 
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observed strikes them as anomalous or puzzling. Put another way, folk psychological 

explanations paradigmatically begin with a state of curiosity or puzzlement in response to an 

observed behaviour. This affective state then drives the person to engage in explanation seeking 

behaviour, thereby becoming an explanation seeker (Andrews, 2012, pp.120, 125). Of course an 

explanation seeker can become bored or distracted and cease their seeking behaviour, but 

generally they will continue being an explanation seeker until an explanation is found that 

resolves this affective state. As such, the success of an explanation on this account is not whether 

it accurately describes the state of affairs in the world that led to the behaviour. Rather, the 

marker of success of Andrews’ account is much more pragmatic in nature. Success is achieved 

when the affective state is resolved and the explanation seeking behaviour ceases. In this regard, 

success just simply is the resolution of the explanation seeker’s affective state.270 

 Intuitively, this analysis has merit. At the most fundamental level, someone seeking an 

explanation will continue to seek an explanation until they are provided with an account of the 

behaviour observed that resolves the state of puzzlement they are feeling. As a corollary to this, 

the person offering the explanation271 has just one fundamental goal, namely, resolving the state 

of puzzlement and bringing the explanation seeking behaviour to an end. Of course, how 

precisely this is cashed out in each circumstance will vary, but across all circumstances 

explanation providers will share the same fundamental goal of seeking to resolve the affective 

                                                           
270  Andrews is also interested in whether the explanation helps to facilitate or maintain group membership and 

ostracize those who act inappropriately. In my view and for our purposes here, this latter element of the view is 

important, but of less interest at this stage in the analysis. In my assessment, the more unique proposal offered by 

Andrews is the analysis of folk psychology as a mechanism for resolving an affective state in the explanation 

seeker’s behaviour and so this will be the focus of much of the discussion that follows. The success of an 

explanation with respect to defining and maintaining a particular social group is a broader claim that will also apply 

to the second “alternative” view of folk psychology explored below. Moreover, this element of her view is generally 

consistent with the adaptive utility argument that I’ve mentioned throughout this chapter and that I will expand on in 

more detail below. For these reasons, I’ve opted to emphasize just the affective state resolution component of this 

analysis and will just identify the relevance of the group mechanisms in footnotes where warranted or of interest. 
271 It is worth noting that the person offering the explanation and the explanation seeker can be the same person.  
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state of the explanation seeker. In this way, the alternative analysis being proposed is very much 

in the spirit of the argument developed in Chapter Three. At the most basic level, this alternative 

is premised on an observation about how the folk engage in folk psychological discourse. But 

this analysis of our folk psychological practices also presents a significant departure from the 

traditional construal. 

 Importantly, resolving the affective state within the explanation seeker can be achieved 

without providing an explanation that satisfies the quasi-scientific standard of the traditional 

construal. First, on this account of folk psychological explanation there is no requirement that the 

explanation offered and consumed, be true; it just has to be believed to be true. In Andrews’ 

words, the explanation seeker must have the “belief that the explanation is true.” (Andrews, 

2012, p.124) Once the explanation seeker believes the explanation is true, their seeking 

behaviour will cease and be replaced with a positive feeling of relief or happiness (Andrews, 

2012, p.125). Of course, believing something to be true and something being true may have very 

little in common. In fact, in some cases, this approach may be directly opposed to the truth, given 

that the folk may not and need not give much credence to the constraints of rationality or 

evidence (Andrews, 2012, p.154). 

 This account also departs from the tradition in its treatment of the causal nature of folk 

psychological explanations. Andrews’ recognizes that while it might be too hasty to think that 

the folk are prepared to view some actions as not having a cause (Andrews, 2012, p.178), they do 

construct and consume folk explanations that are not causal in nature; at least not as the 

traditionalist understands the causal nature of folk psychological explanations.  

On Andrews’ view, folk psychological explanations can make reference to and be 

composed of non-causal terms such as dispositions or statistical generalizations and as such, 
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there is no requirement that folk psychological explanations specify a determinate psychological 

cause as would be required by the traditionalist conception of folk psychology (Andrews, 2012, 

pp.125, 143). For example, personality trait explanations can be viewed as causal, but in a 

counterfactual sense.272 Andrews rightly observes that at best the conception of causality being 

deployed here is weaker, or at least distinct from the conception of causality that is embodied in 

the traditional view. Recall in Chapter Two we saw a clear commitment to the idea that the 

mental states being cited by our folk psychological practices were the direct cause of the 

behaviour. There is no similar requirement on this account of folk psychological explanation.   

Moreover, Andrews’ portrayal of folk psychological explanation also imparts a great deal 

of relativity to what constitutes an explanation. In particular, what constitutes an explanation will 

be relative to the explanation seeker. So, for example, what counts as an explanation for me 

regarding some behaviour, may be different than what constitutes an explanation of the exact 

same behaviour for you (Andrews, 2012, p.125). Additionally, what constitutes an explanation of 

a behaviour for me today, may not be a satisfactory explanation of the same behaviour at a 

different time. In these ways, folk psychological explanations are very fluid. Combine this 

observation with the observation that truth and causality need not play fundamental roles in 

shaping folk psychological explanations, and the class of potential explanations for a given 

behaviour is quite wide and varied. This is not to say, of course, that the class is infinitely wide 

as there are functional constraints273 on what constitutes an explanation (Andrews, 2012, p.125), 

but the class is indeed wide and varied. 

                                                           
272 Andrews gives an example to help illustrate the point. If we explain a father’s reluctance to let his daughter date 

by pointing to his “old fashioned” or “conservative” personality, we have in effect provided a counterfactual causal 

story of the behaviour. Were it not for his conservative personality, he would not be reluctant (Andrews, 2012, 

p.178).  
273 One’s social group and the norms that are embedded in this group will also similarly constrain the class of 

potential explanations, but we’ll see this play out in more detail shortly. 
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 At this point there is already a significant disconnect between the tradition and the 

alternative offered by Andrews. Truth and causality are both of paramount importance to the 

quasi-scientific perspective and so this disconnect is obvious on just these measures alone.274 On 

this view, the core elements of the traditional construal of folk psychology are rejected as being 

of fundamental importance to the practice of folk psychology as deployed by the folk. Folk 

explanations of behaviour need not be an accurate account of the causes275 of behaviour or be 

truthful; they must just be perceived in such a way by the explanation consumer that their 

explanation seeking behaviour is resolved. In this way, the construal of folk psychology offered 

by Andrews significantly departs from the traditional construal, supplanting the traditional 

purpose with a new and fundamentally different purpose that underlies our explanatory practices. 

While I generally find this alternative construal of folk psychological explanation to be 

plausible in its own right and there are good reasons for adopting this view, I have selected it as 

an option worthy of exploration in this particular context because of how it accords with the 

empirical evidence collected in Chapters Four and Five and how it helps to make sense of the 

conclusions I’ve been drawing on the basis of this evidence. Put another way, it provides a 

plausible analysis of the empirical evidence that lets us address this evidence and release the 

pause button. 

First, this view makes sense of our failures to accurately explain behaviour. More 

specifically, our apparent shortcomings with respect to folk psychological explanation are not 

viewed as shortcomings on this construal. That is, the fact that we fail to provide explanations of 

behaviour that are accurate is of no consequence on this view. Unlike the “dig in your heels” or 

                                                           
274 In fairness, this is just the tip of a very large iceberg, as Andrews’ argues against the traditionalist conception of 

folk psychology on a number of different fronts. 
275 Understood as the causes which directly led to the behaviour. 
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“primary purpose” view, we do not have to explain away the fact that while our folk 

psychological practice is (apparently) designed for a specific purpose, that we often fail to 

achieve this purpose. Instead, the standard of success on this account does not conflict with our 

observations of practice. As stated above, the success of an explanation is measured simply by 

whether or not the explanation is consumed by the explanation seeker, believed to be true, and 

resolved the explanation seeker’s state of puzzlement. All of this is possible even when we fail to 

accurately explain behaviour by explicitly identifying the true causes that led to the behaviour. 

