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People' s Fol k Theor y o f  Behavio r 

Bertra m F .  Mall e 
(bfmalle@darkwing.uoregon.edu ) 

Institut e o f  Cognitiv e an d Decisio n Science s & 
Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 
122 7 Universit y o f  Orego n 
Eugene ,  O R 97403-122 7 

Abs t rac t 

The folk theory of behavior is a conceptual framework that 
guide s al l  o f  people' s dealing s wit h behavior ,  includin g 
attention ,  explanation ,  an d control .  Philosoph y o f  actio n 
and developmenta l  researc h int o children' s "theor y o f 
niind "  hav e relie d heavil y o n plausibl e bu t  speculativ e 
assumption s abou t  thi s fol k theory .  Th e presen t  pape r 
describe s empirica l  researc h o n thre e ke y element s o f  th e 
theory ,  a s foun d i n th e adul t  socia l  perceiver :  (a )  ho w 
peopl e conceptuaUz e intentionalit y an d differentiat e inten -
tiona l  fro m unintentiona l  behavior ;  (b )  whic h type s o f 
behavio r  (intentiona l  vs .  unintentional ,  observabl e vs . 
unobservable )  the y atten d t o an d choos e t o explain ;  an d (c ) 
ho w the y explai n thes e behaviors . 

People's folk theory of behavior comprises concepts and 
distinction s tha t  han g togethe r  a s a  framewor k withi n whic h 
h u m an behavio r  ca n b e describe d an d explained .  A s a 
conceptua l  framework ,  i t  doe s no t  guarante e tru e belief s 
abou t  specifi c  behaviors ;  bu t  i t  dictate s h o w peopl e 
fundamentall y thin k abou t  h u m a n behavior .  A s such ,  i t 
guide s an d criticall y influence s h o w peopl e perceive , 
evaluate ,  an d tr y t o chang e behavior .  Th e presen t  pape r 
describe s empirica l  research  int o th e ke y element s o f  thi s 
fol k theor y o f  behavior . 

The Folk Concept of Intentionality 

Intentionalit y i s th e cor e concep t  o f  people' s fol k theor y 
of  behavior .  Wit h thi s concept ,  peopl e classif y behavior s 
int o tw o group s an d trea t  the m differentl y i n attention , 
evaluation ,  explanation ,  prediction ,  an d change .  M a n y 
writer s i n philosoph y an d psycholog y hav e recognized  th e 
centra l  rol e o f  intentionality ,  bu t  the y onl y speculate d abou t 
th e component s o f  thi s concept .  Mall e an d Knob e (1997a ) 
explore d empiricall y h o w peopl e distinguis h betwee n 
intentiona l  an d unintentiona l  behaviors .  The y demonstrate d 
tha t  peopl e conside r  a  behavio r  intentiona l  i f  th e acto r  ha s 

•  a  desir e fo r  a n outcome , 
•  belief s abou t  a  behavio r  tha t  lead s t o tha t  outcome , 
•  a  resultin g intentio n t o perfor m tha t  behavior , 
•  th e skil l  t o perfor m th e behavior ,  an d 
•  awarenes s o f  performin g it . 

I n a  firs t  study ,  th e author s showe d tha t  peopl e agre e 
substantiall y i n thei r  judgment s o f  intentionalit y fo r  2 0 
verball y describe d behavior s (inter-rate r  agreement ,  a  = 

0.99) .  Mos t  importantly ,  whethe r  o r  no t  th e instruction s 
provide d participant s wit h a n explici t  definitio n o f  intention -
alit y ha d n o effec t  o n averag e agreement ,  suggestin g tha t 
intentionalit y i s no t  jus t  a  theoretica l  construc t  bu t  a  fol k 
concep t  tha t  peopl e spontaneousl y us e t o classif y behavior . 

I n a  secon d stud y peopl e wer e aske d t o defin e directl y wha t 
i t  mean s t o "d o somethin g intentionally, "  an d the y reliabl y 
mentione d fou r  component s o f  intentionality :  desire ,  belief , 
intention ,  an d awareness .  Stud y 3  demonstrate d tha t  whe n 
peopl e m a k e actua l  judgment s o f  intentionality ,  the y als o 
requir e th e presenc e o f  skil l  a s a  fifth  necessar y componen t 
of  intentionality .  The y judge d a n agen t  t o hav e flipped  a 
penn y t o lan d o n head s intentionall y onl y i f  ther e wa s 
sufficien t  evidenc e fo r  hi s acquire d skil l  t o d o so .  Mor e 
important ,  peopl e clearl y distinguishe d betwee n th e agent' s 
intentio n t o m a k e th e penn y lan d o n head s an d hi s doin g i t 
intentionall y (cf .  Bratman ,  1987) .  Appropriat e belief s an d 
desire s ar e necessar y condition s fo r  inferrin g a n agent' s 
intentio n t o act .  Inferrin g tha t  th e agen t  acte d intentionally , 
however ,  require s he r  skil l  t o fulfil l  tha t  intention . 

