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Folk Psychology

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Philosophy of Mind, Cognitive Science

1. Core Definition

Folk psychology refers to the innate, commonsense understanding that individuals possess

regarding the mental states, intentions, and behaviors of themselves and others. It is the intuitive

framework people use to explain and predict actions by attributing beliefs, desires, emotions, and

intentions to agents. This fundamental human capacity allows for a rich and complex social life,

enabling individuals to navigate interpersonal relationships, anticipate reactions, and interpret

motivations without formal psychological training or explicit scientific theories. It operates on the

premise that mental states are internal, causal entities that drive observable behavior, forming the

bedrock of everyday social cognition and communication.

This ubiquitous system is not a formalized scientific discipline but rather an implicit cognitive skill,

developed through personal experience and social interaction. It posits that people act based on

what they believe to be true and what they desire to achieve. For instance, if one observes a

person reaching for an umbrella, folk psychology intuitively attributes the belief that it might rain

and the desire to stay dry. This form of explanation is so deeply ingrained in human thought that it

often feels like a natural and obvious way to understand the world, serving as the default mode for

interpreting the social landscape.

The study of folk psychology, however, delves into the mechanisms and implications of this

everyday understanding, often from the perspectives of philosophy of mind, cognitive science, and

developmental psychology. Researchers examine how laypeople, without specialized

psychological education, construct and apply these mental attributions to make sense of complex

human behavior, thereby shedding light on the cognitive architecture underlying social intelligence.

2. Everyday Manifestations and Examples

The principles of folk psychology are evident in countless daily interactions, forming the basis of

our ability to empathize, strategize, and communicate effectively. Consider situations where

individuals consciously or unconsciously act in ways that mask their true feelings or intentions. For

example, observing someone displaying intense anger might, through a folk psychological lens, be

interpreted not as pure rage, but as a protective mechanism designed to conceal an underlying

feeling of embarrassment or vulnerability. The ability to look beyond the superficial expression and

infer a more complex emotional state is a hallmark of this intuitive psychological framework.

Another common manifestation involves understanding the behavior of developing children. When

a young child experiences a sudden meltdown--crying intensely, throwing objects, or exhibiting
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extreme frustration--an adult's folk psychology often attributes this behavior to underlying states

such as tiredness, hunger, or overstimulation, rather than malice or inherent naughtiness. This

intuitive understanding, often refined through personal experience as a parent or caregiver, allows

adults to respond appropriately, such as by offering comfort, food, or a nap, addressing the inferred

mental state rather than merely reacting to the outward display. Such interpretations underscore

the predictive and explanatory power of folk psychology in navigating diverse social scenarios.

Furthermore, everyday conversations are replete with folk psychological language. We speak of

"changing our minds," "having second thoughts," "believing a lie," or "wanting to achieve a goal."

These phrases, while seemingly simple, are deeply embedded in the folk psychological framework,

allowing for efficient communication about intricate internal states and their causal relationships to

actions. Without this shared conceptual toolkit, discussions about personal motivations, moral

responsibility, or future plans would become significantly more challenging, if not impossible.

3. Theoretical and Explanatory Function

While not a formal scientific theory, folk psychology functions as a powerful explanatory and

predictive framework in the realm of human social interaction. It posits that mental states--such as

beliefs, desires, intentions, and emotions--are real, distinct internal entities that directly cause and

explain observable actions. This system allows individuals to construct narratives about why

people do what they do, providing a sense of coherence and predictability in the often-

unpredictable world of human behavior. For instance, if a friend cancels plans, folk psychology

immediately prompts inquiries into their beliefs (e.g., "Do they believe it will rain?") or desires (e.g.,

"Do they desire to stay home and rest?").

The explanatory power of folk psychology is particularly evident in its ability to attribute rationality

to others, even when their actions appear irrational from an external perspective. By inferring

hidden beliefs or desires, individuals can often reconcile seemingly contradictory behaviors. This

framework also underpins our understanding of moral responsibility, as actions are judged based

on the presumed intentions and knowledge of the agent. A deliberate act of harm is treated

differently from an accidental one, precisely because folk psychology distinguishes between

intentional and unintentional mental states.

Furthermore, folk psychology serves as a basis for theory of mind, the cognitive ability to attribute

mental states to oneself and others and to understand that others have beliefs, desires, intentions,

and perspectives different from one's own. This capacity is crucial for successful social functioning,

enabling cooperation, deception, empathy, and negotiation. Developmental psychology research

extensively studies how children acquire this theory of mind, demonstrating its fundamental role in

social and cognitive development.
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4. Etymology and Historical Context

The term "folk psychology" gained prominence in the philosophical and cognitive science literature

during the latter half of the 20th century, particularly in discussions surrounding the nature of the

mind and the prospects for a scientific psychology. Although the term itself is relatively modern, the

underlying concept--the everyday attribution of mental states--has roots stretching back to

antiquity. Ancient philosophers, playwrights, and historians consistently engaged in explaining

human actions through appeals to desires, fears, beliefs, and intentions, reflecting an intuitive

understanding of internal mental processes.