Importantly, the analysis here is different than what the “multi-purpose” view offers. In 

particular, the “multi-purpose” view accounts for this issue by allowing different standards to 

apply in different degrees or in different contexts. On this view, a higher level analysis is offered 

where the features of what it means to consume an explanation in the most general sense, apply 

broadly. The standard is the same, believing the explanation to be true, whenever an explanation 

is consumed.276  

This also helps to make sense of, for example, the confabulation literature we explored in 

Chapter Four and in particular, the observation that some of our explanations are just mere 

fictions. The fact that we provide explanations of behaviour that are in line with implicitly held 

social or cultural demands, but that are mere fictions, is perfectly consistent with the idea that at 

rock bottom we are crafting explanations that will be consumed by others. We confabulate 

because our confabulation will resolve the tension we experience as explanation seekers. The 

                                                           
276 Of course there could be a plurality of interests that are driving the “frontline” production and consumption of 

explanatory information. But the point should not be lost, that this analysis can be viewed as a higher level analysis 

of our entire practice. To perhaps draw this out more clearly, while both the “multi-purpose” view and this particular 

characterization of the “alternative” view necessitate a change in our research paradigm, Andrews’ believes that the 

research project that her view necessitates will be far too complicated and nuanced to allow for the development of a 

“flow chart” analysis of folk psychological explanation (Andrews, 2012, p.192). Contrast this to the research project 

I presented as flowing out of the multi-purpose view where we can try to understand and explore the interaction of 

all the various standards and interests that are at play in a given context. 
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explanation offered, while not true and not causally accurate, is offered in such a way that it is 

designed to be consumed by an explanation seeker and perceived to be true.277 In fact, the 

suggestion that the social and cultural rules that shape our folk psychological practices need not 

be aligned with the scientific enterprise is entirely consistent with Andrews’ suggestion that folk 

psychological explanation need not be aligned with and may be opposed to truth. The fact that 

folk psychological explanations are crafted in line with social or cultural considerations does not 

present a challenge for this view. In fact, explanations that conform to social or cultural 

considerations are primed for being successful if the explanation seeker is a member of those 

social or cultural groups. A closer look at the cross-cultural variation that was observed in 

Chapter Four and how this account of explanation makes sense of these practices will be helpful.  

More specifically, on this construal of folk psychological explanation it is perfectly 

reasonable to see variation in what constitutes an explanation of behaviour between people of 

different cultures. Since there are no a priori restrictions on what an explanation must look like 

in order to be a successful explanation it is possible for different cultural groups to view 

behaviour differently and consume explanations differently. In fact, culturally different 

explanations of the same behaviour can both be sound and successful, so long as they are both 

consumed appropriately by those within the culture.278 This is also consistent with the 

explanatory relativity that is inherent within Andrews’ view. More specifically, the fact that on 

                                                           
277 And of course, by conforming to the expectations of one’s social group, these explanations help to promote and 

maintain group inclusion criteria. 
278 Again, this also accords with the suggestion that folk psychology facilitates the creation and maintenance of 

group inclusion criteria. The influence of cultural considerations in folk psychology is indicative of the importance 
of producing and consuming explanations that align with one’s culture’s commitments. If we were to produce 

explanations that didn’t conform to our culture’s commitments we would not likely be invited to produce future 

explanations. The mechanism by which our folk psychological practices constrict behaviour and the accordance of 

this proposal with the cultural considerations identified in Chapter Five will be discussed in more detail when 

exploring the regulative conception of folk psychology and when advancing the adaptive utility of these views 

below. 
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this view what constitutes an explanation will be relative to the explanation seeker helps to 

account for the cultural relativity that is apparent with respect to folk psychological explanation. 

This relativity allows members of different cultural groups to be correct in their consumption of 

different explanations of the same behaviour; because the success of an explanation is anchored 

to a particular individual, this view seamlessly accounts for the plurality of explanations offered 

by members of different cultures.  

As a last point, the role and influence of moral considerations in our folk psychological 

practice is also consistent with the construal of folk psychological explanation being offered 

here. Again, because there is no clear restriction on what will resolve an explanation seeker’s 

affective state, there is no prima facie inconsistency between the influence of moral 

considerations and the construction of successful folk explanations. In essence, the asymmetry 

observed on the basis of the moral valence of the behaviour being explained can play a 

meaningful role in the construction of explanations so long as this is what is required in order for 

the explanation seeker to cease seeking an explanation. So long as the explanation offered solves 

the inquisitor’s affective state, then the explanation can be considered an explanation proper and 

this can include developing explanations that are sensitive to a variety of social, cultural, and 

moral considerations or more generally the normative and non-causal goals that emerge from the 

empirical evidence.279 

 This alternative account of folk psychological explanation was already developed in 

response to an observation regarding how the folk seek and provide explanatory information 

                                                           
279 There is another important way in which Andrews’ account accords with the influence of moral considerations on 

how we produce and consume folk psychological explanations. As noted, Andrews’ view emphasizes the role folk 

psychology has in defining and maintaining group inclusion criteria. The influence of moral considerations on our 
folk psychological practice relates to this discussion, but will be discussed below in more detail as it has bearing on 

the broader discussion of the “alternative” views, and not just Andrews’ account. 
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regarding behaviour, but it is also responsive to the empirical evidence collected and reviewed in 

this project. In this way, this alternative construal is developed in a way that is aligned with the 

approach endorsed in Chapter Three; namely, allowing the data to drive the resulting analysis we 

provide. As such, the proposal here is as plausible as the “multi-purpose” view. However, one 

advantage of this analysis over the “multi-purpose” view is that this alternative provides a higher 

level and simpler analysis of the foundation of our folk psychology; that is by supplanting the 

purpose posited by the traditional construal, this alternative results in a cleaner theoretical 

analysis than is offered by the “multi-purpose” view.  

 The extent to which this “alternative” is distinguishable from the “multi-purpose” view is 

dependent, in part, on whether we take a strong or weak version of this view. I’ve already noted 

that this view construes the paradigmatic purpose of folk psychological explanation as the 

satisfaction of explanation seeking behaviour, but this is not to say that there are not other 

purposes that shape our explanation seeking, generating, and consuming behaviours. Moreover, 

this view does not prevent us from building back in a traditional conception of explanation and 

prediction into the analysis (more on this below). How much emphasis we place on the 

satisfaction of explanation seeking behaviour as being foundational or primary and whether we 

can or should situate any other purposes as being secondary to or parasitic on this primary 

purpose will impact how this “alternative” and the “multi-purpose” view are distinguished. But 

there does seem to be something unique and fundamentally different about how this alternative 

treats the modus operandi of folk psychology when compared to the “multi-purpose” view. 

While both views may permit a plurality of interests, this “alternative” view does alter our 

fundamental understanding of folk psychology in a more dramatic fashion than the “multi-

purpose” view.  
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On this account of folk psychological explanation, we have effectively redefined 

explanation. So while the construal of folk psychology as an explanatory framework has been 

retained, what this actually means has changed significantly from the traditional construal. The 

analysis of explanation offered is broader and more all-encompassing when compared to the 

narrow view offered by the tradition. In Subsection 6.3.2 above, I noted that this maneuver was 

available to those trying to retain an explanatory analysis of folk psychology. However, I also 

noted that reconciling explanation with the social, cultural, and moral analysis would be to the 

detriment of the traditional construal as we will have had to redefine explanation in such a way 

that we’ve retained the term, but lost the core of the traditionalist’s view. This is precisely the 

move that has been made by this alternative. There are two additional points in favour of this 

view, but as they apply equally well to the second view that is of interest for my purposes here, 

I’ll first turn my attention to that view. 

