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Abstract
Character-trait attribution is an important component of everyday social cognition
that has until recently received insufficient attention in traditional accounts of folk
psychology. In this paper, I consider how the case of character-trait attribution fits
into the debate between mindreading-based and broadly ‘pluralistic’ approaches to
folk psychology. Contrary to the arguments of some pluralists, I argue that the evi-
dence on trait understanding does not show that it is a distinct, non-mentalistic mode
of folk-psychological reasoning, but rather suggests that traits are ordinarily under-
stood as mentalistic dispositions. I also examine several ways in which trait attribution
might also serve regulative, ‘mindshaping’ functions by promoting predictable norm-
governed behavior, and argue that mindreading plays several important roles in these
cases as well. I conclude that an appreciation of the relationship between trait attribu-
tion andmindreading is crucial to understanding the role it plays in our folk psychology.

Keywords Folk psychology ·Mindreading · Theory of mind · Character traits ·
Mindshaping · Pluralism · Social cognition

1 Introduction

The term ‘folk psychology’ refers to “our everyday capacity to make sense of the
behavior of other agents” (Spaulding 2018a, p. 8). Among mainstream philosophers
of cognitive science, folk psychology has been construed as the prediction and expla-
nation of behavior in terms of mental-state concepts, such as belief, desire, and
intention—a capacity also referred to as mindreading or theory of mind (Carruthers
and Smith 1996). Much of the debate surrounding mindreading has focused on the
procedure we use to attributemental states [e.g. via quasi-scientific theorizing (Gopnik
and Wellman 1992), first-person simulation (Gordon 1986), or via a perception-like
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module (Scholl and Leslie 1999)], and how and when this ability develops in child-
hood [e.g. whether the capacity to attribute mental states is innately channeled or
acquired via experience (Carruthers 2013; Wellman 2014)].Throughout all these dif-
ferent debates and the different positions within them, the major focus of mindreading
theorists has been to explain the capacity for belief-desire reasoning, especially how
we attribute beliefs to one another (Spaulding 2018b).

To some, this framework has seemed somewhat limited. In particular, pluralists
about folk psychology have argued that predicting and explaining behavior in terms
of belief-desire attribution does not fully capture what we do when we come to under-
stand one another (Andrews 2012; Fiebich et al. 2016; Spaulding 2018b). Instead,
they propose that ordinary folk-psychological reasoning involves a wide range of
concepts, inferential strategies, and cognitive processes besides belief-desire attribu-
tion, and that the scope of the latter is in fact quite restricted. Certain philosophers
in the pluralist camp have also claimed that we often employ folk psychology in a
regulative fashion—also called ‘mindshaping’—in order to manipulate those around
us to behave in certain predictable, norm-governed ways (McGeer 2007; Zawidzki
2013). The upshot of these proposals is that mainstream, mentalistic approaches to the
cognitive underpinnings of social cognition are deeply misguided and require radical
revision.

One folk-psychological strategy that has largely escaped the attention of mindread-
ing theorists is the attribution of character or personality traits, such as ‘mean’, ‘nice’,
‘intelligent’, ‘generous’, ‘extraverted’, etc. (Andrews 2008; Fiebich and Coltheart
2015; Westra 2018). This form of folk-psychological reasoning is highly consequen-
tial for our everyday social interactions: it plays a role in how children learn from
others (Lane et al. 2013), stereotyping (Fiske et al. 2002), moral judgment (Uhlmann
et al. 2015), beliefs about personal identity (Strohminger and Nichols 2014), and even
pragmatic inference (Pexman et al. 2005). There is also evidence that over time, third-
party personality judgments (especially about close friends) reliably predict real-life
outcomes (Connelly and Ones 2010; Luan et al. 2018; Vazire and Carlson 2011). All
this suggests that trait attribution is not only an important part of our folk psychology,
but a reliable and adaptive one as well. Thus, the absence of trait attribution from
traditional debates about folk psychology is quite glaring.

In recent years, several proponents of folk-psychological pluralism have used
the case of trait attribution to support their case, arguing that it is a form of folk-
psychological reasoning that need not involve any kind of mental-state attribution at
all (Andrews 2008; Fiebich and Coltheart 2015). Instead, they suggest that trait con-
cepts enable us to predict and explain behavior by referring to behavioral dispositions
alone. Trait attribution has also been cited as a form of regulative folk psychology
that is used to shape people’s behaviors so that they behave in normatively desirable
ways (Mameli 2001). If these claims are right, then proponents of the mindreading-
based approach to folk psychology might have cause to worry. Given its significance
for everyday social cognition, the idea that trait attribution might be largely separate
from mindreading would indicate that that approach leaves quite a bit out. Thus, trait
attribution could turn out to be grist for the pluralist mill.