T o ou r  knowledge ,  al l  previou s (psychologica l  o r 
philosophical )  model s o f  intentionalit y omitte d on e o r  mor e 
of  th e five  empiricall y derive d components ,  thu s fallin g 
shor t  o f  reconstructin g people' s actua l  concep t  o f  intention -
ality .  I n particular ,  th e distinctio n tha t  peopl e mak e 
betwee n a n agent' s intentio n an d a n actions '  intentionalit y 
has importan t  implication s fo r  h o w peopl e evaluat e 
behavior .  Tha t  is ,  evaluation s suc h a s credi t  an d blam e rel y 
bot h o n th e agent' s anteceden t  menta l  state s an d o n th e 
action' s skill-fu l  performance .  Thi s distinctio n ha s bee n 
underappreciate d i n bot h psychological ,  philosophical ,  an d 
lega l  account s o f  responsibilit y  an d blame . 

Which Behaviors People Explain 

Th e fol k theor y o f  behavio r  specifie s wha t  kind s o f 
behavior s exis t  an d h o w the y ca n b e perceived ,  explained , 
and controlle d (cf .  D'Andrade ,  1987) .  Mall e an d Knob e 
(1997b )  propose d tha t  people' s fol k theor y o f  behavio r 
entails ,  o n th e mos t  basi c level ,  a  2  x  2  classificatio n o f 
behaviora l  events ,  whic h result s fro m crossin g th e concep t 
of  intentionalit y (intentiona l  vs .  unintentional )  wit h th e 
concep t  o f  observabilit y  (observabl e vs .  unobservable) ,  a s 
depicte d i n Figur e 1 . 

478 

mailto:bfmalle@darkwing.uoregon.edu


Intentiona l  Unintentiona l 

Observabl e 

Unobservabl e 

action s 

intentiona l 
thought s 

mere behavior s 

experience s 

Figur e 1 .  Classificatio n o f  Behaviora l  Event s 

In five studies, Malle and Knobe (1997b) showed that 
peopl e wonde r  abou t  an d explai n thes e behaviora l  event s i n 
systematicall y differen t  ways ,  dependin g o n thre e factors :  (a ) 
whethe r  the y ar e i n th e "actor "  rol e (perceivin g thei r  ow n 
behaviors )  o r  i n th e "observer "  rol e (perceivin g othe r 
people' s behaviors) ;  (b )  whethe r  the y merel y wonder-wh y o r 
actuall y explai n wh y a  behavio r  occurs ;  an d (c )  whethe r  the y 
explai n th e behavio r  t o themselve s ("private "  explanation )  o r 
t o a  conversatio n partne r  ("communicative "  explanation) . 

Mall e an d Knob e (1997b )  assume d tha t  explainin g wh y a n 
even t  occur s require s a  wonderin g why .  The y furthe r 
assumed tha t  suc h wonderings-wh y occu r  i f  thre e condition s 
ar e met :  Th e perso n wonderin g i s (1 )  awar e o f  th e event ,  (2 ) 
i s  i n a  subjectiv e stat e o f  nonunderstandin g (i.e. ,  doe s no t 
hav e a n explanatio n available) ,  an d (3 )  finds  thi s nonunder -
standin g relevan t  s o a s t o b e motivate d t o remov e it .  Mall e 
and Kob e the n showe d tha t  suc h wondering s ca n b e abou t 
any o f  th e fou r  behaviora l  event s distinguishe d abov e (se e 
Figur e 1) ,  bu t  th e dire e principle s o f  wonderin g predic t 
reliabl e actor-observe r  difference s i n th e selectio n o f  whic h 
behavior s peopl e wonde r  about .  Actor s kno w (o r  thin k the y 
know)  th e reason s fo r  thei r  intentiona l  behaviors ,  s o the y d o 
not  wonde r  wh y the y occu r  becaus e the y ar e no t  i n a  stat e o f 
nonunderstanding ;  instead ,  the y wonde r  abou t  thei r  ow n 
unintentiona l  behaviors ,  fo r  whic h the y ar e i n a  stat e o f 
nonunderstanding .  Observers ,  b y contrast ,  wonde r  abou t 
othe r  people' s intentiona l  behavior s becaus e thes e ar e 
diagnosti c an d sociall y consequential ,  bu t  the y wonde r  les s 
abou t  unintentiona l  behavior s becaus e bein g i n a  stat e o f 
nonunderstandin g wit h respec t  t o the m i s seldo m relevant . 
Furthermore ,  becaus e actor s hav e mor e direc t  acces s t o thei r 
unobservabl e behavior s (e.g. ,  feelings ,  thoughts )  tha n t o 
thei r  observabl e behavior s (e.g. ,  facia l  expressions ,  bod y 
language) ,  the y wonde r  mor e abou t  unobservabl e behavior s 
tha n abou t  observabl e behaviors .  B y contrast ,  observer s 
hav e mor e acces s t o othe r  people' s observabl e behavior s 
tha n t o thei r  unobservabl e behaviors ,  s o the y wonde r  mor e 
abou t  observabl e behaviors .  T w o studie s tha t  code d dail y 
though t  protocol s o f  colleg e student s an d thre e 20t h centur y 
novel s supporte d al l  o f  thes e predictions :  Actor s wondere d 
more abou t  unintentiona l  tha n intentiona l  behavior s (73 % t o 
27%)  an d mor e abou t  unobservabl e tha n observabl e 
behavior s (67 % t o 3 3 % ) ,  wherea s observer s wondere d mor e 
about  intentiona l  tha n unintentiona l  behavior s (67 % t o 
33%)  an d mor e abou t  observabl e tha n unobservabl e 
behavior s ( 7 4 % t o 2 6 % ) . 