The second view I have identified as being a plausible “alternative” candidate flatly 

rejects the suggestion that folk psychology is always about explaining and predicting behaviour. 

Instead, this notion is supplanted with an alternative purpose, namely, the regulation of 

behaviour. We don’t explain and predict behaviour, we shape it. This approach to understanding 

folk psychology has been taken up by, for example, Mameli (2001), McGeer (2007), and 

Zawidzki (2008), sometimes under the banner of “mind shaping”. On this view, folk psychology 

permits us to shape the minds of others and in particular, helps to shape our behaviours by 

articulating and reinforcing the norms of behaviour we target when we act.280 Again, there is a 

                                                           
280 There are two suggestions here, one concerning the structure or form of folk psychology and one concerning the 

function of folk psychology.  In terms of the form of folk psychology, the mind shaping account can be committed 

to the claim that mental states are the paradigmatic cause of behaviour and that folk psychology is concerned 

primarily with these agent attributes. This claim is consistent with the traditional construal of folk psychology as 

reviewed in Chapter Two. This is true of, for example, Zawidzki’s (2008) contribution to the view.  But what is of 

most interest here is the claim that the mind shaping account makes concerning the function of folk psychology. 

Specifically, that folk psychology functions to regulate behaviour. 
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significant departure here from the traditional account insofar as the traditionally construed 

purpose of folk psychology has been supplanted by a new one. Folk psychology is not just a 

passive endeavour where it is used to explain or predict behaviour. Instead, we use folk 

psychology in such a way that it actively shapes behaviour. 

On this account, folk psychology is an external framework that regulates behaviour by 

creating a set of expectations that actors aim to conform to. Mameli (2001) explains this with 

reference to expectancy effects in psychology.  That is, by attributing mental states to ourselves 

and others we produce an expectancy that the agent act in accordance with this attribution.  

Generally speaking, “people tend to behave in ways that confirm the beliefs about them held by 

the persons they interact with” (Mameli, 2001, p.610).  Here we see the direct influence of folk 

psychology on structuring behaviour in regular ways. Supplementing this suggestion, Tadeusz 

Zawidzki (2008) discusses the role of caretaker expectancies in child development as explored 

by Dennett (2003, pp.251, 273, 277). In particular, Zawidzki is interested in the observation that 

“throughout childhood, children are queried for the reasons behind their actions, called on 

inconsistencies between behavior and utterances, and otherwise prodded to conform to norms of 

folk psychology, long before they display any competence at such conformity.” (Zawidkzi, 2008, 

p.200) In other words, we find that children are constantly encouraged to think about their 

behaviours in relationship to the folk psychological norms the parents hold and this “constant 

prodding” (Zawidzki, 2008, p.200) is likely to be an important factor in child development with 

respect to seeing behaviour through a folk psychological lens.281 But importantly, it demonstrates 

that adult caretakers are (likely unconsciously) directly shaping the minds and behaviour of the 

                                                           
281 And in particular, Zawidzki notes, through the lens of reasons. I focus, however, more broadly on the folk 

psychological framework as a whole, as this is just as true as Zawidkzi’s focus on reasons but better reflects the 

commitment throughout this project that folk psychology is more than just beliefs and desires. 
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children they care for by setting out expectations and norms for behaviour through their folk 

psychological discourse. This is not just idle speculation as there is evidence to suggest that 

setting out these norms for children to reflect upon and act in accordance with has a direct effect 

on our children and the way their behaviour is structured in the long run. For example, Mameli 

(2001) argues that adults may unconsciously treat infants differently depending on whether they 

are perceived as male or female and as such, create expectancies in behaviour that later manifest 

in gender differences. Additionally, Zawidzki notes that caretaker interpretations of early infant 

vocalizations as being communicative acts may help foster the capacity for intentional 

communication in infants (Zawidzki, 2008, p.200).282  

There is also evidence that supports the claim that folk psychology can structure and 

shape adult behaviour. In particular, Zawidzki reflects on empirical evidence demonstrating that 

“adults automatically conform to stereotypes with which they are verbally primed.” (Zawidzki, 

2008, p.200)283 The automaticity of these adaptations suggests that we are primed to respond to 

the expectations or norms articulated by others and applied to our own situation.284 

Ultimately then, what we end up with is an understanding of folk psychology as a 

framework much like the rules of the road that regulate driving behaviour, where solving 

                                                           
282 Anecdotally, this accords with my own experience with my son. We started to respond to his familiar “mmmm-

ba” vocalization and around 9 months he started to use this sound in a purposeful way when interacting with us. 
283 Zawidzki references a series of studies exploring these effects: Bargh and Chartrand, 1999; Chartrand and Bargh, 

1999; Dijksterhuis, 2000. 
284 It is worth noting another couple of examples where verbal utterances shape behaviour; one familiar and 

speculative and one novel and anecdotal. In the Sellars’ Myth of Jones, our Rylean ancestors’ behaviour is 

accompanied by verbal utterances that are articulating the causes or reasons or purpose for behaviour as it is 

unfolding. This is just another example of our folk psychology actively structuring our behaviour. We also see 

children and adults employing similar types of techniques when presented with a particularly difficult challenge. For 

example, a Fifth Grader talking themselves through a long-division problem (e.g. “first I have to divide the number 

in the hundreds column by the divisor, and then subtract…”, etc.) or an adult verbally uttering the procedure 

required to hook-up their home theatre system (e.g. “this cable has to go to the TV, but first by-pass through the 

Xbox One before going…”, etc.). It is not much of a stretch to see folk psychological utterances as having the same 
structuring affect, especially as we learn those norms for the first few times. Eventually, of course, these norms 

become embedded in our practice and effectively disappear. 
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coordination problems simply depends “on figuring out what the normatively sanctioned 

response to some problem is, and assuming that others will do the same” (Zawidzki, 2008, p.199, 

original emphasis). Molding behaviour through this “socially instituted normative practice” 

significantly improves our ability to predict what others are going to do and to coordinate 

behaviour with others, and through socialization mechanisms we strive to conform to these 

norms (Zawidzki, 2008, p.199). 

Again, while I think this alternative is plausible in its own right, it too can help to make 

sense of the evidence and conclusions drawn throughout Chapters Four and Five. In fact, this 

alternative proposal, albeit not intentionally, is actually very responsive to the empirical data 

collected throughout this project. The social, cultural, and moral considerations that have been 

identified as driving our folk psychological practice all have something in common: they 

embody expectations regarding appropriate behaviour. In other words, these considerations are 

just the embodiment of particular norms regarding behaviour. 