In response to these pluralistic proposals, I have argued elsewhere that trait attri-
bution should actually be understood as a part of mindreading (Westra 2018). Far
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from being distinct from mindreading, character-trait attribution fits into the same
folk-psychological theories that guide our attributions of beliefs and goals, and is
part of the broader neural network responsible for mentalizing (for similar views, see
also Meltzoff and Gopnik 2013; Reeder 2009; Tamir and Thornton 2018). According
to this approach, traditional mindreading-based theories of folk psychology (in par-
ticular, the theory–theory) would only require some minor modifications in order to
accommodate trait attribution.

This paper takes up this debate and maps out to what degree trait attribution in
fact fits into a broadly pluralistic approach to folk psychology. In the first part of the
paper, I defend this mentalistic theory of trait attribution, and argue that the evidence
concerning the prediction and interpretation of behavior in terms of traits—especially
in infancy and early childhood—does not provide support for the pluralist approach.
In the second part of the paper, I consider the idea that trait attributions serve reg-
ulative, mindshaping functions above and beyond the prediction and explanation of
behavior. After reviewing several plausible cases of trait-based mindshaping, I argue
that reasoning about character traits does sometimes function as a form of regulative
folk psychology, but that mindreading quite often plays a number of different roles
in this process as well. Overall, I conclude that in order for us to understand how
character-trait attribution fits into our overall folk psychology, we must appreciate its
close connections with mental-state attribution.

2 Trait attribution andmindreading

Folk-psychological pluralists have generally used trait attribution as an illustration
of how one might engage in folk-psychological reasoning without mentalizing. Most
prominently, Andrews (2008, 2012) has proposed that trait concepts are used to refer
to behavioral dispositions. On this view, believing that a person is extraverted involves
the expectation that she will engage in a range of extraversion-relevant behaviors,
such as approaching and spending time around large groups of people while smiling
and talking; likewise, believing a person is shy means that she is disposed to avoid
large groups of people and to speak very little when around such groups. Construed as
behavioral dispositions, traits can support agent-specific behavioral predictions about
what an agent will do in particular situations, even if the predictor has not made
any inferences about the agent’s underlying mental states. Personality traits can also
be invoked to explain behavior when a person’s reasons for acting are unknown or
inscrutable, aswhenwe attribute a person’s erratic behavior to their nervousness (Malle
2006).1 In short, trait reasoning offers a route to behavioral understanding that need
not involve any mindreading at all.

According to the mentalistic approach to traits defended in this paper, personality
traits are not merely construed as dispositions to behave in certain ways, but rather as
dispositions to form certain types of mental states. To attribute to someone the trait of
compassion, for instance, is to view that person as predisposed to form compassion-
relevant mental states and emotions (e.g. desires to help people in need, to believe that

1 See Korman and Malle (2016) for a recent study that calls this idea into question.
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helping people in need is a moral duty, to feel sadness when confronted with suffering,
etc.). Inferring that a person has a trait like compassion thus allows an observer to form
expectations about their likely mental states in a given situation, and thereby better
predict her behavior. Conversely, forming inductive generalizations about a person’s
mental states enables us to make deeper inferences about a person’s stable character.
In other words, traits are treated as an underlying psychological variable or factor that
helps us to account for statistical regularities at the level of a person’s mental states;
attributing a particular trait to an individual helps us to generate prior probabilities
for hypotheses about their likely mental states. Thus, trait representations help us to
generate probabilistic models of how specific individuals’ minds work, which enable
us to make person-specific predictions about how they will think and act in different
situations (see also Tamir and Thornton 2018).

In this model, trait-based reasoning is not a folk-psychological alternative to theory
of mind: it is a part of our theory of mind, operating in conjunction with attributions
of beliefs, desires, intentions, emotions, and other psychological states. Just as peo-
ple posit unobservable mental states to explain and predict regularities at the level of
behavior (Gopnik and Wellman 1992, 2012), so people also posit unobservable char-
acter traits to predict and explain higher order regularities at the level of mental states.
Thus, trait reasoning is not a folk-psychological alternative to mindreading, but rather
an extension of a person’s more basic mindreading abilities.

A large body of neuroimaging data in neurotypical adult populations supports this
mentalistic picture of how we reason about traits. The brain network known to support
mentalizing [comprising the temporal-parietal junction, posterior superior temporal
sulcus,medial prefrontal cortex, precuneus, and temporal poles (VanOverwalle 2009)]
is heavily involved in trait reasoning, and in the updating of trait inferences in response
to information about a person’s beliefs and actions (Cloutier et al. 2011; Ferrari et al.
2016; Hassabis et al. 2014; Kestemont et al. 2013; Ma et al. 2011). For example, the
tendency to explain behavior in terms of traits rather than situational factors [known
as the “fundamental attribution error” or “correspondence bias” (Gawronski 2004;
Gilbert et al. 1995; Jones and Harris 1967)] is reliably predicted by neural activity
in regions associated with spontaneous mentalizing, suggesting that these judgments
involve tacit mental-state attributions (Moran et al. 2014). Recent studies using mul-
tivoxel pattern analysis (or “neural decoding”) techniques also suggest that the brain
uses a common neural code to represent both stable character traits and transient
mental-states (Thornton and Mitchell 2018). All of this suggests that, at the neural
level, trait attribution is a part of a broader mentalizing system.