Fol k explanations ,  i t  wa s suggested ,  ca n b e eithe r  privat e 
or  communicative .  A  privat e explanatio n i s a  person' s 
answer  t o he r  ow n wonderin g why ,  s o peopl e shoul d 
privatel y explai n th e sam e behavior s tha t  the y wonde r  about . 
T wo studie s tha t  code d colleg e students '  memor y protocol s 
of  pas t  behavio r  explanation s an d seve n persona l  diarie s 
showed indee d tha t  actor s privatel y explaine d mor e uninten -

tiona l  tha n intentiona l  behavior s ( 7 4 % t o 2 6 % )  an d mor e 
unobservabl e tha n observabl e behavior s ( 7 0 % t o 3 0 % ) , 
wherea s observer s privatel y explaine d mor e intentiona l  tha n 
unintentiona l  behavior s ( 65 % t o 3 5 % )  an d mor e observabl e 
tha n unobservabl e behavior s ( 7 4 % t o 2 6 % ) . 

A communicativ e explanation ,  b y contrast ,  i s  a n answe r 
t o anothe r  person' s wondering ,  an d thi s othe r  perso n i s 
alway s i n th e observe r  role .  S o observer s shoul d stil l 
explai n th e sam e type s o f  behavio r  t o othe r  observer s a s 
the y explai n t o themselves ,  wherea s actor s no w explai n 
thos e type s o f  behavio r  t o observer s tha t  th e observer s 
typicall y wonde r  about ,  namely ,  intentiona l  an d observabl e 
behaviors .  T w o studie s tha t  code d memor y protocol s a s 
wel l  a s transcript s o f  conversation s confirme d thes e predic -
tions :  I n communicativ e context s bot h actor s an d observer s 
explai n mor e intentiona l  tha n unintentiona l  behavior s (62 % 
t o 38% )  an d mor e observabl e tha n unobservabl e behavior s 
(70 % t o 3 0 % ) . 

I n a n unpublishe d study ,  MacConnel l  (1996 )  foun d tha t 
thes e actor-observe r  asymmetrie s regardin g th e type s o f 
behavior s actor s an d observer s explai n als o exten d t o th e 
type s o f  behavior s the y pa y attentio n to .  Pair s o f  under -
graduat e student s wer e aske d t o hav e a  getting-acquainte d 
conversatio n an d afterward s filled  ou t  a  questionnair e i n 
whic h the y reporte d abou t  tha t  interaction .  Specifically , 
participant s describe d th e behaviora l  event s "tha t  wer e goin g 
on "  fo r  themselve s (acto r  role )  an d thei r  partne r  (observe r 
role) .  Thes e report s o f  behaviora l  event s wer e the n code d fo r 
th e intentionalit y an d observabilit y  o f  eac h even t  mentioned . 
The result s showe d tha t  actor s reporte d mor e unobservabl e 
event s ( M =  5.7 )  tha n observer s di d ( M =  3.5 )  an d als o 
reporte d mor e unintentiona l  event s ( M =  5.9 )  tha n observer s 
di d { M =  4.6) ,  p' s <  .01 .  Conversely ,  observer s reporte d 
more observabl e event s ( M =  4.6 )  tha n actor s di d ( M =  3.4 ) 
and als o reporte d mor e intentiona l  event s ( M =  3.6 )  tha n 
actor s di d (A /  =  3.1) ,  p' s <  .01 .  Contro l  condition s rule d 
out  tha t  thes e difference s ar e du e merel y t o differentia l 
reportin g biases :  S o m e participant s wer e encourage d t o 
repor t  abou t  experiences ,  other s t o repor t  abou t  behaviors , 
but  th e actor-observe r  difference s remained .  I t  seem s likely , 
then ,  tha t  th e report s o f  differen t  behaviora l  event s ar e du e t o 
differentia l  attentio n t o thos e event s i n th e firs t  place . 

I f  actor s an d observer s atten d t o an d explai n differen t 
behaviora l  events ,  w e ma y hypothesiz e tha t  certai n inter -
persona l  conflict s ar e difficul t  t o resolv e becaus e th e tw o 
partner s ar e actuall y arguin g abou t  differen t  behaviora l 
events .  Fo r  example ,  on e perso n (th e actor )  m a y focu s o n 
her  experienc e o f  bein g angr y an d hurt ,  wherea s he r  partne r 
(th e observer )  i s  focusin g o n th e actor' s over t  actio n o f 
yelling .  Th e conflic t  ma y persis t  a s lon g a s th e tw o peopl e 
continu e t o tal k abou t  tw o differen t  behaviora l  events . 