While this is true of both social and cultural considerations, it is most obvious when 

looking at moral considerations identified in Chapter Five. After all, morality is effectively a list 

of prescriptions that we are all supposed to abide by in order to be a good person and/or to do the 

right thing. In this way, the considerations that have been identified to shape and drive our folk 

psychological practice are all regulative in nature; they set expectations regarding how behaviour 

should unfold. Therefore, insofar as folk psychology is intimately tied up with these social, 

cultural, and moral considerations it too is regulative and sets expectations for how behaviour 

should unfold. When we use our folk psychology, we are effectively engaged in an articulation 

of particular codes of conduct that spell out how we ought to act or how behaviour should 

unfold.  As such, the regulative account of folk psychology anticipates and expects that folk 
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psychology has the normative character that has been identified throughout Chapters Four and 

Five. If folk psychology is a regulative enterprise it is not surprising that we find social, cultural 

and moral considerations shaping and influencing how we use folk psychological concepts or 

construct folk psychological explanations and predictions. These considerations are just 

particular instantiations of the normative structure that the regulative view of folk psychology 

endorses. While this articulation of the norms that govern behaviour helps to explain why we are 

often successful in providing accurate explanations and predictions of behaviour (more on this in 

a moment), it also helps us to make sense of why our folk psychology sometimes fails. It is not 

as though with every application of folk psychology we are engaging in a deliberative and 

purposeful investigation of the mental states held by the person we are explaining or the 

multitude of potential non-propositional or non-mental causes of behaviour. Instead, we are just 

articulating sets of norms that we hold to generally govern behaviour. This short hand may often 

be mistaken when the norm misses crucial causally relevant factors or when an individual 

(intentionally or unintentionally) acts contrary to the norm. But of course our failures are less 

problematic on this view since the goal is not primarily to explain and predict behaviour. That is, 

unlike the tradition which claims that our primary goal is to be successful and then needs to 

address our failures, on this view the primary goal is not the successful explanation and 

prediction of behaviour, but the regulation and shaping of behaviour. 

Whether the regulation of behaviour is the function of folk psychology in all instances is 

an open question. In fact, Zawidzki notes that there are both a strong and weak version of the 

regulative account of folk psychology. The strong version maintains that “all of our interpretive 

practices involve mind shaping” whereas the weaker claim simply states that “some important 

aspects of our interpretive practices involve mind shaping.” (Zawidzki, 2008, p.194, original 
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emphasis)285  To the extent that the weak version is embraced, this particular “alternative” view 

may actually reduce to the more conservative “multi-purpose” view; regulation just becomes one 

among the many distinct purposes that folk psychology has.  

That said, even the weak version can be distinguished as a significant departure from the 

traditional construal. In particular, how this view addresses our apparent explanatory and 

predictive prowess helps to clearly distinguish it from the traditional construal and the other 

options that have been considered in the preceding subsections. More specifically, how we 

articulate the relationship between the regulation of behaviour (the alternative purpose) and the 

explanation and prediction of behaviour (the traditional purpose) may permit us to position the 

weak version of this alternative as something distinct from the traditional construal and, notably, 

even the “multi-purpose” view. Recall that the “multi-purpose” view treats these purposes as 

distinct and co-existent purposes that may often compete. However, on this alternative construal 

of folk psychology, explanation and prediction can actually be viewed as being parasitic on the 

regulative nature of folk psychology and as such, significantly different than how the “multi-

purpose” view as articulated above would construe the nature and relationship of these purposes. 

In brief, if folk psychology is a framework for structuring our behaviour in predictable 

ways and in ways that conform with social, cultural, and moral expectations regarding behaviour, 

then our explanatory and predictive success may simply be a result of this fact. For example, if 

folk psychology is designed in such a way as to embed normatively sanctioned actions and shape 

behaviour to conform to these norms, then we can predict that people will act in accordance with 

these norms. Our predictive success is parasitic on the expectations embedded in the framework 

and the way these expectations structure and shape behaviour. To borrow a phrase from Driver 

                                                           
285 It is worth noting that Zawidzki adopts the weaker claim. 
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(2008a), people typically do the morally good thing and so our ability to predict their behaviour 

relies on this expectation and the norms embedded in our folk psychology.286 A similar, but 

somewhat more complicated story, can be offered for explanation. More specifically, our 

explanatory success stems from an articulation of the same norms that are structuring the 

observed behaviour. That is, if behaviour tends to conform to a set of norms embedded in our 

folk psychological discourse, then simply using our discourse will articulate the same norms that 

have structured the behaviour. In this way, it looks like we’re producing explanations of 

behaviour that conform with reality since there is confirmation between the explanation and the 

behaviour due to their common normative source. As such, whether we adopt a strong or weak 

version of this alternative account we are speaking about a genuine alternative to the traditional 

construal of folk psychology, as the traditional purpose is now seen as being derivative of the 

regulative purpose proposed.  

Importantly, a similar maneuver may also be available for Andrews’ account of folk 

psychological explanation, thereby minimizing the likelihood of a potential reduction to the 

“multi-purpose” view. For example, Andrews notes that anomalous behaviour, the spark that 

drives explanation seeking behaviour, is only anomalous against the backdrop of normatively 

appropriate behaviour; we can only make sense of the anomalous with reference to a norm 

(Andrews, 2012, p.222). In this way, she is similarly open to the notion that our folk 

psychological discourse is intimately related to the norms of appropriate behaviour. As such, we 

may be able to adopt a similarly parasitic position with respect to traditional explanation and its 

relationship to the primary purpose of satisfying explanation seeking behaviour if so desired. 

                                                           
286 I think this is a fairly robust heuristic. It’s not simply a heuristic like “people do what they say they are going to 

do”, but instead, we say that people are going to do what is normatively sanctioned and this is ensured by the fact 

that the folk psychological framework will be structuring their behaviour. 
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It is worth emphasizing here that even though both alternatives aim to significantly 

change our understanding of folk psychology, both are able to help make sense of the intuitive 

claim that we do go about explaining and predicting behaviour on a regular basis. It’s just that on 

these views, these functions can be seen as being derived from the primary function (i.e. 

explanation satisfaction or regulation) and in this way the alternatives can be viewed as 

significantly different from the “multi-purpose” view, but also as the opposite of the “primary 

purpose view”. But this approach does not fall victim to one of the arguments against the “dig in 

your heels” and “primary purpose” views. 

I argued against these views noting that contrary to their claim, the empirical evidence 

demonstrated that there were some contexts where social, cultural, and moral considerations 

appeared to adopt a primary role in shaping our folk psychological practices. Moreover, I argued 

that there were challenges associated with characterizing these normative considerations as being 

parasitic on the quasi-scientific purposes of explanation and prediction. One might worry that the 

apparent primacy of the traditional purposes in particular contexts might similarly be a mark 

against the “alternative” views being explored here. After all, these accounts of folk psychology 

can be construed as effectively making a claim about the primary purpose of folk psychology 

that is challenged by the observation that we sometimes have a different primary purpose 

shaping our practice. However, as I’ve described above, there is a clear sense in which 

explanation and prediction, traditionally construed, can be parasitic on or derived from the 

normative framework posited by the “alternative” views. In this way, the “alternative” view can 

help us make sense of both our successes and failures in a way that is distinguishable from the 

options explored above. 
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Finally, we need to make sense of these views from the perspective of adaptive utility. In 

particular, we must explore how social, cultural, and moral considerations can have adaptive 

utility that would drive our folk psychological practices to be formed as described by these 

“alternative” views. While in the subsections above I’ve hinted at the adaptive utility of these 

considerations, positioned within these alternative accounts of folk psychology we can begin to 

provide a robust alternative to the Myth of Jones offered in analogical support of the traditional 

construal in Chapter Two. A revised and updated Myth of the Joneses recognizes that 

cooperation can serve as the adaptive catalyst to spark and propagate our folk psychological 

competence. While what follows is true for either alternative being explored in this section, the 

bulk of the substantive discussion will be anchored to the regulative view for simplicity and ease 

of developing the argument. 

In the Myth of the Joneses, we’re not interested in just Jones as an individual. Rather, 

we’re interested in the Joneses as a collective of individuals who comprise a group of our Rylean 

ancestors. By looking not just at Jones, but at the Joneses we can learn something about folk 

psychology and how the alternative purposes being discussed in this subsection have significant 

adaptive utility. 

