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Folk Psychology: Science and Morals1

Joshua Knobe 

 

 It is widely agreed that folk psychology plays an important role in people’s moral 

judgments.  For a simple example, take the process by which we determine whether or 

not an agent is morally blameworthy.  Although the judgment here is ultimately a moral 

one, it seems that one needs to use a fair amount of folk psychology along the way. Thus, 

one might determine that an agent broke the vase intentionally and therefore conclude 

that she is blameworthy for breaking it. Here it seems that one starts out with a folk-

psychological judgment (that the agent acted intentionally) and then uses it as input to a 

process that eventually yields a moral judgment (that the agent is blameworthy). Many 

other cases have a similar structure.  

 In recent years, however, a number of studies have shown that there are also cases 

in which the arrow of causation goes in the opposite direction. That is, there appear to be 

cases in which people start out with a moral judgment and then use it as input to a 

process that eventually yields a folk-psychological judgment (Knobe 2003a, 2003b, 2004, 

2005a, 2005b). These findings come as something of a surprise, and it can be difficult to 

know just what to make of them.  

 My own view is that the findings are best explained by the hypothesis that moral 

considerations truly do play a role in people’s underlying folk-psychological concepts 

(Knobe 2003b, 2004, forthcoming). The key claim here is that the effects revealed in 

recent experiments are not the result of any kind of ‘bias’ or ‘distortion.’ Rather, moral 

considerations truly do figure in a fundamental way in the issues people are trying to 

resolve when they grapple with folk-psychological questions.  

 I must confess, however, that not all researchers in the field share this view. 

Although many have been convinced that moral considerations actually do play a role in 

folk-psychological concepts, others have suggested that there might be better ways to 

account for the results of recent experiments. What we are left with, then, is an 

                                                 
1 I am grateful to the editors for extensive comments on an earlier draft. 



increasingly complex debate. Critics of my original proposal have constructed alternative 

hypotheses that seem to account for all of the data without assigning any fundamental 

role to moral considerations. Defenders then conduct new experiments that appear to 

falsify these alternative hypotheses. But the critics inevitably respond by constructing 

even more sophisticated alternative hypotheses that manage to explain all of the new data 

while still assigning no fundamental role to moral considerations. And so the debate 

continues, with each new iteration yielding new theoretical insights and empirical 

discoveries.2  

 I will not be continuing that debate here. Instead, I want to focus on an issue that 

is somewhat broader and perhaps more basic. The critics sometimes seem to feel that 

moral considerations just couldn’t be playing a fundamental role in folk psychology. The 

feeling is that, independent of the merits of any particular alternative explanation, one can 

tell that there must be some way to construct a valid alternative. This feeling is never 

articulated explicitly. Still, it comes through in the palpable sentiment that my defenders 

and I are upholding an absurd view and that we had really better come back to our senses.  

 My aim here is to confront that sentiment head on. In the first section, I briefly 

review experimental evidence that suggests that people’s moral judgments can sometimes 

affect their folk-psychological judgments. Then, in the second section, I ask whether we 

have any general theoretical reasons to expect that moral considerations will not play any 

fundamental role in folk-psychological concepts.  

  

I 

 Let us turn, then, to three folk-psychological concepts whose application has been 

studied experimentally. The first two have already been discussed in earlier papers and 

will only be described here in a highly condensed summary form. The third appears here 

for the first time, and I therefore discuss it in greater detail.  

 

                                                 
2 For some contributions to this debate, see Adams and Steadman (2004a, 2004b, forthcoming), Harman 
(forthcoming), Malle (forthcoming), McCann (forthcoming), Meeks (forthcoming), Mele (2003), Morton 
(forthcoming), Nadelhoffer (2004, 2005), Nichols and Ulatowski (2006), Sverdlik (forthcoming), Turner 
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Warning: These next two subsections simply summarize my earlier work 

on intentional action and reason explanations.  Readers who are already 

familiar with that work should skip directly to the subsection on ‘Valuing.’ 

 

Intentional action 

People ordinarily distinguish between behaviors that are performed intentionally 

(e.g., hammering in a nail) and those that are performed unintentionally (e.g., accidentally 

bringing the hammer down on one’s own thumb). Clearly, this distinction sometimes has 

important implications for questions about moral praise and blame, but it is usually 

assumed that the distinction itself is a purely psychological one. Nonetheless, an ever-

growing body of experimental evidence indicates that the moral status of a behavior can 

actually have an impact on whether or not people regard it as intentional.  

The best way to demonstrate this influence of moral judgments on ascriptions of 

intentional action is to construct pairs of cases that are almost exactly alike but that differ 

in their moral status. Here is the first element in one such pair: 
The vice-president of a company went to the chairman of the board and said, ‘We are 

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

the environment.’ 