The intuitive relationship between trait andmental-state attribution is also evident in
our explicit trait andmental-state attributions. For example, there is some evidence that
the traits we attribute to a person are shaped by information about that person’s mental
states (Reeder 2009). Ames and colleagues found that participants were less likely
to attribute the trait of helpfulness to an individual performing a helpful action (i.e.
falling prey to the correspondence bias) if they also had information that that helpful
action was performed unwillingly (Ames et al. 2004); a number of other authors have
found that evidence of ulterior motives also attenuates the correspondence bias (Fein
1996; Krull et al. 2008). Encouraging people to reason deliberately about a target’s
psychological perspective has a similar effect (Hooper et al. 2015). People thus seem
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to intuitively understand that facts about a person’s mental states are relevant when
trying to infer their traits.2

Conversely, there is some evidence that we use inferred trait information when
making judgments about a person’s intentions. For instance, in their research on the
psychological underpinnings of the “side-effect effect,” Sripada and Konrath found
that participants’ judgments about whether or not a particular outcome was intentional
was explained by a their inferences about the actor’s character or “deep self”, (Sripada
2012; Sripada andKonrath 2011). Knowing about a person’s character, in other words,
provides us with evidence about their likely intentions. Overall, in our elicited trait
judgments, intention attributions, and in the neural underpinnings of trait and mental-
state reasoning, there is compelling evidence that we understand traits to bementalistic
dispositions.

2.1 Non-mentalistic trait attribution in autism spectrum disorder?

In response to these data, a pluralist could concede that we sometimes think of traits
as mentalistic dispositions, while still maintaining that trait attributions are also non-
mentalistic in a significant range of cases. Along these lines, Andrews cites Carol
Gray’s “Social Stories Therapy” (Gray 2007), an intervention for children with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) that trains them to associate trait terms (e.g. “happy”) with
behavioral patterns (e.g. smiling and laughing). Since ASD populations are known to
suffer frommindreading deficits (Baron-Cohen et al. 1985), and the training procedure
does not involve any references to mental states, this is plausibly an instance of trait
attribution in the absence ofmindreading. Such cases seem to show that trait attribution
without mindreading is at least possible, even if two processes sometimes co-occur in
practice.

However, there are a few issues with the particulars of this case. First, it is not
obvious that this is really an instance of trait attribution, as opposed to emotion recog-
nition (Westra 2018). Second, even if we grant that it does involve trait attribution,
several meta-analyses have shown that the effectiveness of Social Stories interven-
tions are questionable at best, which casts doubt on the idea that people who undergo
this therapy actually use it to predict and interpret behavior (Ali and Frederickson
2006; Reynhout and Carter 2011). Third, using ASD populations as a way to control
for the role of mentalizing in some other socio-cognitive process is itself problem-
atic: although mentalizing is difficult for people with ASD and follows an atypical
developmental trajectory, many individuals with ASD are in fact able to reason about
mental states with varying degrees of proficiency (Back et al. 2007; Mitchell 2013;
Parsons and Mitchell 1999); thus, the presence of trait attribution in ASD would not
itself constitute evidence for the pluralist account. There is therefore little reason to
think that the Social Stories Therapy case reveals an instance of non-mentalistic trait
attribution.

2 In Westra (2018), I also suggested that the correspondence bias functions as a kind of mindreading
heuristic: rapidly attributing traits to a person upon first encountering helps us derive an initial set of priors
for the kinds of mental states they might have.
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Finally, even if it turned out that individuals with ASD do in fact engage in non-
mentalistic forms of trait attribution, this would only license pluralism about trait-
understanding in the special case of ASD; it would tell us nothing about how trait
attribution functions in neurotypical populations. But if pluralism is to offer a genuine
alternative to themindreading-based approach to trait reasoning, then it needs to offer a
theory of everyday, neurotypical trait attribution. And if the case of trait attribution is to
provide actual empirical support for the broader pluralist framework, then the pluralist
must show that trait attribution andmindreading do in fact diverge in a substantial range
of ordinary cases.

2.2 Trait-like reasoning beforemindreading?

A more compelling strategy for the pluralists to establish a divergence between min-
dreading and character-trait attribution would be to show that children are able to
reason about traits before they are able to reason about mental states. If trait attri-
bution turned out to be developmentally prior to mindreading, it would show that
trait attribution in no way depends upon a capacity for mindreading, even if the two
folk-psychological strategies ultimately become integrated in adulthood. But does this
evidence exist?