Before looking at the Joneses and the demands of living within a group a bit more 

closely, let’s return to Jones, as described by Sellars, for a moment. There are two things to 

notice about this myth that help us to make sense of the regulative account of folk psychology 

and its adaptive utility. First, Sellars may have inadvertently demonstrated the regulative nature 

of folk psychology in his description of our Rylean ancestors. Recall Sellars’ observation that 

our Rylean ancestors’ behaviour is “threaded on overt verbal expressions” (Sellars, 1956/1963, 

p.186). Presumably, without intention, in this one phrase Sellars actually observes that our folk 
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psychological discourse is regulative and helps to structure our behaviour. Effectively, Sellars 

gives an example of how the articulation of folk psychological norms can help to structure one’s 

behaviour in conformity with those norms. As alluded to above (see footnote 284), we 

sometimes overtly articulate the steps involved in some action in order to structure micro-

behaviours in an ordered and appropriate fashion. But Sellars moves from this overt verbal 

expression to Jones’ recognition that this overt behaviour is sometimes not present, but merely 

occurring within his counterpart’s mind. As such, there is a sense in which even within Sellars’ 

original myth, the regulative nature of our folk psychology is primary to the explanatory gap that 

Jones notices and bridges.  

But the primacy of this purpose makes sense when we think a little more about Jones, not 

as an individual but as a member of a group, call them the Joneses. Even before Jones, the 

individual, identifies an explanatory gap and then bridges it through the introduction of 

mentalistic discourse, it’s important to notice that the Joneses would have needed to coordinate 

their behaviour. Put another way, even before Jones developed the ability to “mindread” in order 

to explain and predict behaviour, there would have been the need for the Joneses to work 

together and cooperate through coordinated behaviour in order to achieve mutual goals. It would 

be advantageous for the Joneses to be able to engage in “mindshaping” (to borrow Zawidzki’s 

term) or, more generally, “behaviour-shaping” in order to coordinate behaviour, even before they 

have the ability to “mindread”. 

As such, there is a sense in which we could construe the cooperation and coordination of 

behaviour as being primary to the explanatory and predictive need that Jones, the individual, 

identified and satisfied. Of course, explanation and prediction might facilitate our ability to 

cooperate or coordinate behaviour, but the observation here is that the Joneses would have been 
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coordinating behaviour and cooperating long before Jones’ moment of genius and possibly 

before our need to explain and predict behaviour.  But of course, the conception of folk 

psychology being explored in this subsection is one that facilitates the coordination of behaviour. 

By prescribing the principles for action, folk psychology structures behaviour in a way that 

facilitates coordination and cooperation. In this way, the regulative account of folk psychology 

has adaptive utility. It is of significant utility to be able to achieve ends that would be difficult or 

impossible to achieve by oneself, and folk psychology as regulation facilitates this achievement 

and therefore has adaptive utility. Viewing Jones not as an individual, but as a member of the 

Joneses helps us to focus not on the competitive advantage that folk psychology imparts on the 

individual, but on the cooperative advantage that folk psychology imparts on the Joneses as a 

group. Humans are inherently social creatures and it is possible, if not likely, that in an 

environment where we live and work in close proximity to one another with a need to share a 

communal space and communal objects that a cooperative approach, not a competitive approach, 

would be advantageous. We can think of folk psychology as having adaptive utility not because 

of how it increases just an individual’s fitness, but because of how it increases group fitness and 

thereby the fitness of each individual within the group.  

Switching gears, there is another sense in which the regulative nature of folk psychology 

makes sense from an adaptive perspective. Especially with respect to the claim that successful 

explanation and prediction are achieved through the attribution of mental states to ourselves and 

others. This latter approach is actually quite costly. As Zawidzki notes, the “accurate tracking of 

the incredibly complex neurocognitive properties responsible for hominid behaviour” would 

require an “improbable accumulation of mutations” (Zawidzki, 2008, p.199) that would take a 

very long time to evolve randomly. Instead, the regulative account of folk psychology proposes a 



262 
 

much simpler mechanism for shaping our behaviour to make it easier to coordinate behaviour 

and to predict what others are going to do. Instead of accurately identifying the relevant causal 

factors and deducing the resulting behaviour, the regulative account of folk psychology simply 

articulates the normatively sanctioned action in response to one’s environment and assumes that 

others will do the same given that humans have evolved to conform to expectations (Zawidkzi, 

2008, p.199). The regulative account of folk psychology offers an approach that makes sense of 

how we can quickly, easily and accurately make sense of behaviour (Zawidzki, 2008, p.196) that 

is far less costly, both evolutionarily and cognitively, than devising unique explanations and 

predictions of observed behaviour in a quasi-scientific way. As such, not only does this 

understanding of folk psychology make sense from an adaptive utility perspective, but it appears 

that it is less costly than the story offered in the original Myth of Jones. 

But folk psychology as regulation also facilitates the creation and maintenance of groups; 

something that has significant utility from an evolutionary perspective. Briefly, folk psychology 

is not something only one person has; it exists within the public space. As a regulative enterprise, 

folk psychology helps to structure behaviour in a way that conforms to the expectations of an 

individual’s group whether these expectations are social, cultural or moral. As such, folk 

psychology helps to facilitate group inclusion by structuring behaviour in ways that are 

sanctioned by the group we belong to. Someone who, for example, consistently acts contrary to 

our social, cultural or moral principles will be excluded from our group. Moreover, someone 

who consistently provides explanations and predictions that do not conform to their social, 

cultural, or moral group’s folk psychology would likely not be invited to continue to provide 

explanations and predictions. 
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Of course, groups can be defined in a number of different ways or by a number of 

different considerations. In the language of this project, all of the considerations being explored 

help to define particular groups. Perhaps most obviously, subscription to a particular set of moral 

beliefs clearly defines different groups. There may, of course, be overlap between moral groups 

and some beliefs may cut across a variety of groups, but our morality can help to unite or define 

a group. Consider for example the group inclusion criteria that are established regarding the 

ethical treatment of animals and our answers to the question of whether it is ethical to eat meat. 

Our answers to these questions help to create at least three distinct groups (e.g. meat eaters, 

vegetarians and vegans). Some groups share ethical beliefs (e.g. that it is ethical to eat the 

product of an animal), while there are clear divisions between the groups as well (e.g. it is 

unethical to kill an animal for food). Cultural considerations are also very clearly the basis for 

group inclusion criteria. Observing the practices, customs, or norms of a particular culture 

immediately signals to those around you that you are a member of that culture and are committed 

to that group; a commitment that may encourage others to permit you to share in the success of 

the group or share in the achievement of a mutually desired goal that would otherwise be 

difficult to achieve individually. In contrast, not observing those customs or norms immediately 

signals that you are not a member of that culture and that you are committed to another group; 

which may be grounds for excluding you from sharing in the goods and efforts of that particular 

group. Finally, although perhaps less obviously, social considerations can also help to define 

particular groups by demonstrating a commitment to the norms of a particular social group; for 

example, political commitments. 

The regulative nature of folk psychology then brings about at least three positive 

consequences. First, it helps to embed our social, cultural, and moral principles in our action 
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ensuring that those we share a common group with are regularly subject to the same commands. 

Second, and relatedly, it will also help us identify those with whom we share a common set of 

norms – both in terms of the explanations and predictions they give and whether they consume 

our explanations and predictions. Third, it also helps us to structure our behaviour in ways that 

others will understand because of its conformity to social, cultural, and moral expectations. As 

there are obviously significant advantages to belonging to a group, by facilitating this process the 

regulative nature of folk psychology has, again, adaptive utility. 