How People Explain Behavior 

We hav e see n tha t  peopl e distinguis h betwee n differen t 
type s o f  behavio r  an d tha t  the y explai n som e type s mor e 
firequently  tha n other s (Mall e &  Knobe ,  1997b) .  Bu t  d o 
peopl e explai n al l  type s o f  behavio r  th e sam e way ? Accord -
in g t o th e mos t  widel y use d psychologica l  theor y o f 
behavio r  explanations ,  "attributio n theory "  (e.g. ,  Kelley , 
1967) ,  peopl e indee d explai n al l  behavior s wit h causes — 
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eithe r  perso n cause s o r  situatio n causes .  B y contrast ,  man y 
philosopher s hav e argue d tha t  peopl e explai n huma n actio n 
wit h reason s (e.g. ,  Audi ,  1993 ;  Dretske ,  1988) ,  whic h ar e 
menta l  state s (mostl y beliefs ,  desires )  i n ligh t  o f  whic h th e 
agen t  decide s t o perfor m th e action .  Thi s apparen t  contradic -
tio n vanishe s onc e w e realiz e tha t  peopl e indee d us e bot h 
modes o f  explanation :  The y explai n intentiona l  behavior s 
wit h referenc e t o th e agent' s subjectiv e reason s an d 
consciou s decisio n making ,  wherea s the y explai n uninten -
tiona l  behavior s unintentiona l  behavior s wit h "mechanical " 
cause s tha t  neithe r  involv e th e agent' s subjectiv e reasonin g 
nor  an y decisio n makin g (an d ofte n no t  eve n awareness) . 
Mall e (1997 )  ha s provide d a  detaile d analysi s o f  thes e tw o 
m o d es o f  explanatio n i n a  theoretica l  mode l  o f  fol k explana -
tions .  Tha t  mode l  lay s ou t  th e conceptua l  an d linguisti c 
propertie s o f  fol k behavio r  explanation s an d derive s 
numerou s prediction s abou t  th e rol e o f  thes e explanation s i n 
socia l  perceptio n an d socia l  interaction . 

Modes of Explanation 

T h e empirica l  stud y o f  naturall y occurrin g behavio r 
explanation s reveal s tw o majo r  mode s o f  explanation :  causa l 
explanation s fo r  unintentiona l  behavior s an d reaso n explana -
tion s fo r  intentiona l  behaviors .  I n addition ,  a  les s frequent 
thir d typ e i s occasionall y use d t o explai n th e causa l  histor y 
of  a n actor' s reason s t o perfor m a n intentiona l  behavior . 
Thes e causa l  histor y o f  reaso n explanation s ar e themselve s a 
subtyp e o f  causa l  explanation s becaus e reason s (beliefs , 
desires )  ar e unintentiona l  behaviora l  event s tha t  ar e explaine d 
by causes . 

T o tes t  th e basi c assumptio n tha t  a  behavior' s intention -
alit y predict s it s m o d e o f  explanation ,  Mall e (1997 ) 
presente d 2 0 verball y describe d behavior s t o on e sampl e o f 
student s an d recorde d thei r  judgment s o f  intentionality .  Th e 
same 2 0 behavior s wer e presente d t o a  n e w sampl e w h o 
explaine d eac h behavior .  Thes e explanation s wer e the n 
reliabl y categorize d a s causal ,  reason ,  o r  causa l  histor y o f 
reaso n explanation s b y fou r  coders .  Th e behaviors ' 
intentionalit y rate d b y on e sampl e almos t  perfectl y predicte d 
th e probabilit y  o f  causa l  o r  reaso n explanation s provide d b y 
th e secon d sample ,  r  (20 )  =  .93 .  (Causa l  histor y o f  reaso n 
explanation s occurre d i n onl y 1 0 % o f  al l  explanation s fo r 
intentiona l  behaviors. ) 

I n a  secon d study ,  Mall e (1997 )  reverse d thi s logi c b y 
selectin g tw o behavior s whos e intentionalit y wa s 
ambiguou s ("Ann e drov e abov e th e spee d limit "  an d "Vinc e 
interrupte d hi s mother" )  an d presentin g eac h behavio r  wit h 
eithe r  a  causa l  o r  a  reaso n explanation .  Participant s the n 
rate d eac h behavior' s intentionality .  Th e result s showe d tha t 
peopl e considere d behavior s explaine d b y reason s intentiona l 
but  regarde d th e sam e behavior s explaine d b y cause s a s 
unintentional . 

Thi s relationshi p betwee n intentionalit y an d typ e o f 
explanatio n m a y b e unsurprisin g t o mos t  philosophers ,  bu t 
i t  falsifie s th e basi c tene t  o f  socia l  psychology' s attributio n 
theor y an d call s m a n y classi c findings  o f  thi s researc h 
traditio n int o question .  Fo r  example ,  a  classi c pape r  b y 
Jone s an d Nisbet t  (1972 )  describe d a n asymmetr y betwee n 
actors '  an d observers '  explanation s o f  behavior :  Actor s ten d 
t o explai n thei r  o w n behavior s b y situatio n factors ,  wherea s 

observer s ten d t o explai n others '  behavior s b y (dispositional ) 
perso n factors .  Thi s asymmetry ,  however ,  applie s onl y t o 
th e causa l  explanatio n o f  unintentiona l  behavior s (fo r 
reason s ar e alway s "perso n factors") .  Th i  limitatio n o f  thi s 
classi c actor-observe r  asymmetr y a s wel l  a s th e existenc e o f 
other ,  previousl y overlooke d asymmetrie s ca n b e derive d 
fro m th e particula r  propertie s o f  reaso n explanations ,  a s 
describe d next . 

Properties of Reason Explanations and Their 
Implication s 

Becaus e reaso n explanation s depic t  th e actor' s activ e 
reasonin g process ,  the y invok e th e socia l  nor m o f  rationalit y 
(e.g. ,  Bratman ,  1987 ;  Lennon ,  1990 ;  Pettit ,  1993) .  There -
fore ,  i f  th e nor m o f  rationalit y i s mad e salient ,  peopl e (a s 
actors )  shoul d alte r  thei r  reaso n explanation s fo r  self -
presentationa l  purposes .  Fo r  example ,  the y migh t  provid e 
mor e reason s fo r  eac h behavio r  (t o explicat e thei r  reasonin g 
processes )  an d especiall y mor e belie f  reason s (whic h provid e 
th e rationa l  lin k betwee n th e desir e an d th e behavio r  a t 
issue) .  I n addition ,  unde r  rationalit y pressure s peopl e migh t 
mor e ofte n clai m intentionalit y fo r  equivoca l  behavior s 
(whic h coul d b e interprete d a s eithe r  intentiona l  o r  uninten -
tional )  becaus e onl y intentiona l  behavior s allo w a  displa y o f 
rationality . 