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

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

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

Faced with this first case, most people say that the chairman intentionally harmed the 

environment.  

But now suppose that we create a morally good version by simply replacing the 

word ‘harm’ with ‘help’:  

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

thinking of starting a new program. It will help us increase profits, and 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 new program.’ 



 

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

When given this second case, most people say that the chairman unintentionally helped 

the environment. Yet the two cases are identical in almost all respects. It seems that the 

only major difference between them lies in the moral status of the agent’s behavior.  

 In the years since this result was first reported, it has been replicated and extended 

in a wide variety of additional experiments. It has been shown that the effect continues to 

emerge when the stories are translated into Hindi and run on Hindi-speaking subjects 

(Knobe & Burra forthcoming), when the stories are simplified and given to subjects who 

are only four years old (Leslie et al. 2005), and even when the stories are given to 

subjects who have deficits in emotional processing due to frontal lobe damage (Young, et 

al. forthcoming).3 At this point, no one doubts that people’s use of the word 

‘intentionally’ really is influenced by their moral judgments. The debate is simply about 

what this effect can tell us about the nature of folk psychology.  

 

Reason explanations  

 Faced with this evidence that moral considerations play a role in people’s 

application of the concept of intentional action, one possible response would be to deny 

that the concept of intentional action truly is a part of folk psychology. This response 

would allow us to hold on to the idea that morality plays no role in folk psychology, 

albeit at the expense of forcing us to admit that our intuitive notion of the scope of folk 

psychology was not quite correct. To me at least, this response seems a bit desperate, and 

no one has actually argued for it in print. Still, it comes up often in conversation, and as 

experimental research continues to show new ways in which the concept of intentional 

action is sensitive to moral considerations, it may come to seem more and more plausible. 

 It can be shown, however, that similar effects arise even for concepts that are 

undeniably folk-psychological. Thus, consider the practice of explaining behavior using 

reasons. A clear example would be the sentence:  
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He went to the kitchen to get a beer.  

This sentence explains an agent’s behavior (‘He went to the kitchen…’) by giving his 

reason for performing it (‘…to get a beer’). Here we seem to have a prototypical case of a 

folk-psychological judgment. No one would claim that explanations of this type belong to 

the domain of moral cognition. 

And yet, it can be shown that moral judgments actually affect people’s use of 

reason explanations (Knobe 2004). Indeed, the effect can be seen in the very same pair of 

vignettes we used above. Faced with the first vignette, most people think it sounds right 

to say: 

The chairman harmed the environment in order to increase profits.  

But faced with the second vignette, most people don’t think it sounds right to say: 

The chairman helped the environment in order to increase profits.  

This pattern of results suggests that people’s use of reason explanations is actually 

sensitive to moral considerations.  

 It is not known precisely why this effect arises. One plausible hypothesis would 

be that people are using the concept of intentional action in the process by means of 

which they evaluate reason explanations. Perhaps people only accept reason explanations 

for behaviors that they regard as intentional. Then, since moral considerations play a role 

in people’s concept of intentional action, they end up playing a role (somewhat 

indirectly) in the practice of reason explanation. 

 

Valuing 

 People ordinarily distinguish between desiring and valuing. Thus, when a heroin 

addict is roaming the streets looking for his next fix, we might say that he ‘wants’ the fix 

but not that he ‘values’ it. And we would say the same about the man on a diet who feels 

overwhelmed by an urge to have another slice of chocolate cake. Philosophers typically 

find that they all share the same intuitions about how to apply the concept of valuing in 

cases like these, but it has proved notoriously difficult to say anything very definite about 



the basic criteria underlying these intuitions. One wants to know exactly how people go 

about distinguishing values from attitudes of other kinds.   

 This question has not received much attention from researchers in folk 

psychology, but it has been discussed extensively within a certain tradition in moral 

philosophy. This tradition begins with Watson’s influential claim that  

an agent’s values consist in those principles and ends which he — in a cool and non-self-

deceptive moment — articulates as definitive of the good, fulfilling and defensible life. 

(Watson 1975: 215) 

Watson later retracted that claim, worrying that it conflated the notion of valuing with the 

notion of judging something to be good (Watson 1987). But in the years that followed, a 

number of other philosophers have offered competing accounts.4 We will not be 

concerned here with the differences among these various proposals. Instead, the focus 

will be on the assumption, shared by all of the views proposed thus far, that the concept 

of valuing can be defined in purely descriptive, non-normative terms.  