None of this is meant to be a conclusive demonstration of the adaptive utility of the 

regulative nature of folk psychology. Rather, the goal has been to begin to demonstrate that there 

is a plausible account of the adaptive utility of this account of folk psychology, even if this story 

is just in a very preliminary form at this point. Through this investigation we have identified 

cooperation as the starting point and as being of a potentially great benefit to our survival, the 

survival of our offspring, and ultimately the species.  Viewing folk psychology as a regulative 

enterprise helps us to make sense of the need we have to cooperate as inherently social creatures 

and the success cooperation bestows upon us. This success could very likely be the spark that 

made the creation and continuation of a folk psychological framework that primarily regulates 

and shapes behaviour possess significant adaptive utility. 

Whether we construe the primary purpose of folk psychological explanation as putting an 

end to the explanation seeking behavior of an explanation seeker or of folk psychology as a 

whole as predominantly a regulative enterprise, we have an alternative conception of folk 

psychology at our disposal that is consistent with and makes sense of the empirical evidence 

explored. While these alternatives construe folk psychology in a way that is consistent with the 

empirical evidence, they do extend the analysis a little further than the conservative “multi-
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purpose” view by proposing to supplant the traditionally construed purpose with a significantly 

different alternative. While merely offering an adequate analysis of the empirical evidence may 

not require this extension, the alternatives explored are both plausible views of folk psychology 

in their own right; or at least they are both deserving of a more comprehensive investigation into 

their plausibility in addition to their ability to make sense of the empirical evidence. While 

additional work is required to determine whether these or another “alternative” view is the best 

analysis of the empirical evidence, this work is again virtuous and productive. The point of this 

subsection has simply been to identify that there are “alternative” accounts of folk psychology 

that are significant departures from the traditional view in a way that the “multi-purpose” view is 

not, but that are also consistent with the empirical evidence explored. In this way, these views 

are responsive to the empirical evidence and can be built on the back of this work. We can let go 

of the pause button with a new view of folk psychology in our minds and begin some productive 

work that is supported by this empirical evidence. 

6.4 – Press Play 

I began this chapter by arguing that we should press pause and stop to assess our understanding 

of folk psychology in light of all the empirical evidence explored in the previous chapters. I then 

explored four options for interpreting the empirical evidence and either preserving the traditional 

construal of folk psychology or rejecting it as too narrow in scope to properly characterize our 

folk psychological practices. I advanced a variety of arguments against those options that attempt 

to preserve the traditional construal and similarly advanced a variety of arguments designed to 

demonstrate the veracity of the options that reject the tradition and move our understanding of 

folk psychology in a different direction.  While the arguments against and in favour of the 

options explored were multifarious in nature, the arguments were focused around four key 
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considerations based on the commitments expressed in Chapters Two and Three and the main 

findings that emerged from the empirical investigations in Chapters Four and Five. 

First, whatever story we present for how the folk engage in folk psychological practices, 

we must respect the goal of this endeavor, which is to describe the practice as engaged in by the 

folk. We need to recognize that our project is a descriptive one and that our understanding of folk 

psychology should be based on how the folk engage in these practices, not based on some 

theoretical commitments that we impose on the folk or on some conception of the practice that 

accords with philosophical thinking routed in the history of philosophy of action.  This 

commitment was clearly expressed in Chapter Three where I argued that philosophers interested 

in folk psychology are engaged in a descriptive endeavor and are making empirically testable 

claims about a real world practice. 

The “dig in your heels” and “primary purpose” view do not uphold this commitment. 

Proponents of these options are effectively preserving their theoretical commitments in light of 

empirical data that questions the validity of these commitments. What we end up with when 

exploring these options is a situation much like the resistance that is often expressed before and 

during scientific revolutions. Consider, for example, Ptolemaic astronomy and the continuous 

positing of additional orbits to explain the observed planetary movements just to remain 

committed to the claim that the Earth was the center of the universe. A great deal of extra 

theorizing was done simply to uphold an assumption that was not being confirmed by the 

empirical evidence and it took Copernicus to finally toss out this assumption and present a 

cleaner account of the phenomenon based on the claim that the sun is the center of the universe. 

Sometimes choosing to save ones’ theoretical commitments when there is mounting empirical 

evidence to the contrary, can be detrimental to the investigative method and may unnecessarily 
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complicate matters. This is precisely the error that the “dig in your heels” and “primary purpose” 

views commit. It’s time that folk psychology undergoes a Copernican revolution and the “multi-

purpose” or “alternative” views offer us two options of how we can go down this path. These 

two options, I argued, are very much data driven and reflect our observations of how the folk 

engage in folk psychological practices. Both options express a commitment to the idea that 

whatever we say about folk psychology, it has to be an accurate description of the practice and 

both options endeavor to do precisely this. 

Once we’re committed to this descriptive project, our understanding of folk psychology 

needs to make sense of the empirical evidence that has been collected and recounted in this 

project regarding how folk psychology is used in practice by the folk. First, our understanding of 

folk psychology needs to help us make sense of both our explanatory and predictive successes 

and failures. I’ve taken seriously the observation that we appear to explain and predict behaviour 

all the time, in a way that is plausibly consistent with the traditional construal of folk 

psychology. However, I’ve also argued on the basis of empirical evidence that we are also error 

prone in this regard; we are not nearly as successful as the traditional construal of folk 

psychology would have us believe and it is not appropriate to merely waive these failures off as 

minor or insignificant in number. Our best understanding of folk psychology needs to make 

sense of both these observations and as I argued above, the “dig in your heels” and “primary 

purpose” views appear poorly suited for this purpose. In particular, while these views are 

perfectly consistent with our successes, they unnecessarily complicate the analysis of our 

failures. They necessitate that we view the folks’ performance as error prone and they must 

develop an account of why the folk would be error prone in the precise realm that this 

specialized tool is designed to be used for. As detailed in the subsections above, this complicates 
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our understanding of the folks’ performance and I’ve argued it’s not simply enough to cast this 

failure as merely a failure in performance. Moreover, it is unnecessary to complicate our analysis 

of folk psychology in this way when there are other views that can construe this apparent 

performance failure, as actually successful and as achieving the goal the behaviour set out to 

achieve. Specifically, the “multi-purpose” view is particularly well suited for accounting for both 

our successes and our failures and while the “alternative” views explored require that we re-

engineer our understanding of why our folk psychological explanations and predictions are 

successful, they achieve this end while providing a plausible account of why our explanations 

and predictions fail to meet the standard of the traditional construal. 

Most significantly, the empirical evidence discussed in Chapters Four and Five 

necessitate that our understanding of folk psychology must account for the influence of social, 

cultural, and moral considerations in shaping our attributions of folk psychological concepts and 

folk psychological discourse more generally. That is, as practiced by the folk, folk psychology 

has a normative component whereby our practices are sensitive to and responsive to normative 

matters; be it social, cultural or moral. This normative quality of folk psychology was apparent 

through much of Chapters Four and Five, but is perhaps most obvious when examining the 

influence of moral considerations on how the folk attribute folk psychological concepts to one 

another the implications this has for how the folk understand agential causation. Any plausible 

account of folk psychology must make sense of these observations and must be able to account 

for the normative character of folk psychology that has been observed through our empirical 

investigations.  

It will not, I argued above, suffice to merely characterize the influence of these 

considerations as distorting or biasing our practices. The performance error argument is not 
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tenable and we must recognize that these considerations are not merely distortions or biases. 