Second ,  becaus e reaso n explanation s refe r  t o th e actor' s 
o wn reasons ,  a n explaine r  mus t  full y  tak e th e actor' s subjec -
tivit y int o account .  Onl y thos e reason s ca n com e t o explai n 
intentiona l  action s o f  whic h th e acto r  i s (a t  leas t  dimly ) 
awar e a t  th e tim e o f  acting .  Sinc e actor s ar e ofte n presume d 
t o k n o w th e reason s o f  thei r  actions ,  wherea s observer s ca n 
onl y infe r  them ,  actor s ar e grante d a  sor t  o f  sovereignt y ove r 
thei r  reasons .  Th e defaul t  wa y o f  understandin g othe r 
people' s intentiona l  action s i s therefor e t o as k the m fo r  thei r 
reasons .  Moreover ,  actor s m a y us e thei r  sovereignt y t o 
construc t  strategi c reaso n explanations .  Th e schoolboy' s 
explanatio n w h y h e starte d a  fight  m a y no t  reflec t  hi s actua l 
reason s bu t  th e reason s tha t  ar e mos t  likel y t o appeas e hi s 
teachers .  Peopl e cannot ,  however ,  freely  inven t  reaso n 
explanations ,  becaus e thei r  socia l  communit y wil l  ofte n 
scrutiniz e thei r  reporte d reasons .  Fo r  example ,  observer s us e 
test s o f  consistenc y t o examin e reaso n explanation s fo r  thei r 
truthfulnes s an d coherenc e (Gustafson ,  1986 ,  ch .  5) . 
Becaus e intentiona l  action s ar e explaine d agains t  a  whol e 
backgroun d o f  belief s an d desires ,  reaso n explanation s mus t 
be consisten t  wit h tha t  background .  Specifically ,  peopl e 
examin e th e reporte d reason s fo r  thei r  consistenc y wit h othe r 
fact s abou t  th e actor ,  abou t  th e situation ,  an d abou t  th e 
cultur e the y liv e in .  Suppos e Be n ask s Ann e w h y sh e wen t 
t o th e kitchen ,  an d sh e claims ,  "T o ge t  wate r  fo r  you r 
plants. "  I f  Be n distrust s he r  explanation ,  h e migh t  ask , 
"Sinc e whe n d o yo u car e fo r  m y plants? "  (actor' s 
consistency )  or ,  "Bu t  th e plant s aren' t  dry! "  (situationa l 
consistency) ,  or ,  "A t  4  o'cloc k i n th e morning? "  (cultura l 
consistency) . 

Third ,  becaus e intentiona l  behavior s ar e cause d b y 
intentions ,  whic h ar e base d o n th e actor' s reasons ,  peopl e 
wil l  typicall y chang e a n actor' s intentiona l  behavio r  b y 
changin g he r  reasons—fo r  example ,  b y addin g a  desir e tha t 
override s th e previou s desir e o r  b y changin g a  belie f  tha t 
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allow s hi m t o achiev e th e relevan t  desir e vi a a  differen t 
cours e o f  action .  Attempt s t o chang e others '  intentiona l 
behavior s wil l  thu s tak e th e for m o f  commands ,  persua -
sions ,  o r  negotiation s (i n whic h th e norm s o f  rationalit y an d 
consistenc y wil l  b e highlighted) . 

Fourth ,  o n a  mor e linguisti c level ,  reaso n explanation s 
hav e a t  leas t  thre e parameters :  (1 )  the y ca n b e belief s o r 
desires ;  (2 )  thei r  prepositiona l  conten t  (wha t  i s  desire d o r 
what  i s bebeved )  ca n mentio n eithe r  a n aspec t  o f  th e agen t 
or  o f  th e situatio n (re-invokin g attributio n theory' s classi c 
person-situatio n dichotomy) ;  an d (3 )  th e reason s ca n b e 
linguisticall y marke d a s menta l  state s o r  not .  Fo r  example , 
i n explainin g w h y A n n e water s he r  plant s twic e a  day ,  w e 
may cit e a  desir e reaso n tha t  i s  marke d ("becaus e sh e want s 
the m t o gro w faster" )  o r  unmarke d ("s o the y gro w faster") . 
Similarly ,  w e m a y cit e a  belie f  reaso n tha t  i s  marke d 
("becaus e sh e think s they'l l  gro w faster" )  o r  unmarke d 
("becaus e they'l l  gro w faster") . 