 I had never thought to question this assumption until the philosopher Erica 

Roedder suggested to me (in conversation) that there might be more to the story. She 

pointed out that the ordinary distinctions between desiring and valuing might be bound 

up in a fundamental way with certain moral questions. So, for example, when we are 

trying to determine whether or not the heroin user ‘values’ his next fix, it might be that 

we are not simply concerned with purely descriptive questions about the nature and 

functional role of the user’s attitude. Perhaps our reluctance to classify this attitude as a 

‘value’ is due in part to our sense that heroin truly is a bad thing. 

 One way to make sense of this hypothesis is to suppose that the concept of 

valuing is a prototype concept. In other words, we can suppose that the concept of 

valuing is represented by a cluster of features, such that no individual feature is strictly 

necessary but each feature has been assigned a certain weight. If a particular attitude 

shows enough of the relevant features, it will be classified as one of the agent’s ‘values.’ 

It would be extremely difficult to provide an exhaustive list of the features that play a role 

here, but we can easily list a few that are likely to be relevant. When people are trying to 
                                                 
4 See especially Bratman (2000), Copp (1995), Lewis (1989) Sayre-McCord and Smith (2005) and Smith 
(1994). As far as we know, the only previous empirical studies of people’s use of the concept are the 
excellent experiments in Malle and Edmondson (2006).  



determine whether or not the agent values a certain object o, they probably consider 

psychological features like:  

• whether the agent has a conscious belief that o is good  

• whether the agent is motivated to promote o 

• whether the agent experiences guilt when she fails to promote o in circumstances 

where she could have  

• whether the agent has a second-order desire for o (i.e., a desire to desire o) 

Each of these psychological features has a certain weight. But the psychological features 

are not the only features of the concept. There is also a moral feature, namely, whether 

the object o truly is morally good. 

 Now, clearly, it would be foolish to suggest that moral goodness is a necessary 

condition in our concept of valuing. But that is not the claim under discussion here. The 

claim is simply that moral goodness has a certain weight in the process of classification. 

If an agent has all of the relevant psychological features, this extra weight simply won’t 

be needed. The psychological features prove sufficient all by themselves. So the only 

way to see the significance of the moral feature is to look at cases where the agent has 

some of the psychological features but lacks others. In cases like these, the psychological 

features will not be sufficient all by themselves. The attitude needs the moral feature  

before it has enough weight to push our intuitions over the critical threshold.  

 Together, Roedder and I conducted an experiment to test this hypothesis. All 

subjects were given a story about an agent who has some of the relevant psychological 

features but lacks others. (In our story, the agent has motivation and guilt but not 

conscious belief or second-order desire.) The key question was whether people’s 

classification of the agent’s attitude would be influenced in any way by the perceived 

moral status of its object.  

 Subjects in one condition were given a story in which the agent feels a certain pull 

toward actions that would normally be perceived as morally good:  

George lives in a culture in which most people are extremely racist.  He thinks that the 

basic viewpoint of people in this culture is more or less correct.  That is, he believes that 

he ought to be advancing the interests of people of his own race at the expense of people 

of other races. 



Nonetheless, George sometimes feels a certain pull in the opposite direction.  He often 

finds himself feeling guilty when he harms people of other races.  And sometimes he 

ends up acting on these feelings and doing things that end up fostering racial equality. 

George wishes he could change this aspect of himself.  He wishes that he could stop 

feeling the pull of racial equality and just act to advance the interests of his own race. 

After reading this story, subjects were asked whether or not they agreed with the 

sentence: ‘Despite his conscious beliefs, George actually values racial equality.’ 

 Subjects in the other condition were given a story that was very similar to the first 

one but in which the agent feels a pull towards actions that would normally be perceived 

as morally bad: 

George lives in a culture in which most people believe in racial equality.  He thinks that 

the basic viewpoint of people in this culture is more or less correct.  That is, he believes 

that he ought to be advancing the interests of all people equally, regardless of their race. 

Nonetheless, George sometimes feels a certain pull in the opposite direction.  He often 

finds himself feeling guilty when he helps people of other races at the expense of his 

own.  And sometimes he ends up acting on these feelings and doing things that end up 

fostering racial discrimination. 

George wishes he could change this aspect of himself.  He wishes that he could stop 

feeling the pull of racial discrimination and just act to advance the interests of all people 

equally, regardless of their race. 

These subjects were then asked whether or not they agreed with the sentence: ‘Despite 

his conscious beliefs, George actually values racial discrimination.’ 