They have widespread effects throughout much of our folk psychological practices and in some 

cases are the primary driver of how the folk use folk psychological concepts or construct 

descriptions of behaviour. It is precisely because the “dig in your heels” and “primary purpose” 

views commit these errors that we must reject them. They fail to capture the widespread and 

precise nature of influence these considerations exert on our folk psychological practice, due to 

their attempt to effectively explain this influence away. There are, I argued, conceptually simpler 

and cleaner options available to the investigator of folk psychology that embrace the influence of 

these considerations as being a genuine effect and as being indicative of a genuine purpose that is 

distinct from the traditionalist’s goal of explanation and prediction. The arguments made above 

are well-worn at this point, but the “multi-purpose” view recognizes the plurality of goals that 

can shape folk psychology and accounts for the shifting primacy of goals. The “alternative” 

views continue to understand folk psychology as being primarily driven by one new goal, what 

we might call a macro-goal, but one that helps us make sense of the plurality of micro-goals that 

shape individual acts of folk psychology. Folk psychology can be understood as both descriptive 

and normative; as a tool for generating explanations and predictions of behavior and, more 

importantly, for facilitating a variety of social, cultural, and moral goals that serve real world 

purposes. 

Lastly, in Chapter Two I emphasized that the traditional construal of folk psychology is 

plausible, in part, because there is an adaptive story we can tell that helps to make sense of this 

view. Throughout the discussion of the options I’ve explored above, I’ve turned to the question 

of adaptive utility to explore whether similar stories could be told for each option. Importantly, 

what we found is that the provision of an adaptive story is not unique to just the traditional 
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construal, and thus the “dig in your heels” and “primary purpose” view. While these two options 

allow us to seamlessly attach the analysis of folk psychology to Sellars’ original Myth of Jones 

and the resulting adaptive utility argument that emerged from this myth, it is possible for us to 

provide similar adaptive utility arguments for the “multi-purpose” and “alternative” views. 

Insofar as these views account for the explanatory and predictive success of folk psychology, 

they too can adopt a similar story to Sellars’ original myth, but we can also supplant this myth 

with an alternative story that focuses on the evolution of folk psychology within a social and 

cooperative environment where there is adaptive utility to the articulation of behavioural norms 

in our folk psychological discourse. 

We’re now ready to hit play. I began this Chapter highlighting the incongruity between 

the empirical evidence and the traditionalist. This led me to press pause and evaluate our options 

to see if the traditionalist conception of folk psychology can be preserved in light of the 

evidence. It’s now clear that this incongruity warrants more than just skepticism, but an outright 

rejection of the traditional view. The traditional conception of folk psychology is simply too 

narrow in scope to adequately account for the empirical evidence and the best options we have 

available to us require that we reject the traditional conception of folk psychology in favour of a 

new approach. It’s time to hit play, and follow the story into the new folk psychological 

landscape. 

6.5 – The New Landscape and a Conclusion 

The story has changed. The traditional construal of folk psychology ultimately casts folk 

psychology as sharing the same goal of science, namely the explanation and prediction of a 

natural phenomenon, in this case behaviour, and these explanations and predictions of behaviour 

are seen to be causal in nature. Chapters Four and Five brought empirical evidence to bear on the 
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question of whether this construal of folk psychology is accurate. The empirical evidence 

supported two claims. First that the folk are not as good at explaining and predicting behaviour 

as they are thought to be by those who endorse the traditional view and second, that a number of 

social, cultural and moral considerations significantly shape the way our folk psychology is 

deployed in practice. This evidence, I argued, warranted taking a skeptical position with respect 

to the traditional construal of folk psychology to assess whether it is in fact an accurate portrayal 

of our folk psychological practices. This, I argued, is already a significant change in the debate. 

The traditional view, I noted, has for the most part been accepted as the canon regarding folk 

psychology. This skeptical position I argued for changed the debate by putting the burden of 

proof back on the traditionalist, forcing investigators of folk psychology to re-examine and 

justify some very well entrenched and firmly held assumptions regarding folk psychology.  

While this shifting of the burden of proof was in itself significant, we have now gone one 

step further and rejected the view altogether. I’ve argued that attempts to save this analysis fail in 

a number of different ways and that there are alternative conceptions of folk psychology that 

better account for folk psychological practices as practiced in situ by the folk, but that leave the 

tradition behind. Instead of trying to reconcile the empirical evidence with our theoretical 

assumptions regarding folk psychology, I have argued that the empirical evidence is such that we 

must develop a new understanding of how and why the folk use folk psychology. The alternative 

approaches to understanding folk psychology recognize that the traditional construal is too 

narrow in scope, and that focusing just narrowly on the goal of quasi-scientific explanation and 

prediction fails to capture the wide range of distinct and important goals that meaningfully shape 

our folk psychological practices. Our skepticism has now morphed into a full-scale rejection of 

the traditional conception of folk psychology in favour of a new landscape of options that 
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significantly change the way we understand folk psychology and that leave our investigation of 

folk psychology significantly changed as a result. 

Now that we’ve hit play and are following the story into this new landscape, what can we 

say about this new setting? While there is much work left to do in order to adjudicate between 

the different conceptions of folk psychology that are available to us within this new landscape 

and to articulate the specific character of this new landscape, we’ve already learned a few things 

that represent important shifts in our understanding. 

In this new landscape, folk psychology is not construed as a specialized tool for 

explaining and predicting behaviour. Our new conception of folk psychology recognizes that we 

are not always in the business of providing quasi-scientific explanations and predictions of 

behaviour when we engage in folk psychological discourse, and as a result we don’t always 

satisfy this goal; we are not as successful at explaining and predicting behaviour as has been 

assumed by many in the past, in part because this just simply is not always our goal. Instead, 

there are a multitude of social, cultural, and moral goals that drive these practices. This leads to 

perhaps the most important conclusion about our understanding of folk psychology in this new 

landscape. By showing sensitivity to social, cultural, and moral considerations and fulfilling a 

number of goals in these domains, folk psychology is now to be understood as having a 

normative dimension. This normative character and the social, cultural, and moral goals that 

drive our folk psychological practices forces us to confront the assumed relationship between 

folk psychology and science. In particular, while the traditionalist positions folk psychology as 

having a scientific goal and being somewhere on the same spectrum as science in terms of 

methodology, rigour, and approach, our new understanding of folk psychology forces us to 

question and ultimately reject this claim. Put another way, the traditionalist assumed the answer 
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to the question “do these theories have the same or similar interests, or are they pursuing 

different interests?” (Khalidi, 1998, p.44) was that science and folk psychology do in fact share 

the same interests. The empirical evidence collected throughout this project and the viable 

conceptions of folk psychology that have been examined and defended, challenge this 

assumption. Moving forward, we must embrace the alternative answer to this question. 

While the traditional construal of folk psychology has assumed that our common sense and 

scientific endeavours are well aligned, even if roughly so, this need not be the case. Instead, folk 

psychology and science may share the same target of observation (namely, behaviour), but the 

underlying function, purpose, or interests that shape these practices need not be the same. This 

approach to understanding the relationship between common sense and scientific projects is not 

new (see Dupré, 1981, 1991), and yet the traditional construal of folk psychology has persisted 

while these types of relationships were contemplated in other domains. Throughout this project, I 

have demonstrated that there are normative or, in Dupré’s terminology, “human” goals or 

interests that underlie our folk psychology and these interests are, just as they are for other folk 

theories, distinct from the scientific endeavour. 