The case from the existing pluralist literature that comes closest to showing this
comes from Fiebich and Coltheart’s (2015) notion of “non-linguistic associationspi”.
Non-linguistic associationspi are a non-mentalistic strategy for keeping trackof person-
specific properties like traits without explicitly representing themby relying upon prior
associations between particular agents, behaviors, and specific contexts (e.g. implicitly
tracking the fact that Greg is generous by associatingGregwith tipping in restaurants).
On Fiebich and Coltheart’s account, this ability to form expectations based on person-
specific dispositions emerges early in ontogeny, but persists into adulthood. Notably,
it does require some proto-mentalistic abilities, such as the capacity to recognize
intentional agents and “a fewcore teleological principles” of intentional action (Fiebich
and Coltheart 2015, p. 242), albeit not the capacity to reason with genuine mental state
concepts.3

Fiebich and Coltheart’s (2015) primary example of associationspi early in devel-
opment comes from studies about infants’ expectations about agents’ goal-directed
reaching behaviors (Luo and Johnson 2009;Woodward 1998). In these studies, infants
are first shown a series of familiarization trials in which an agent repeatedly reaches
for one of two toys; then, in the test trial, they are shown the agent either reaching for
the same toy (an expected outcome) or a different toy (an unexpected outcome). In
general, these tasks show that infants are surprised (i.e. have greater looking times)
when they see the unexpected outcome than when they see the expected one, suggest-
ing that they have registered that this particular agent is stably disposed to pursue a
particular goal object. [Notably, infants do not look longer at this unexpected outcome

3 Non-linguistic associationspi, are distinct from linguistic associationspi, which emerge later in develop-
ment and require the possession of an explicit, lexicalized trait concept (e.g. the word “generosity”). Unlike
their non-linguistic counterparts, they are said to permit more flexible behavioral predictions, since they
allow that behavioral and contextual information can be associated with trait words, as well as specific
individuals.
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when the agent’s view of its goal object is obstructed, suggesting that behavioral pre-
dictions based on associationspi are sensitive to facts about perceptual access (Luo and
Johnson 2009)].

AlthoughFiebich andColtheart (2015) cite these cases as examples of associationspi
and discuss them in the context of reasoning about character traits (Fiebich and Colt-
heart 2015, pp. 242–244), they are not really about trait attribution as we normally
think of it. Though they do show that infants making person-specific inferences about
dispositions of some kind or other, these dispositions are quite narrow, and are always
directed towards a particular object in a particular kind of choice context. Personality
or character traits, in contrast, are typically construed as stable dispositions that apply
broadly, across different contexts (c.f. Doris 2002). At best, these studies show that
infants are able to track person-specific preferences within a given situation, but they
say nothing about their ability to track person-specific traits (mentalistic or otherwise).

A better set of cases for our purposes comes from a series of studies investi-
gating trait-like understanding in 15-month-olds by Repacholi et al. (2008, 2016a,
b). These studies all employed different versions of an “emotional eavesdropping
paradigm” (Repacholi and Meltzoff 2007). In the original version of this paradigm,
infants first observe a series of interactions between two agents, an “Experimenter”
and an “Emoter.” Across several trials, the Experimenter pulls out and manipulates a
series of different toys. As the Experimenter does this, the Emoter enters and displays
either a neutral reaction or an angry reaction to the Experimenter’s demonstration.
After three repeated trials, the Experimenter removes a fourth toy, demonstrates an
action on it, then hands it to the infant to play with while the Emoter looks on with
a neutral expression. The basic finding from this paradigm is that infants are slower
to play with these objects and less likely to imitate the actions of the Experimenter in
the Anger conditions than in the Neutral conditions, as if anticipating that the Emoter
might become angry with them as well. Notably, this effect was sensitive to whether or
not the Emoter could see the infant while she plays with the toy (Repacholi et al. 2008,
2016a, b). Repacholi and colleagues also found that in a subsequent trial in which the
Emoter requests a toy from the infant, infants are faster to give it up if they have just
witnessed the Anger conditions—a finding the experimenters interpret as a form of
social appeasement (Repacholi et al. 2016a, b).

Like in the preference-understanding studies cited by Fiebich and Coltheart, infants
in these experiments seem to be tracking agents’ stable dispositions across trials—in
this case, displaying a particular kind of emotional response rather than reaching—in
a way that is sensitive to the agent’s perceptual access. But unlike the preference-
understanding studies, infants display the ability to form these expectations even when
the context shifts fromone inwhich the infant is observing two third-parties interacting
to one in which she is being observed by two third parties, and to one in which she is
directly engaging with the agent. Thus, these infants seem to have inferred not only
“A gets mad at B when A sees B play with a toy,” but also “A will also get mad at
me when A sees me play with a toy (so I had better be careful)” and “A will get mad
at me if I don’t give her the toy when she asks for it (so I had better give it to her
quickly).” Thus, infants’ social understanding in these studies appears to be relatively
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broader and more trait-like than the cases of non-linguistic associationspi that Fiebich
and Coltheart cite.4