Thes e linguisti c feature s o f  reaso n explanations ,  too , 
sho w asymmetrie s betwee n th e acto r  an d th e observe r  role . 
For  example ,  belie f  reason s typicall y concer n specific s o f 
th e decisio n t o ac t  (e.g. ,  perceive d circumstances ,  anticipate d 
outcomes ,  considere d alternatives) ,  whic h m a y ofte n b e 
know n onl y t o th e actor .  Desir e reasons ,  b y contrast ,  appea r 
t o b e relativel y eas y t o infe r  from  a n observe d action—a t 
leas t  fo r  anybod y w h o know s th e culture' s fol k psycholog y 
(Bruner ,  1990) .  Observers ,  w h o typicall y hav e les s specifi c 
informatio n availabl e an d mus t  resor t  t o easil y inferabl e 
explanations ,  shoul d therefor e provid e mor e desir e reason s 
tha n actor s do .  Indeed ,  initia l  analyse s o f  a  growin g databas e 
of  naturall y occurrin g explanation s show s tha t  observer s 
provide ,  o n average ,  mor e desir e reason s (an d fewe r  belie f 
reasons )  tha n actor s do .  A s argue d above ,  thi s asymmetr y 
may als o b e du e t o actors '  concer n fo r  presentin g themselve s 
i n a  rationa l  light .  Futur e researc h mus t  sor t  ou t  thes e 
varyin g function s o f  belie f  vs .  desir e explanations . 

To provid e anothe r  exampl e fo r  linguisti c effects ,  menta l 
stat e marker s ca n hav e powerfu l  communicativ e functions . 
For  one ,  menta l  stat e marker s m a y allo w a n observe r  t o 
distanc e himsel f  fro m a n actor' s reason s b y emphasizin g th e 
actor' s subjectivit y ("Sh e though t  i t  wa s Monda y .  .  . " ) . 
Thi s effec t  wa s teste d i n a  furthe r  stud y reporte d i n Mall e 
(1997) .  Undergraduat e student s rea d a  vignett e i n whic h 
Clif f  ask s Jerr y a t  a  party ,  " W h y di d you r  girlfrien d refiis e 
dessert? "  Jerr y respond s wit h a n explanatio n tha t  eithe r 
contain s a  menta l  stat e marke r  (e.g. ,  "Sh e think s she' s bee n 
gainin g weight" )  o r  doe s no t  (e.g. ,  "She' s bee n gainin g 
weight") .  Afte r  readin g th e vignette ,  participant s rate d h o w 
happ y Jerr y wa s wit h hi s girlfriend' s curren t  weigh t  an d h o w 
much the y like d Jerry .  I f  Jerry' s us e o f  a  menta l  stat e 
function s t o distanc e himsel f  from  hi s girlfriend' s belie f 
(tha t  sh e ha s bee n gainin g weight) ,  Jerr y shoul d b e see n a s 
happie r  wit h hi s girlfriend' s weigh t  whe n h e use s suc h a 
marke r  tha n whe n h e doesn't .  Indeed ,  Jerr y wa s see n a s 
significantl y happie r  wit h he r  weigh t  whe n h e use d th e 
marke r  ( M =  5.4 )  tha n whe n h e di d no t  ( M =  2.6) ,  F(l ,  43 ) 
= 20.6 ,  p  <  .0001 . 

Implication s fo r  Cognit iv e Proces s M o d e l s 

The presente d mode l  o f  people' s fol k explanation s target s 
explanation s qu a privat e judgment s an d communicativ e 
actions .  Th e mode l  doe s no t  specif y th e cognitiv e processe s 
tha t  underh e thos e judgment s an d actions .  However ,  th e 
model  put s constraint s o n proces s theorie s b y identifyin g 
certai n task s tha t  mus t  b e accomplishe d o n th e cognitiv e 
proces s level . 

T o explai n a  behavior ,  th e h u m a n cognitiv e syste m mus t 
determin e th e behavior' s intentionality .  I n som e cases ,  tha t 
assessmen t  i s  effortlessl y mad e i n th e cours e o f  perceivin g 
or  identifyin g th e behavior .  Thi s occur s probabl y wit h th e 
hel p o f  perceptua l  cue s (whe n observin g a  behavior )  o r 
semanti c cue s (whe n hearin g a  behavio r  description )  tha t  a 
proces s theor y woul d nee d t o specify .  I n othe r  cases ,  th e 
perceive r  collect s an d consider s severa l  piece s o f  informatio n 
befor e decidin g whethe r  th e behavio r  wa s intentiona l  (e.g. , 
i n a  cour t  case) .  Suc h deliberate d judgment s o f  intentional -
it y ar e likel y t o conside r  th e five  component s o f  intentional -
it y (se e Mall e &  Knobe ,  1997a) ,  an d th e perceive d presenc e 
or  absenc e o f  eac h componen t  determine s th e final 
intentionalit y judgment .  A  proces s theor y woul d nee d t o 
describ e h o w thes e component s ar e activate d an d combine d 
(e.g. ,  throug h symboli c o r  connectionis t  operations )  int o a 
judgmen t  o f  intentionality . 

I f  th e behavio r  i s  judge d unintentional ,  the n th e perceive r 
wil l  begi n a  searc h fo r  cause s o f  th e behavio r  an d sometime s 
mechanism s tha t  connec t  th e cause s wit h th e behavior .  Thi s 
searc h wil l  b e guide d b y suc h factor s a s informatio n abou t 
curren t  situationa l  force s impingin g o n th e actor ,  genera l 
knowledg e abou t  th e kin d o f  behavio r  observed ,  knowledg e 
abou t  th e actor ,  covariatio n information ,  an d knowledg e 
abou t  th e audienc e t o w h o m th e explanatio n i s  given .  Thi s 
tas k o f  searchin g throug h m a n y source s o f  informatio n t o 
identif y a  caus e fo r  th e behavior ,  an d perhap s eve n a  mecha -
nism ,  require s multipl e categor y activatio n an d informatio n 
integratio n tha t  woul d nee d t o b e describe d i n connectionist , 
probabilistic ,  o r  othe r  terms . 