In the 19th century, the German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey introduced the concept of

Völkerpsychologie (folk psychology or psychology of peoples), which explored the collective mental

life of communities, including their myths, customs, and languages. However, this historical usage

differs significantly from the contemporary understanding of folk psychology as an individual's

innate capacity for attributing mental states. The modern usage, which is the focus of this entry,

emerged more directly from philosophical debates about the status of mental states and the

relationship between mind and brain.

The rise of analytical philosophy of mind and later cognitive science provided the intellectual

context for scrutinizing this everyday psychological framework. Philosophers began to question

whether the entities posited by folk psychology (beliefs, desires) were genuinely real and whether

they could be integrated into a scientific understanding of the mind, particularly in light of advances

in neuroscience. This critical examination led to the formalization of "folk psychology" as a specific

academic term to denote this common, pre-scientific explanatory system.

5. Key Characteristics

Attribution of Mental States: Folk psychology's central characteristic is its reliance on attributing

unobservable internal states--such as beliefs, desires, intentions, emotions, and perceptions--to

individuals. These attributed states are then used as explanations for their actions. This stands in

contrast to purely behaviorist approaches, which focus solely on observable stimuli and responses.

The richness of human interaction is understood through this lens of internal mental life.

Commonsense Understanding: It is fundamentally a commonsense or intuitive system, not a

product of formal education or rigorous scientific methodology. It is acquired naturally through

social learning and experience, forming part of the implicit knowledge base that most adults

possess for navigating social environments. This intuitive nature makes it highly accessible and

efficient for everyday use.

Predictive and Explanatory Power: Despite its informal nature, folk psychology is remarkably

effective in predicting and explaining human behavior in most social contexts. It allows individuals

to anticipate how others might react, understand their motivations, and adjust their own behavior
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accordingly, thereby facilitating complex social coordination and cooperation. Its success in daily

life is a testament to its practical utility.

Intentional Stance: A significant characteristic, particularly highlighted by philosopher Daniel

Dennett, is the adoption of the "intentional stance." This involves treating an entity (be it a person,

an animal, or even a complex machine) as a rational agent with beliefs, desires, and intentions,

and then predicting its behavior based on what a rational agent would do in those circumstances.

This strategic attribution, even if the entity does not truly possess such states, is a core operational

principle of folk psychology.

Normative Element: Folk psychology often carries a normative dimension, implying how people

should behave given their beliefs and desires. It often assumes a degree of rationality; individuals

are expected to act in ways that are consistent with their known beliefs and desires to achieve their

goals. Deviations from this expected rationality often prompt further folk psychological

explanations, such as attributing irrationality, error, or hidden motivations.

6. Significance in Social Cognition

The significance of folk psychology in the domain of social cognition cannot be overstated. It

provides the essential cognitive toolkit for understanding, predicting, and interacting with other

human beings. Without the ability to attribute mental states, social interactions would be reduced to

mere observations of movement and sound, devoid of meaning, intention, or emotional resonance.

Folk psychology allows individuals to engage in complex social behaviors such as cooperation,

competition, empathy, and moral judgment, all of which depend on inferring the internal states of

others.

This capacity is fundamental to the development of empathy and the ability to "put oneself in

another's shoes." By imagining what another person believes or desires, individuals can simulate

their emotional experiences and cognitive processes, leading to a deeper understanding and more

compassionate responses. This empathetic engagement is critical for forming and maintaining

strong social bonds, resolving conflicts, and fostering prosocial behaviors. The breakdown or

impairment of folk psychological abilities, as observed in certain neurodevelopmental conditions,

can severely impact social functioning.

Furthermore, folk psychology plays a crucial role in communication. When we speak, we tailor our

messages based on our assumptions about the listener's knowledge, beliefs, and intentions. When

we listen, we interpret spoken words not just literally, but also in light of what we infer the speaker's

goals or underlying motivations to be. This constant, implicit negotiation of mental states facilitates

effective discourse and ensures that social meaning is successfully conveyed and understood,

making folk psychology an invisible but indispensable scaffold for human language and culture.
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7. Impact in Philosophy of Mind and Cognitive Science

In philosophy of mind, folk psychology serves as a central topic of debate, particularly regarding its

scientific status and ontological implications. It raises fundamental questions about the nature of

mental states: Are beliefs and desires genuinely existing entities, or are they merely convenient

fictions for predicting behavior? This inquiry has led to various philosophical positions, including

realism about folk psychology, which asserts the reality of folk psychological entities, and

eliminativism, which challenges their existence.