 This experiment provides an initial test of our hypothesis. The attitudes depicted 

in the two stories differ in their moral significance, but they seem not to differ in any of 

the relevant psychological features. In both cases, the agent has motivation and guilt but 

not conscious belief or second-order desire. Yet, despite this similarity in psychological 

features, we find a marked asymmetry in people’s intuitions. Subjects were significantly 

more inclined to say that the attitude was one of the agent’s values in the morally good 

case than they were in the morally bad case. This result provides some tentative support 

for the view that moral judgments actually do play a role in people’s concept of valuing. 

  

Summing Up 



 The results described here appear to indicate that people’s applications of folk-

psychological concepts can sometimes be influenced by their moral judgments.  These 

results therefore provide some initial support for the claim that moral judgments are 

actually playing a role in people’s folk-psychological concepts themselves. 

 But, of course, one cannot infer directly from the conditions under which a 

concept is applied to the structure of the concept itself.  It is always possible that we will 

be able to come up with an alternative explanation that accommodates all of the relevant 

data without according any fundamental role to moral considerations in our underlying 

folk-psychological concepts.  Perhaps the results described above are simply due to 

conversational pragmatics, emotional biases, or some other factor that has nothing to do 

with the underlying structure of people’s concepts.  A number of researchers are actively 

pursuing explanations along precisely these lines (see, e.g., Adams forthcoming; Malle 

forthcoming; Nadelhoffer 2004, forthcoming a; Nichols & Ulatowski 2006), and nothing 

I have said here provides any evidence against their hypotheses.  Ultimately, the only 

way to assess these alternative explanations is to engage in a detailed examination of the 

existing experimental data.5

 I will not be taking up that task here.  Instead, I will be concerned with the initial 

motivation that leads researchers to search for alternative explanations in the first place.  

There seems to be a widespread intuition that moral considerations just couldn’t be 

playing any fundamental role in people’s folk-psychological concepts and that it 

therefore must be possible to find some other way of explaining the data.  This intuition 

does not appear to depend on the evidence for any particular alternative hypothesis.  It 

seems to stem instead from a more general theoretical commitment. 

 Clearly, the commitment here is not to the idea that moral considerations never 

play a fundamental role in any of our concepts.  It is usually assumed that moral 
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Nadelhoffer forthcoming b; Nichols & Ulatowski 2006).  Note that all of this evidence is directed against 
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role to moral considerations in people’s folk-psychological concepts (e.g., Malle forthcoming; Nichols & 
Ulatowski 2006).  It will be interesting to see how these new explanations fare in accounting for the results 
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considerations do play a role in the concepts of blameworthiness, fairness, etc., and the 

researchers pursuing alternative explanations for the data described here do not seem to 

feel compelled to search for alternative explanations in those other cases as well.  So the 

thought seems to be that there is something special about folk-psychological concepts in 

particular which makes it implausible that moral considerations could play any 

fundamental role in them.  What I want to ask now is whether there really are any general 

theoretical reasons for holding this view. 

  

 

II 

 Much of the attractiveness of the view appears to stem from the idea that folk 

psychology is in some important way similar to science. This idea is never spelled out 

explicitly, but the underlying argument seems to run something like this:  

(1) Folk psychology is similar in many ways to a scientific theory. 

(2) Scientific theories do not classify objects based on their moral properties. 

We therefore have good reason to suppose that:  

(3) Folk psychology does not classify objects based on their moral properties.  

Of course, this is a not deductively valid argument, but it is a powerful one all the same. 

Both of the premises seem initially plausible, and together they appear to provide strong 

evidence for the conclusion.  

 To get a sense for the basic idea behind premise (2), it may be helpful to consider 

an example. Suppose we were able to observe a team of physicists studying the 

trajectories of certain projectiles. We might expect them to classify a projectile in terms 

of its mass, velocity, direction, and so forth. But suppose we then discover that their 

judgments can actually be influenced in some subtle way by moral properties, so that 

they sometimes end up applying scientific concepts to a projectile differently depending 

on whether they believe that it was morally right or morally wrong to launch it in the first 

place. In such a case, we surely would not conclude that moral properties actually play 

some important role in the basic concepts of physics. Instead, we would assume that the 

physicists were subject to some kind of bias that distorted their scientific judgment. 



 In thinking about cases like these, we brush up against some difficult questions 

about the relationship between science and morals.  Someone might argue that initial 

impressions are deceiving here and that there really is some subtle sense in which 

scientific theories end up classifying objects on the basis of their moral properties.  

Perhaps there actually is something to this charge, but let us put it to the side for the 

moment. For the sake of argument, we can simply assume that scientific theories do not 

classify objects on the basis of their moral properties.  Then we can go on to ask what 

implications this putative fact about scientific theories might have for the study of folk 

psychology.  