Our central question, however, is whether or not these studies show that infants’
trait understanding is mentalistic or non-mentalistic. This is not a simple question
to answer: as with many studies involving preverbal infants and non-verbal animals,
it is possible to give both cognitively rich and sparse interpretations of the findings
(Carruthers 2013; Heyes 2014a; Penn and Povinelli 2007). Thus, from a mentalistic
standpoint, one could argue that these studies show that infants are able to form trait-
like generalizations over agents’ goals and over their emotional states, that they are
able to integrate those generalizations with their knowledge of perception to gener-
ate different predictions across contexts, and that they are able respond appropriately
on the basis of these predictions. On the other hand, one could potentially generate
any number of associative, behavior-reading alternative explanations that only appeal
to infants’ expectations about regularities in surface behavior. However, the fact that
infants’ expectations in these studies seem to be sensitive to facts about perception,
generalizable to new contexts, and variable in their behavioral consequences (e.g.
recoiling from the toy versus quickly giving it up) suggests that their reasoning about
the Emoter is not closely tied to surface features of her behavior, but rather track-
ing multiple underlying variables. This would seem to rule out the simplest kinds
of behavior-reading explanations of these results and lend support to a mentalistic
interpretation of these findings, and thus cut against the claim that trait attribution are
dissociated in infancy.5

These particular findings fromRepacholi and her colleagues represent just one body
of evidence that pluralists might use to make the case that trait attribution is develop-
mentally prior to mentalizing; it is certainly possible that they might be able to make
this case in another way. But they illustrate a broader problem for this argumentative
strategy: it is very difficult to say whether these early socio-cognitive abilities repre-
sent genuine forms of trait understanding, and whether or not they involve genuine
mindreading. This makes it difficult for a pluralist to convincingly show that the two
abilities are developmentally dissociated, if only because it is not at all clear how to
interpret the evidence in question.

4 It is not clear from this experiment just how broad these representations are, or howmany other situations
they would generalize to. It may be that children’s trait-like representations are at this stage still relatively
“local” and limited to a small range of situations, and only become more “global” as children make more
social observations and acquire trait language. Or it may be that these initial trait-like concepts actually
pick out very broad evaluative categories (e.g. “good guy” and “bad guy”), and only become more refined
over time.
5 Another possible interpretation is that infants in studies like these are merely relying upon an “implicit” or
“minimal” theory of mind, and that their performance does not require “full-blown” forms of mindreading
(Apperly and Butterfill 2009; Butterfill and Apperly 2013). This appears to be what Fiebich and Coltheart
(2015) think is going on in preference attribution studies. However, the two-systems theory is itself quite
controversial, and the evidence and theoretical motivations for it has come under significant criticism from a
number of authors (Carruthers 2015; Christensen andMichael 2015; Heyes 2014b;Michael andChristensen
2016; Santiesteban et al. 2014;Westra 2017). Given these concerns, I will leave a two-systems interpretation
of these findings for another venue.
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2.3 Trait understanding in early childhood is mentalistic

When we set the infancy data aside and consider instead the evidence on children’s
explicit, verbal understanding of traits, the case for dissociation becomes weaker still,
andwe actually findmeaningful support for thementalistic approach. Around the same
time that children start to demonstrate an explicit understanding of traits and their
effects on behavior, they also understand that traits are interconnected with people’s
psychological states (Heyman 2009).

Unfortunately, the developmental timeline for explicit trait attribution has been
the source of some confusion. For some time, the consensus in the literature on trait
attribution seemed to be that it emerges relatively late, well after children develop an
explicit understanding of concepts like belief, desire, and knowledge. A number of
early studies on the topic seemed to show that children do not display any understand-
ing of traits in their explicit predictions until they are around 7 years old (Kalish 2002;
Rholes and Ruble 1984), nor mention traits in their explanations of behavior until even
later (Peevers and Secord 1973). If this timeline were right, it would actually show
that the development of trait understanding and mental-state reasoning are somewhat
discontinuous, which might be problematic for the mentalistic approach.