I f  th e behavio r  i s  judge d intentional ,  perceiver s nee d no t 
searc h fo r  mechanism s becaus e th e intentionalit y mechanis m 
i s alway s th e sam e (reason s lea d t o a n intention ,  whic h 
cause s th e actio n i n th e presenc e o f  skil l  an d awareness) . 
Thus ,  peopl e nee d onl y searc h fo r  reasons .  Th e condition s 
of  subjectivit y an d rationalit y constrai n thi s searc h 
considerably :  Th e perceive r  look s fo r  belief s an d desire s (a ) 
tha t  th e agen t  hel d a t  th e tim e o f  acting ,  (b )  tha t  woul d 
provid e rationa l  ground s fo r  actin g tha t  way ,  an d (c) ,  i f  th e 
explanatio n i s communicative ,  tha t  woul d b e informativ e fo r 
th e explainer' s audience .  Suc h reason s wil l  b e inferre d from 
characteristic s o f  th e actio n itself ,  th e contras t  even t  ("Sh e 
di d thi s rathe r  tha n that") ,  th e context ,  an d relevan t  cultura l 
scripts .  Mos t  important ,  however ,  reason s wil l  b e inferre d 
from  knowledg e abou t  th e agent' s menta l  states .  I n fact ,  th e 
constraint s o f  subjectivit y an d culturall y share d rationalit y 
m ay invit e perceiver s t o simulat e (throug h empath y an d 
perspectiv e taking )  th e agent' s subjectiv e reasonin g proces s 
(Goldman ,  1989 ;  Gordon ,  1992) . 

Thes e cognitiv e activitie s nee d t o b e describe d an d 
accounte d fo r  b y proces s theorie s o f  causa l  reasoning . 
Extan t  psychologica l  theorie s o f  causa l  reasonin g (e.g. . 
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Cheng &  Novick .  1990 ;  Kelley .  1967 ;  Kruglanski ,  1989 ; 
Read,  1987 ;  Hilto n &  Slugoski .  1986 )  see m t o hav e tw o 
limitations :  First ,  the y leav e ou t  th e proces s o f  judgin g 
intentionalit y (whic h occupie s significan t  cognitiv e 
resource s i n everyda y life) ;  second ,  an d mor e important ,  the y 
trea t  al l  explanator y reasonin g a s a  searc h fo r  causa l  explana -
tions .  Th e abov e analysi s shoul d mak e clea r  tha t  a  searc h 
fo r  reason s differ s significantl y fro m a  searc h fo r  causes—i n 
th e concept s tha t  ar e activate d (e.g. ,  rationality) ,  th e 
informatio n considere d (e.g. ,  th e agent' s subjectiv e menta l 
states) ,  an d th e cognitiv e heuristic s use d (e.g. ,  menta l 
simulation) . 

Doma in -gene ra l  o r  domain-specific ? Th e previou s 
implication s sugges t  tha t  proces s theorie s o f  explanator y 
reasonin g m a y no t  b e unifor m an d genera l  becaus e th e 
processe s o f  causa l  searc h an d reaso n searc h diffe r  signifi -
cantly .  Alon g thes e lines ,  recen t  wor k i n developmenta l 
psycholog y ha s generate d domain-specifi c  model s tha t  dea l 
wit h th e task s o f  perception ,  explanation ,  an d predictio n o f 
h u m an behavio r  (e.g. ,  Baron-Cohen ,  1995 ;  Hirschfel d & 
Gelman ,  1994 ;  Leslie ,  1995 ;  Premac k &  Premack ,  1995 ; 
Wel lman ,  1990) .  Repeatedly ,  th e cas e o f  autis m ha s bee n 
cite d t o suppor t  thi s domain-specifi c  vie w sinc e autisti c 
childre n lac k th e fol k conceptua l  framewor k fo r  reasonin g 
abou t  menta l  state s bu t  hav e averag e o r  above-averag e 
capabilitie s i n causa l  reasonin g abou t  physica l  event s 
(Baron-Cohen ,  Leslie ,  Frith ,  1985 ,  1986 ;  fo r  review s se e 
Baron-Cohen ,  1995 ;  Leslie ,  1992) .  Eve n thoug h ther e i s 
considerabl e consensu s tha t  thi s "theor y o f  mind "  modul e 
exist s o n th e functional-cognitiv e level ,  however ,  man y 
scholar s remai n skeptica l  abou t  th e evidenc e fo r  a 
correspondin g specifi c  brai n substrat e (e.g. ,  Baldwi n & 
Moses ,  1995) . 

Th e theor y o f  min d modul e i s typicall y contraste d wit h a 
modul e tha t  deal s wit h "mechanical "  causalit y i n th e natura l 
worl d (se e Carey ,  1995) ,  whic h som e argu e i s eve n 
derivativ e o f  th e socia l  on e (Premac k &  Premack ,  1995) . 
Th e questio n arises ,  however ,  whethe r  unintentiona l 
behavio r  i s processe d b y th e theor y o f  min d modul e o r  b y 
th e mechanica l  module ;  o r  migh t  ther e b e thre e modules ? 