Cognitive science investigates folk psychology from an empirical perspective, exploring how the

brain implements this capacity and how it develops over time. Research in developmental

psychology, for example, tracks the emergence of theory of mind in infants and children, showing a

progression from simpler understandings of desire to more complex understandings of belief and

false belief. Neuroimaging studies attempt to identify the neural correlates of mental state

attribution, shedding light on the brain regions involved in processing social information and

inferring others' intentions.

The relationship between folk psychology and more rigorous scientific psychology is also a key

area of discussion. Some argue that scientific psychology aims to refine or even replace folk

psychological concepts with more precise, empirically verifiable constructs. Others maintain that

folk psychology provides an indispensable starting point or even a permanent framework for

understanding subjective experience, even if its concepts are not directly reducible to

neurobiological terms. This ongoing dialogue shapes how we conceive of the mind,

consciousness, and the very possibility of a complete science of mental phenomena.

8. Debates and Criticisms: Eliminative Materialism

One of the most significant and radical criticisms of folk psychology comes from the school of

thought known as eliminative materialism, primarily championed by philosophers Patricia S.

Churchland and Paul M. Churchland. Eliminative materialists argue that folk psychology is a

primitive and deeply flawed theory of the mind, comparable to outdated scientific theories like the

phlogiston theory of combustion or the alchemical theory of matter. They contend that the entities

posited by folk psychology--such as beliefs, desires, and intentions--do not actually exist.

The core argument of eliminative materialism rests on the idea that if folk psychology were a robust

scientific theory, it would have progressed significantly over centuries, integrating with other

scientific disciplines and providing clear, predictive explanations. Instead, its concepts remain

vague, ill-defined, and resistant to scientific reduction or explanation by neuroscience. From this

perspective, folk psychology is seen as stagnating, unable to explain phenomena like mental

illness, learning, memory, or the neural basis of consciousness. Eliminativists predict that as

neuroscience advances, it will not confirm the existence of folk psychological entities but will
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instead replace them with a more accurate, neurologically based vocabulary for understanding the

mind.

Therefore, eliminative materialists propose that just as we no longer speak of "phlogiston" to

explain fire, future scientific psychology will eventually "eliminate" talk of beliefs and desires in

favor of a more sophisticated neuroscientific description of brain states and processes. This

position poses a profound challenge to our everyday understanding of ourselves and others,

suggesting that our most cherished concepts of mind are fundamentally mistaken and will

eventually be discarded by a mature science of the brain.

9. Further Criticisms and Limitations

Beyond eliminative materialism, other criticisms and limitations of folk psychology have been

raised. One common critique focuses on its lack of precision and explanatory depth compared to

scientific theories. While effective in everyday contexts, folk psychology struggles with complex

cases of irrationality, mental pathology, or subtle cognitive biases. It often provides post-hoc

explanations rather than rigorous predictions, and its concepts are not easily operationalized or

quantified for empirical testing. This makes it difficult to integrate folk psychological explanations

seamlessly into the framework of a scientific psychology that seeks universal laws and

mechanisms.

Another limitation concerns its potential to oversimplify complex psychological phenomena. By

focusing on discrete mental states, folk psychology may neglect the dynamic, embodied, and

context-dependent aspects of cognition and emotion. It might also overlook the influence of

unconscious processes, neurological factors, or systemic social structures that shape behavior in

ways not easily reducible to conscious beliefs and desires. For instance, while folk psychology

might attribute an individual's anxiety to specific beliefs about a situation, a more scientific

approach might consider underlying neurochemical imbalances, past traumatic experiences, or

broader societal pressures.

Furthermore, some philosophers and cognitive scientists argue that folk psychology is inherently

biased and prone to errors. Our intuitive understanding of others can be influenced by heuristics,

stereotypes, and self-serving biases, leading to misjudgments and misunderstandings. While it

serves a pragmatic function in social navigation, it does not necessarily provide an accurate or

objective account of mental reality. Recognizing these limitations is crucial for developing more

comprehensive and empirically grounded theories of mind.

10. Further Reading

Eliminative Materialism (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)

Folk Psychology as a Theory (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)
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Patricia Smith Churchland (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)

Paul M. Churchland (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)

Daniel Dennett (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)

Theory of Mind (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)

Folk psychology (Wikipedia)
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