However, the methods employed in these studies set the bar for trait-understanding
far too high. Peevers and Secord, for instance, employed a free description method-
ology, asking children to describe their friends in their own words and coding these
descriptions for references to traits (Peevers and Secord 1973). But understanding
traits and being disposed to spontaneously invoke them when describing people are
two different things. Other studies employed a behavioral prediction methodology,
first showing children vignettes describing characters engaging in a certain behavior
one or more times, and then asking them whether the character would perform a sim-
ilar action again (Kalish 2002; Rholes and Ruble 1984). As Liu and colleagues point
out, however, these studies never directly ask children about traits; rather, they simply
ask children to make explicit predictions about future behavior based on a limited
sample of past behavior, and assume that predictions about behavioral consistency
reflect trait attributions (Liu et al. 2007). The fact that younger children are unwilling
to do this does not necessarily reflect a lack of trait understanding. It could mean
that children are unsure whether a particular trait attribution is justified, or whether
they have enough evidence to predict behavioral consistency; indeed, some studies
using this methodology have had success with younger children simply by increasing
the number of behavioral examples provided (Aloise 1993). Moreover, in studies that
explicitly ask children to map behaviors onto trait labels (e.g. “mean,” “nice”, “shy”),
or to predict the behavior of a character who they have been told possesses a particular
trait, they are able to do so by at least 4 years of age (Heyman and Gelman 1998,
1999; Liu et al. 2007), with a few studies showing competence by age 3 (Heyman and
Gelman 2000; Yuill and Pearson 1998). Thus, the capacity to reason about traits in an
explicit manner emerges right around the same time that children are also developing
the ability to reason explicitly about desires, knowledge, and belief (Wellman and Liu
2004).
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Even more importantly, it is clear that children’s understanding of traits at this age
is distinctly psychological in character. For example, Heyman and Gelman found that
three- and four-year-olds are both more likely to attribute a similar preference to a new
character if she shared a trait label with a familiar one than if she had a similar outward
appearance (Heyman andGelman 2000). In another study, the same authors also found
that four-year-olds could successfully predict the emotions and desires of a character
labeled as “nice”, “mean”, and “shy” or “not shy” in different situations (Heyman and
Gelman 1999). Yuill and Pearson (1998) also found that for children around this age,
correctly identifying the desires and emotions of a person with a particular trait was
correlated with their understanding of the subjectivity of desires. Thus, between the
ages of three and five, children not only display an explicit understanding of character
traits but also an understanding of how stable traits translate into emotions and desires
in different contexts (for a review, see Heyman 2009).

2.4 Taking stock

In this section, I first surveyed some of the evidence supporting a mentalistic approach
to trait-understanding in adults, and then considered two strategies for showing that
mindreading and trait attribution are dissociable: arguments fromASD and arguments
from development. But neither the Social Stories Therapy case nor the case of trait-like
reasoning in infancy provide clear evidence for a dissociation between trait attribution
and mindreading; the latter might even support opposite conclusion. The developmen-
tal case grows weaker still when we consider slightly older children’s understanding
of traits, which is clearly mentalistic. As it stands, the weight of the evidence favors
the mentalistic approach, and offers little support for pluralism.

In response to this conclusion, a proponent of the pluralistic approach to trait attri-
bution might argue that none of the evidence discussed in this section ought to be
viewed as undermining their core thesis. After all, none of the evidence in this section
has shown that trait attribution is necessarilymentalistic—merely that trait attribution
and mindreading happen to co-occur some of the time. For all this evidence, it might
be the case that trait attribution and mentalizing are still dissociable in principle, even
if this rarely occurs in practice. In other words, if we were to interpret the pluralist as
defending the weaker claim that non-mentalistic trait attribution is possible, then the
fact that trait attribution is sometimes or even often mentalistic would not cause them
any embarrassment.

However, framing pluralism as a claim about which kinds of folk-psychological
reasoning are possible would actually undermine its status as an empirical framework.
It may well be that non-mentalistic forms of trait attribution are metaphysically or
logically possible, but the truth of these claims would be of little interest to cognitive
scientists, who are concerned with generalizations about how social cognition actually
works. If we interpret it as a robust positive thesis about every folk psychology and
ordinary trait attribution, then pluralism might well have something to add to this
endeavor. If pluralism were instead interpreted as a weak modal thesis, however,
then it would amount to little more than a conceptual claim about the nature of folk

123



Synthese (2021) 198:8213–8232 8223

psychology, and offer little insight into the underpinnings of everyday social cognition.
As such, defenders of pluralism should be wary of adopting this line of argument.

Moreover, even if the mentalistic theory of trait attribution were true, it would not
show that the general thesis of folk-psychological pluralism is false, even when we
interpret it as a theory of actual social cognition; that never rested on the case of trait
attribution alone. For everything that has been argued about trait attribution here, the
pluralistsmight be absolutely right that folk psychology involvesmanynon-mentalistic
processes, and that the global scope of mindreading in everyday social cognition has
been greatly exaggerated. But when it comes to giving an adequate account of the role
of character-trait attribution in our folk psychology, we had best pay close attention
to its relationship with mentalizing.

3 Trait attribution, mindreading, andmindshaping

I now turn to a different pluralistic proposal about trait attribution that is more promis-
ing: the idea that trait attribution also has regulative ormindshaping functions (Mameli
2001; McGeer 2007; Zawidzki 2008, 2013). In contrast to mindreading approaches
to folk psychology, which emphasize the activities of predicting, interpreting, and
explaining behavior, the regulative view of folk psychology proposes that another
way in which we come to understand others is by engaging in practices that cause
both ourselves and others to behave in a norm-governed manner. When distributed
throughout the population, mindshaping practices cause people to be intrinsically
motivated to conform to social norms, and also deter people from deviating from
those norms. And once one knows the local social norms, this makes behavior a lot
easier to predict, because everyone around you is in the business of making them-
selves and each other maximally predictable and understandable. Some examples of
third-personal mindshaping include moral praise, blame, pedagogy and teaching, and
storytelling; first-personal examples of mindshaping include imitative learning and
making promises and other forms of commitments.