For example, just as there are culinary interests (a very human interest) that lead the folk 

biologist to classify onions and garlic differently than biologists (Dupré, 1981, p.74), there are 

normative interests that drive a wedge between the relationship that the traditionalist assumes to 

exist between folk psychology and science. And just as it would be a “severe culinary misfortune 

if no distinction were drawn between garlic and onions” (Dupré, 1981, p.80) even though this 

does not accord with our biological understanding of onions and garlic, so to it would be a severe 

folk psychological misfortune if the normative interests were lost even though they are not 

consistent with a scientific investigation of behaviour. Our understanding of, for example, 
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intentional action and person causation is significantly different than our understanding of non-

agential causation and interaction; we use folk psychology to describe and understand behaviour 

in a way that is different than other physical phenomena. And yet, to lose this would be to lose 

something of significant normative or human value in our folk psychological practices. 

Earlier I posed a question. The traditionalist assumes that the difference between folk 

psychology and science is one of degree, but I questioned this assumption in light of all the 

empirical evidence collected and queried whether it was now necessary to accept that the 

difference between folk psychology and science is really one of kind. In the new landscape we 

have an answer to this question. We can no longer just accept that the difference between folk 

psychology and science is merely one of degree. In the new landscape, the difference is a 

difference in kind. 

What we’ve learned is that our folk psychological practices and in particular, their 

normative quality, cuts nature at different joints than a quasi-scientific conception of folk 

psychology would. While within this new landscape we might continue to include a role for 

explanation and prediction, all this concedes is that there may be some overlap in interests 

between folk psychology and science. This does not, however, take away from the claim that 

these approaches are significantly misaligned. At best, it simply concedes that while folk 

psychology and science may cut nature at different joints, they may also have important 

intersections or may crosscut one another (see Khalidi (1998) for a discussion of intersecting or 

crosscutting schemas). 

Our understanding of folk psychology has changed. The traditional conception of folk 

psychology is simply too narrow in scope to adequately account for how the folk deploy folk 

psychology in practice and the best options we have available to us necessitate a rejection of the 
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traditional construal in favour of a new landscape. This shift in understanding, however, is not 

benign. Rejecting the traditionalist conception of folk psychology has potentially broader 

philosophical implications beyond the domain of just the debates regarding folk psychology. As I 

noted at the start of this project, folk psychology has played a role in how we understand a 

number of areas of philosophy. Most notably, it is invoked in metaphysics of mind, the 

philosophy of artificial intelligence and cognitive science, and even in developmental 

psychology. By rejecting the traditionalist assumptions about folk psychology it would be a 

tremendous surprise if this did not have a ripple effect through the other related disciplines. Two 

potential areas of implication will demonstrate both the significance and diversity of these 

potential implications. 

This shift in understanding regarding folk psychology presents new challenges287 for 

those who advance eliminativist or reductionist positions with respect to folk psychology. 

Briefly, eliminativism (see Churchland, 1981, 1989) and reductionism (see Bickle, 1998, 2003) 

investigate the relationship between folk psychology and a neuroscientific account of 

behaviour.288 The eliminativist argues that folk psychology is so radially false that we ought to 

reject it outright and replace it with a neuroscientific understanding of behaviour. In contrast, the 

reductionist argues that folk psychology is not really mistaken, but rather that it should be 

possible to reduce our folk psychological taxonomy to a neuroscientific one, in effect, translating 

our common sense conception of behaviour into a neuroscientific one. However, both of these 

arguments are premised on a claim about the relationship between folk psychology and science. 

                                                           
287 Or perhaps it is more accurate to say that it “re-presents” challenges for these positions. Dennett (1987) for 

example, appears to be sensitive to this line of reasoning, but this argument is now bolstered by additional evidence 

and analysis that was not common in the debate at that time. 
288 I’ll refer to the relationship as being between folk psychology and neuroscience, but it need not be just this 

scientific endeavour. Instead, neuroscience really is just a stand in for any scientific conception of behaviour. The 

relationship being investigated is most generally one between common sense and scientific theories of behaviour. 
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In particular, that they have the same object of investigation and that their classifications 

schemes are appropriately aligned.  

The new landscape challenges this premise as in this new setting, at best folk 

psychological and scientific classifications intersect or crosscut one another, but fundamentally, 

they differ in kind. As such, it is possible that within this new landscape eliminativism and 

reductionism may not be tenable positions. Worse, even if it could somehow be argued that there 

is an alignment of the relevant interests that are necessary to allow for the potential elimination 

or reduction of folk psychology, I would worry that the normative character of folk psychology 

identified throughout this project would make this move inadvisable. This normative character 

may not be reducible and eliminating this normative character would be to lose a significant 

human interest in our folk psychological practices. 

There could also be implications for how we understand the relationship between moral 

psychology and folk psychology and this new landscape may present additional practical 

challenges for our judicial system and the legal theorizing that justifies it. Consider first, as an 

example, the Doctrine of Double Effect (see Foot, 1967). This model for moral judgment making 

is premised on our ability to first asses an actor’s intentions with respect to a side-effect prior to 

making a judgment regarding whether their action is worthy of moral condemnation; folk 

psychological judgments inform moral judgments. But of course, the new landscape accepts that 

moral judgments can and do inform folk psychological judgments. In practice, it appears that 

moral psychology and folk psychology work in tandem or in a symbiotic relationship rather than 

in a neat and unidirectional manner and the impact of this multidirectional relationship warrants 

consideration as we develop theories of moral psychology. 
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But this new relationship between moral and folk psychological judgments also creates 

practical difficulties for how we envision ideal decision-making in the legal system.289 In 

particular, the judicial system in many countries is built upon the presumption of innocence in 

order to avoid biasing any decision-making that ensues regarding the guilt or innocence of the 

charged. As a part of this process, assessments of the defendant’s causal responsibility, beliefs, 

desires, knowledge and intentions will all likely need to be made which then inform assessments 

about moral or legal culpability. But inherent in our new understanding of folk psychology is the 

claim that we are not well equipped to separate these questions out. As we have learned the mere 

fact that an outcome is morally objectionable influences attributions of a wide range of folk 

psychological concepts including causal responsibility. Again, that the interplay between folk 

psychological and moral judgments is not unidirectional will further complicate judiciary 

decision-making processes. 

There is much left to do. After over thirty years of operating within the traditional 

construal of folk psychology, it may seem foreign to depart from this view and may seem 

daunting to begin to undertake work within this new landscape. But this work is virtuous and 

productive and is required if we are going to be genuine investigators of folk psychology and 

remain committed to our goal of describing the practice as practiced by the folk. I’ve identified 

two options for how we can understand folk psychology in this new landscape, but much work 

remains to develop and refine these conceptions of folk psychology and adjudicate between 

them. Moreover, we must be open to other conceptions of folk psychology not explored here that 

may also account for the empirical evidence analyzed throughout this project. We must also 

                                                           
289 Thank you to Paul J. I. Alexander, J.D. for suggesting this to me in a discussion of the empirical results found in 

Roxborough and Cumby (2009). I have built upon his suggestion taking into consideration the broader folk 

psychological framework (see also, Nadelhoffer, 2006). 
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recognize that our foray into empirical investigations of folk psychology are not yet complete. 

There is likely significant value in continuing to identify and understand all the various interests 

that work together to shape and drive our folk psychological practices so that we can ensure our 

understanding of these practices is as empirically informed as possible.  

Notwithstanding all the work that remains and that there is still much to learn about this 

new landscape, we already know a few important things that represent significant changes in our 

understanding of folk psychology. We know that at a minimum, we must embrace the idea that 

we are not always as good at explaining and prediction behaviour as has been assumed in the 

past and that there are a host of normative interests, be they social, cultural, or moral, that shape 

and drive this practice and we must accept that the relationship between science and folk 

psychology has been changed in a significant way. This new landscape is a significant departure 

from the traditionalist conception of folk psychology that we explored at the beginning of this 

project. Where we go from here is still an open question, but wherever the story takes us one 

thing is clear: we’ve put the folk back into folk psychology. 
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