Criticizin g thi s proliferatio n o f  domain-specifi c  modules , 
some scholar s hav e postulate d a  domain-genera l  causa l 
reasonin g framework  tha t  ha s a  numbe r  o f  specialize d an d 
partiall y  modifie d appUcation s (se e Keil ,  1995 ,  fo r  a 
discussion) .  Sperbe r  (1994 )  offere d a  compromis e tha t 
appear s particularl y attractive .  I n hi s discussio n o f  differen t 
level s o f  menta l  processes ,  h e distinguishe s betwee n first-
orde r  modules ,  whic h ar e domain-specific ,  an d second-orde r 
(metarepresentational )  modules ,  whic h ar e domain-general . 
Applyin g thi s distinctio n t o th e proble m o f  explanations , 
we m a y speculat e tha t  reaso n explanation s o f  behavio r  ar e 
processe d mainl y b y a  first-orde r  modul e fo r  intentiona l 
behavior ,  wherea s causa l  explanation s ar e processe d b y a 
first-order  modul e fo r  unintentiona l  behavior .  Th e tw o 
module s m a y b e activated ,  respectively ,  b y a n intentionalit y 
detecto r  (cf .  Baron-Cohe n &  Ring ,  1994 ;  Premac k & 
Premack ,  1995) .  Thes e first-order  module s interact ,  then , 
wit h a  genera l  causalit y processo r  (tha t  als o deal s wit h 
"mechanical "  causality )  an d perhap s a  genera l  hypothesi s 
teste r  (cf .  Kruglanski ,  1989) .  Thes e second-orde r  module s 

woul d constrai n first-order  processe s b y enforcin g genera l 
principle s suc h a s tempora l  orde r  (cause s mus t  occu r  befor e 
effects) ,  probabilit y  relations ,  an d logica l  consistency . 

T o conclude ,  th e presen t  analysi s o f  intentionalit y an d 
fol k explanation s o f  behavio r  entail s severa l  proces s impli -
cation s tha t  ne w causa l  reasonin g model s nee d t o accoun t 
for .  Th e questio n whethe r  explanator y reasonin g abou t 
behavio r  i s processe d i n a  domain-genera l  o r  i n separat e 
domain-specifi c  module s canno t  b e answere d t o dat e bu t  i s 
likel y t o promp t  interestin g futur e research . 

Fol k explanation s an d scienc e A  final  poin t  o f 
discussio n i s th e relatio n betwee n fol k explanation s an d 
scientifi c  explanation s o f  behavior .  Her e a  c o m m o n misun -
derstandin g mus t  b e rectified .  Th e adequac y o f  a  social -
psychologica l  theor y o f  fol k explanations ,  suc h a s th e on e 
presented ,  i s independen t  o f  fol k psychology' s ultimat e 
validit y (cf .  Goldman ,  1993) .  Whethe r  o r  no t  fol k psychol -
ogy i s flawe d doe s no t  detrac t  fro m th e fac t  tha t  i t  guide s 
socia l  perceptio n an d behavior .  Fol k explanation s o f 
behavio r  ar e socia l  phenomen a tha t  ar e ope n t o scientifi c 
stud y jus t  a s othe r  socia l  phenomen a are .  A  mode l  o f  fol k 
explanation s i s thu s successfu l  i f  i t  describes ,  explains ,  an d 
predict s people' s actua l  fol k explanations .  Whethe r  thos e 
fol k explanation s ar e "objectively "  vali d a s account s o f 
human actio n an d whethe r  the y ar e founde d o n vali d assump -
tion s abou t  th e ontolog y o f  th e huma n min d ar e entirel y 
differen t  question s (cf .  Christense n &  Turner ,  1993) . 

I n th e sam e vein ,  researc h o n th e objectiv e phenomeno n 
of  intentionalit y (e.g. ,  G .  Goldberg ,  1985 ;  Libet ,  1985 )  an d 
on th e distinctio n betwee n automati c an d controlle d 
processe s (Posne r  &  Snyder ,  1975 ;  Schneide r  &  Shiffrin , 
1975 ;  Bargh ,  1994 )  neithe r  falsifie s no r  verifie s researc h o n 
th e fol k concep t  o f  intentionality .  Th e tw o approache s ar e 
largel y orthogonal :  Th e phenomen a unde r  stud y are ,  i n th e 
one approach ,  objectiv e processe s o f  th e min d and ,  i n th e 
othe r  approach ,  people' s theorie s abou t  th e mind .  O f 
course ,  people' s act s o f  reasonin g withi n thei r  fol k theorie s 
ar e themselve s cognitiv e processes ,  an d the y ca n b e eluci -
date d b y objectiv e proces s theorie s o f  th e mind .  Bu t  thes e 
cognitiv e theorie s describ e th e min d tha t  reasons ,  no t  th e 
min d reasone d about .  I n th e end ,  a  convergenc e betwee n th e 
objectiv e natur e o f  th e min d an d people' s fol k theorie s abou t 
th e min d shoul d com e a s n o surpris e sinc e fol k psycholog y 
presumabl y aros e fro m people' s dealing s wit h th e objectiv e 
regularitie s o f  othe r  minds—tha t  is ,  fro m socia l  interaction s 
wit h othe r  intentiona l  being s (Brothers ,  1985 ;  Graham , 
1987 ;  Humphrey ,  1984) . 
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