While mindshaping is often presented as a departure from traditional mentalistic
approaches to folk psychology (McGeer 2007; Zawidzki 2013), several commentators
have noted that mindshaping often seems to involve (or perhaps even require) sub-
stantial amounts of mindreading (Michael 2014; Peters 2019).6 In order to engage in
effective teaching, for example, it helps tomonitor the understanding and knowledge of
one’s pupil. When we blame a person for their actions, it’s often because we take them
to hold blameworthy intentions or ill will.7 More generally, when seeking to effect a
change in a person’s mental states that will cause them to behave in a predictable way,

6 Notably, Zawidzki’s account of mindshaping is committed to a version of the two-systems theory of
mindreading (Apperly and Butterfill 2009; Butterfill and Apperly 2013), and thus distinguishes between
“implicit” and “explicit” forms ofmental-state attribution. His view thus acknowledges the role of “implicit”
forms of mindreading in mindshaping, which involve relational, non-propositional, proto-mentalistic con-
cepts. However, Zawidzki would deny that mindshaping requires explicit mindreading (i.e. predicting and
explaining behavior in terms of “full-blown” propositional attitudes with linguistically specifiable contents)
(Zawidzki 2011, 2013).
7 This is by no means a universal feature of moral judgment: the relevance of mental states like intentions
in judgments of blameworthiness has been shown to vary across cultures (McNamara et al. 2019).
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it helps to know what that person’s mental states are, and to be able to predict how
their minds might change in response to different actions. In terms of one’s theory
of social cognition, this means that focusing on the primacy of mindshaping at the
expense of mindreading would be misguided. The two processes are best understood
as complementary, working in tandem with one another (Peters 2019).

In this section, I show how this mindreading-friendly approach to mindshaping
can be fruitfully applied to character-trait attribution. In particular, I focus on the way
that mindshaping and mindreading interact in our reasoning about moral character in
three types of cases: virtue-labeling, gossip aboutmoral character, andmoral pedagogy
through virtuous exemplars. Moral character judgment is a very obvious candidate for
regulative trait attribution, since it has very clear normative functions (Goodwin et al.
2014; Uhlmann et al. 2015). But even when character-trait attribution plays this highly
normative role, it often involves a variety of different forms of mentalizing as well.
Highlighting this interaction further supports the claim that the folk-psychological
role of character-trait attribution is deeply intertwined with mindreading, even when
its function appears to be regulative rather than predictive.

3.1 Virtue-labeling

One classic example of how moral trait attributions can normatively regulate behavior
(and indeed, a classic example of mindshaping more generally) comes from a study
by Richard Miller and colleagues (Mameli 2001; Miller et al. 1975; Peters 2019).
This study aimed to determine whether students would be less likely to litter relative
to a control group when they were exposed to reasoned arguments (the persuasion
condition), or when they were exposed to false praise for being ecologically conscious
(the attribution condition). In the persuasion condition, students were subject to a
series of lectures and admonishments by the teacher, principal, and janitor about the
importance of being clean. In the attribution condition, students were instead praised
for howclean and ecologically conscious and conscientious theywere. The study found
that in the immediate post-test, students in the attribution condition were more likely
to appropriately dispose of their litter than the students in the persuasion condition,
but that both groups were tidier relative to a control group. However, in the later post-
test, only students in the attribution condition remained tidier than the control group,
suggesting that mere trait attributions were an effective way of motivating normatively
desirable behavior.

This “virtue-labeling” phenomenon has since been documented in a number of
studies since Miller’s (for a review, see Alfano 2013, pp. 88–91). What makes it a
particularly compelling case for the mindshaping theorist is that the attribution itself
does not need to be grounded in any kind of belief about the actual traits of the
target; indeed, children in the attribution conditionwere not initiallymore ecologically
conscious than their peers in the other conditions. The attribution instead functioned
as a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy8 by imbuing the children with a sense of how they

8 It is worth noting, however, that most virtue theorists would deny that the dispositions created by virtue-
labeling count as genuine virtues on account of the fact that they lack the appropriate motivational structure;
this is why Alfano calls the results of virtue labeling “factitious virtues” (Alfano 2013; Miller 2017).
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ought to behave (Mameli 2001). In short, it was not the psychological content of the
attribution that achieved the desired effect, but rather its normative force.