 The key move, then, is from the claim that moral considerations are excluded 

from certain aspects of scientific theorizing to the claim that moral considerations are 

excluded from parallel aspects of folk psychology. This move rests on a certain analogy 

between science and folk psychology. The view is that, although science is more 

rigorous, more systematic and more explicit, we have reason to expect that the most basic 

practices associated with science will be found in folk psychology as well.6

 It is this view that I want to examine here. To address these issues, we need to 

look more closely at the role science plays in people’s lives and the factors that have 

made it such a dominant approach to systematic inquiry. Then we can check to see 

whether those same factors can be found in the case of folk psychology or whether folk 

psychology differs from science in some important respect.  

  

1. Contemporary enthusiasm for the analogy between folk psychology and science 

appears to stem, at least in part, from the extremely salient position that science occupies 

in modern life. Everywhere one looks, one finds the fruits of scientific inquiry, and it is 

easy to find oneself thinking that the practices we now associate with science are in some 
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way ‘natural’ to human beings. One almost finds it difficult to imagine any other way of 

generating predictions or explanations. 

 But, of course, the matter is not so simple. Many of the practices that we now 

associate with science arose in a particular cultural context in the not-too-distant past. 

These practices are now quite widespread, but one cannot therefore infer that they reflect 

anything fundamental about human nature. It may well be that they only came to occupy 

such a salient position in our society because they do such a good job of solving the kinds 

of problems we most often encounter in modern life. 

 Perhaps some of the confusion here arises from our tendency to lump together a 

diverse array of practices and label them all collectively as ‘science.’ Some of the 

practices that fall under this label really do seem to reflect something fundamental about 

human nature. These practices can be found in young children and in people from other 

cultures, and many cognitive scientists believe that they have an innate basis (see, e.g., 

Bloom 2004; Gopnik et al. forthcoming; Keil 1989; Pinker 1997). But not all of the 

practices associated with science work like that. Some of them were only developed in 

recent centuries and appear to be passed down from one generation to the next through 

explicit instruction. There is little reason to suppose that these practices reflect anything 

fundamental about our innate cognitive endowments (Faucher et al. 2002; McCauley 

2000).  

 The thing to keep in mind in discussing practices of this latter type is that they 

arose as a result of certain contingent historical events. There is an important sense in 

which the ‘scientific revolution’ of the 16th and 17th centuries truly was a revolution. It 

introduced genuinely new practices, practices that cannot be found in earlier eras. These 

practices subsequently assumed a dominant role in the kinds of inquiry conducted in 

systematic research programs, and we have ample evidence that they do a wonderful job 

of helping us get at the truth about certain difficult questions. But it would be wrong to 

suppose that there is something basic about human nature that compels us to adopt these 

practices in the form in which they presently exist. At other times and in other cultures, 

people have generated predictions using approaches that differed in various ways from 

the approach we now associate with science. 



 With this background in place, we can return to our central question. That 

question was whether we have any general theoretical reason to suppose that folk 

psychology treats moral considerations in the same way that science does. 

                         

2. The idea that folk psychology might be similar to science has been encouraged by 

the claim that folk psychology should be understood (in a certain technical sense) as a 

theory. The association here is understandable. As soon as one hears the word ‘theory,’ 

one immediately thinks of the sciences. So when one is told that folk psychology itself 

should be understood as a theory, one naturally leaps to the conclusion that folk 

psychology should be understood as something like science. It is therefore essential to 

remember that the word ‘theory’ was first introduced into this discussion in a highly 

specialized sense that did not carry any implications about all of the practices we 

normally associate with science.   

The idea that folk psychology should be understood as a theory was first 

developed by Sellars (1956) and then entered the world of cognitive science through the 

influential work of Premack and Woodruff (1978). These researchers were concerned 

with the fact that folk psychology doesn’t just give us a collection of empirical 

generalizations about observable phenomena but actually provides a deeper sort of 

account that works by explaining observable behaviors in terms of unobservable mental 

states. As Premack and Woodruff put it:  

In saying that an individual has a theory of mind, we mean that the individual imputes 

mental states to himself and to others… A system of inferences of this kind is properly 

viewed as a theory, first, because such states are not directly observable, and second, 

because the system can be used to make predictions, specifically about the behavior of 

other organisms. (Premack & Woodruff 1978:515) 

I have no objections to this use of the term ‘theory,’ but when the term is used in this 

way, one cannot simply assume that every theory is best understood on the model of 

science. After all, a system of belief can easily qualify as a ‘theory’ in Premack and 

Woodruff’s sense even if it does not have many of the properties we normally associate 

with scientific inquiry. To take a particularly glaring example, certain religions posit 

unobservable entities that can be used to predict observable events and might therefore be 



described as ‘theories.’ Now, it does seem fair to say that a religion can offer us a theory 

about how the world works, but one sees immediately that the theories offered by 

religions differ from scientific theories in a number of important respects.  

 In particular, the argument sketched above seems to depend in a crucial way on 

the distinctive features of scientific theories. There is some intuitive plausibility to the 

inference: ‘Folk psychology is similar to science. Therefore, it does not classify objects 

based on their moral properties.’ But the argument loses all its force when we change it 

to: ‘Folk psychology is similar to religion. Therefore, it does not classify objects based on 

their moral properties.’ Religions serve a great many different functions in our lives, and 

prediction is just one. No one would be surprised to find that religious theories are 

connected in an essential way with moral considerations. 

 In short, it is easy to get confused by the claim that folk psychology is a ‘scientific 

theory.’ We really need to divide this claim into two parts — the claim that folk 

psychology is a theory and the claim that folk psychology is scientific. The claim that 

folk psychology is a theory simply isn’t very relevant to the questions we are trying to 

address here. What we really want to know is whether folk psychology is, in the relevant 

sense, scientific.  

 

3. Our concern, then, is with the distinctive features of scientific theories — the 

features that distinguish scientific theories from theories of other types. It seems that 

these features lie not so much at the level of content as at the level of methodology. The 

methods we use to evaluate scientific theories seem to differ in some important respects 

from the methods we use to evaluate theories of other types. 

 Perhaps the most striking aspect of scientific methodology is its sensitivity to 

empirical evidence. We use scientific theories to generate predictions which can then be 

tested through observation or experiment. Theories that yield false predictions may be 

revised or abandoned. So one way to determine whether folk psychology is something 

like a scientific theory would be to ask whether it, too, is sensitive in the right way to 

empirical evidence. 

A whole industry of research has arisen to answer this question, and a wide 

variety of competing theoretical frameworks have now been proposed. Some have argued 



that people can revise the basic framework of folk psychology using the very same 

psychological processes that scientists use to revise their theories (e.g., Gopnik  & 

Wellman 1992); others argue that the basic framework underlying folk psychology is 

innate and is only sensitive to empirical considerations through a process of evolution by 

natural selection (e.g., Baron-Cohen 1995); and still others have suggested that folk 

psychology might be subserved by an innate module that uses empirical evidence to set 

certain highly specific parameters (Stich & Nichols 1998). The debate among these 

various positions is still ongoing.  

 But I worry that this research does not really get at the question we are trying to 

address here. It is not as though scientific theories are the only systems of thought that 

prove sensitive to empirical considerations. One finds at least some level of sensitivity to 

empirical considerations even in systems of thought that are clearly non-scientific. 

Consider a simple example. In the seventeenth century, many European Jews believed 

that Shabbatai Zvi was the messiah. They then received a shocking piece of 

disconfirming empirical evidence (Shabbatai Zvi converted to Islam), and most of them 

soon abandoned their previous belief. What we have here is a clear case of a group of 

people revising their views in light of empirical evidence. But no one would suggest that 

the followers of Shabbatai Zvi were propounding a genuine scientific hypothesis! 

Clearly, their belief was a religious doctrine, and the criteria used to evaluate it therefore 

differed quite radically from the criteria we typically find in scientific inquiries. 

The key mistake here is to assume that we can figure out what is special about 

scientific inquiry simply by looking at the considerations that scientists normally take 

into account. This approach has undoubtedly yielded many important insights, but it is 

not sufficient all by itself. We also need to look for kinds of considerations that scientists 

don’t take into account. That is, we need to look for kinds of considerations that figure 

prominently in other systems of thought but do not play any role in scientific inquiries.  

To get a sense for what I mean here, consider the many kinds of criteria we might 

use in deciding between competing religious doctrines. It seems that many of these 

criteria play no role at all in scientific investigations. Indeed, one of the key turning 

points in the scientific revolution was the struggle to establish a special realm of inquiry 

from which these other criteria would be completely excluded. 



 For present purposes, one of the most important distinctions between scientific 

and non-scientific theories lies in the differing roles they assign to moral considerations. 

We expect a religious doctrine to give us some measure of moral guidance, and if it fails 

to do so, we regard it as deficient in an important respect. By contrast, when we are 

evaluating a scientific theory, it seems that we are not supposed to be concerned in an 

essential way with moral questions. The theory can be perfectly successful from a 

scientific point of view even if it provides no moral guidance at all. In fact, we might find 

that the theory carves up the phenomena in a way that is completely orthogonal to the 

categories that prove most relevant in our moral thinking. But no matter. As long as the 

theory does well according to the distinctive criteria of science (empirical adequacy, 

simplicity, etc.), we are supposed to consider it a success. 

 We can now get a better handle on the question as to whether or not folk 

psychology is something like a scientific theory. In addressing this question, it is not 

enough just to ask whether or not folk psychology is sensitive in the right way to the 

kinds of considerations that play a role in scientific inquiry. We also need to know 

whether it resembles science in excluding the kinds of considerations that are usually 

excluded from scientific inquiries. 

 

4. At this point, it might be thought that we really do have quite good reason to 

assume that folk psychology excludes the very same sorts of considerations that are 

normally excluded from scientific inquiries. After all, it is a conspicuous fact about our 

modern age that scientific approaches have proved extraordinarily successful in the 

systematic research programs where they are most commonly employed. One might 

therefore be tempted to conclude that the most effective way to proceed as folk 

psychologists would be to use almost exactly the same methods we find used in scientific 

inquiry.  

But perhaps this conclusion is a bit too hasty. Clearly, there are some important 

differences between what we are looking for in a scientific research program and what we 

are looking for in a folk theory like folk psychology. So it is at least conceivable that the 

approach that best serves our needs in scientific research programs will not also best 

serve our needs in folk theories. Before we can determine whether or not there is reason 



to suspect that folk psychology uses a scientific approach, we therefore need to look in 

more detail at the advantages and disadvantages of that approach more generally.  

  One of the chief advantages of the scientific approach is its unparalleled 

predictive power. By excluding many of the criteria used in other kinds of inquiry, a 

scientific investigation can arrive at theories that do an extraordinarily good job at 

predicting the phenomena under study.  

 But this predictive power comes with a price. A scientific theory is a highly 

special-purpose tool. It might do an excellent job when our aim is to make predictions, 

but it won’t necessarily prove helpful in all of the other tasks for which we ordinarily use 

complex conceptual thought.  In particular, it won’t necessarily carve up the phenomena 

in a way that proves helpful for making moral judgments. 

 Think, for example, of the various ways in which we might divide people up into 

categories.  One approach would be to develop concepts that did the best possible job of 

predicting and explaining behavior.  (And here we might end up with concepts like 

person with high serotonin levels.)  But the categories we construct using this approach 

may turn out to be not ideal when it comes time to make moral judgments.  Indeed, it 

may turn out that the categories that prove most helpful in making moral judgments are 

completely orthogonal to the categories that prove most helpful in generating predictions 

and explanations. 

 Assuming that we do want to make moral judgments, it seems that we will need to 

develop additional, non-scientific concepts that help us to pick out the morally relevant 

categories.  Ultimately, we will then be left with two different ways of carving up the 

same class of phenomena.  We will have concepts that pick out the categories that prove 

most helpful in prediction and explanation (e.g., person with high serotonin levels) and 

also concepts that pick out the categories that prove most helpful in making moral 

judgments (e.g., morally good person).  We will then need a complex system of rules that 

enables us to move from one set of concepts to the other. 

 For cognitively limited creatures like ourselves, this level of specialization might 

be a major problem. We would have to retain in our minds two distinct systems of 

concepts, two distinct kinds of psychological mechanisms, two distinct sets of 

propositional attitudes. Whenever we were engaged in tasks that involved both prediction 



and moral judgment, we would have to shift back and forth from one system of categories 

to the other. All this would impose a substantial demand on our cognitive resources. 

 In short, the sort of approach we now associate with science has both advantages 

and disadvantages. The chief advantage lies in its predictive power; the chief 

disadvantage lies in the resulting conceptual complexity.  

 

5. There is, however, another possible approach. Instead of having one system of 

concepts for use in generating predictions and then a second, completely separate system 

of concepts for use in making moral judgments, we could have a single system of 

concepts that was used for both of these tasks. This single system of concepts might not 

do a perfect job either at generating predictions or at making moral judgments, but it 

could do at least an adequate job of both. Hence, although this system of concepts might 

not afford us the greatest possible predictive power, it would do quite a bit to reduce the 

amount of cognitive complexity we needed to handle. 

 For an analogous case, consider the various ways we might come to conceptualize 

the weather.  In thinking about the weather, there is a need to make predictions about 

what conditions will arise in the future, and there is also a need to make evaluations of 

whether these conditions are good or bad for certain purposes. What sorts of concepts 

would best enable us to achieve these goals?  One approach would be to have a system of 

concepts that was specifically suited to the task of making predictions and then another, 

entirely separate system of concepts that was specifically suited to the task of evaluation.  

But such an approach might leave us with a large and unwieldy array of distinct ways of 

carving up the same class of phenomena.  We might therefore be better served by a single 

system of concepts that wasn’t ideally suited either for prediction or for evaluation but 

could serve us at least fairly well in both of these tasks. 

 It is certainly conceivable that folk psychology uses a system of concepts that 

works more or less along these lines.  That is, it is conceivable that folk-psychological 

concepts are constructed in such a way that they do an adequate job at helping us both 

with prediction and with moral judgment, though perhaps without doing an absolutely 

ideal job in either of these two domains.  What we want to know now is whether there are 



any general theoretical arguments against the view that folk psychology works in this 

way.   

Thus far, we have been considering one possible argument.  This argument relies 

on an analogy between folk psychology and systematic science.  It points out that 

systematic scientific research programs typically don’t try to develop a small set of 

concepts that enable us to do at least passably well at a wide variety of different tasks.  

Instead, they typically seek to develop concepts that enable us to do the best possible job 

at a specific range of tasks (prediction, explanation, etc.), even if they thereby end up 

coming up with concepts that aren’t especially helpful in the task of making moral 

judgments.  The argument then suggests that this fact about the concepts used in 

systematic science gives us reason to expect to find something similar in the concepts 

used in folk psychology. 

At least for the sake of argument, we have been accepting all of the relevant 

claims about the nature of systematic science.  The key question then becomes whether 

these claims can justify the relevant inferences about folk psychology.   

 

6. But when the question is put in these terms, one notes immediately that folk 

theories are quite different from the sorts of theories one typically develops in systematic 

scientific research programs.  Clearly, the two kinds of theories occupy two very different 

kinds of roles in our lives, and there is therefore little reason to expect that people look to 

them to fulfill the same needs.  Most importantly for present purposes, it seems that 

people are far more reluctant to tolerate conceptual complexity in a folk theory than they 

are in the theories they employ in systematic research programs.   

 In systematic research programs, one can easily deal with the problem of 

conceptual complexity through a division of cognitive labor. No individual researcher 

needs to learn all of the scientific concepts; each only needs to know the concepts used in 

one particular domain of inquiry. Thus, science as a whole can acquire an extraordinary 

level of conceptual complexity even without any individual person grasping more than a 

tiny fraction of the total. 

 This solution is not available in the case of folk psychology. We cannot make do 

with a system in which one person only knows the emotion concepts, another only knows 



the trait concepts, and so on. We will only be able to do a tolerable job of getting around 

in the world if each person has some grasp of the whole of folk psychology. In fact, this 

seems to be one of the fundamental differences between folk theories and systematic 

research projects. We do not look to folk theories for a system that can serve, at least in 

principle, to generate perfectly accurate predictions. We look to them for tools that can 

help creatures like us — with all of our cognitive limitations — to accomplish certain 

practical goals. 

 Ultimately, then, it seems that we have good reason to expect that the concepts 

used in folk psychology will differ in certain respects from the concepts used in 

systematic research. In systematic research projects, one should expect to find an 

enormous array of different concepts, with each concept highly specialized for one 

particular use. But there is good reason to expect that folk theories will work somewhat 

differently. In a folk theory, one should expect to find concepts that are less highly 

specialized and can therefore be used in a wider variety of different tasks. Each concept 

might be specific to one particular domain of phenomena, but it will be constructed in 

such a way as to help us do almost anything we might want to do with the phenomena in 

that domain. Thus, instead of expecting to find a clear distinction between concepts used 

for prediction and concepts used for moral judgment, one should expect to find concepts 

that are not specialized for either of these two tasks but are constructed in such a way that 

they can do a decent job of both. 

 

III 

 There seems to be a widely shared intuition that moral considerations just 

couldn’t be playing any fundamental role in the basic concepts of folk psychology. 

Researchers who hold this intuition have not backed it up with systematic arguments. In 

fact, they have not even mentioned it explicitly. Yet the underlying intuition comes 

through quite clearly in the incredulous stares one receives whenever one suggests that 

some particular folk-psychological concept might be best understood as having moral 

features.  

 My concern here has been with the question as to whether there actually are any 

general theoretical arguments in favor of this intuitive view. I focused in particular on the 



argument that we have reason to expect that folk psychology will show certain 

fundamental similarities to scientific inquiry. This argument did not fare especially well 

on closer inspection. In fact, it seems that we actually have some reason to expect that 

folk psychology will differ from science in the relevant respects.  

 Of course, it is possible that there really are good arguments for the view that 

moral considerations can’t play any fundamental role in folk-psychological concepts and 

that these arguments have simply eluded my grasp thus far. In that case, I would want to 

know exactly what the relevant arguments are. Clearly, we should not reject a hypothesis 

simply because it goes against our philosophical preconceptions. What we need now are 

definite theoretical proposals that generate testable predictions about the structure of 

people’s folk-psychological concepts. 
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