In line with the mindreading-friendly view of mindshaping, virtue-labeling also
seems to require a fair amount of mentalizing in order for it to be effective. Consider:
either the mindshaper believes that the trait attribution is true, or she believes that it is
false. If she believes that it is true, then the trait attribution is a straightforward case of
mindreading that also happens to have mindshaping effects (c.f. Peters 2019). If she
believes that it is false, then she is lying. The basic capacity to lie is closely linked
with theory-of-mind development, as is the ability to lie effectively (Ding et al. 2015;
Talwar and Lee 2008; Williams et al. 2016), and it is widely believed that mentalizing
is involved in deception in adults as well (for a review, see Spence et al. 2004). And
so, in cases of both sincere and insincere virtue-labelling, some form of mindreading
is likely involved on the part of the would-be mindshaper.9 Something similar may
be true of the mindshaping target: Peters (2019) has noted that virtue attributions are
unlikely to have the desired behavioral effects unless the target attributes either belief
or knowledge to the attributor as well, or else they would not believe that the trait
attribution is genuine.10

In short, virtue-labelling may very well require both the attributor and the target to
engage in mindreading in order to effectively promote normative behavior. However,
as the Miller et al. case illustrates, the trait attribution itself need not be an act of
descriptive mindreading. Instead, other forms of mindreading play an auxiliary role,
scaffolding the mindshaping function of the trait attribution in order to bring about the
desired regulative effect.

3.2 Gossip about traits

Another way that trait attribution can function in a regulative manner is through proso-
cial gossip. Though gossip is often thought of as a kind of vice, in social groups it
allows for the sharing of reputational information about conspecifics’ cooperative
(or uncooperative) behavior (Dunbar 2004). This promotes prosocial behavior in two
ways. First, access to reputational informationhelps individuals avoid cooperatingwith
prospective social partnerswhomight take advantage of them, and instead choosemore

9 One of the reviewers of this paper suggested that a mindshaper in such a situation might knowingly make
a false virtue-attribution in order to bring about a particular behavior in the target without ever considering
the fact that this behavior is caused by a false belief. In this case, the mindshaper would achieve their desired
behavioral end without any sort of mindreading. This possibility is interesting, but also highly speculative.
The broad consensus in the literature on lying and deception is that it involves mindreading.
10 In reply to this point, a proponent of a strong, anti-mentalistic version of the mindshaping hypothesis
could argue that participants in virtue-labelling tasks do not attribute any mental states to the attributor,
and instead simply accept the assertions of certain informants by default, especially if the informant is an
authority figure like the teacher in Miller et al. (1975). There is something to this objection: generally, the
literature on trust in testimony in young children shows that they are strongly inclined to believewhat they’re
told (Jaswal et al. 2010, 2014). However, children as young as three are also less trusting when informants
seem less confident in their assertions (Jaswal and Malone 2007), and by four their trust in testimony is
moderated by information about a speaker’s ignorance and prior reliability (Kushnir and Koenig 2017).
The fact that children’s trust in testimony is moderated by evidence of ignorance suggests that their default
disposition is to tacitly attribute knowledge to informants, and to accept their testimony on that basis unless
given reason to think that they are not in fact knowledgeable.
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reliable cooperative partners (Feinberg et al. 2014; Sommerfeld et al. 2007). Second,
in a population where reputation-sharing is common, the payoffs of free-riding are
significantly diminished, since a single defection can lead to ostracism, and foreclose
access to future cooperative endeavors (Feinberg et al. 2012; Wu et al. 2016). Collec-
tively, these two forces create a strong selection pressure for prosociality and fairness
through the mechanism of partner choice (Baumard et al. 2013; Sperber and Baumard
2012).

Trait attributions are an efficient way to communicate past reputational information,
because they support broad generalizations about the person in question, and thus serve
as a useful guide for inferring their future dispositions towards cooperative behavior.
And indeed, empirically documented cases of prosocial gossip do tend to involve a
good number of trait attributions, particularly in behavioral economics studies that
allow participants to “gossip” (i.e. send notes) to other players about conspecifics’
behavior in trust games and public goods games. For example, Feinberg et al. (2012)
report that when individuals chose to gossip after observing defections in a trust game,
they typically wrote things like “Try not to give too much to Participant B. He/she’s
really selfish,” and “Participant B is extremely greedy; send 0 points[emphasis added]”
(Feinberg et al. 2012, p. 1021). Similarly, gossip notes sent inWu et al. (2016)’s public
goods game frequently featured trait attributions such as “generous,” “stingy,” “miser,”
“unfair,” and so on (Wu et al. 2016, pp. SI 12–25).11 In both cases, the presence of
this kind of gossip increased overall levels of prosocial behavior.

In this case, the regulative effects of trait-based gossip arguably occur as the result of
familiar, descriptive forms of mindreading. After all, trait attributions communicate
descriptive psychological information about conspecifics that supports predictions
and explanations of future behavior. At the population level, this creates selection
pressures that ultimately shift behavioral norms towards increased prosociality and
fairness. Thus, in this case the mindshaping effects of trait attribution are not merely
scaffolded by mindreading processes, but rather an indirect effect of them.

However, it is also quite plausible that trait-based gossip also succeeds in shaping
minds via a more direct, non-mentalistic route. Because gossiped-about traits are
also highly moralized, they may also serve to promulgate normative standards for
behavior. For example, if you hear your peers whisper in hushed tones that a person
who tipped a server 15% on a meal is “stingy”, this tells you something about that
person’s psychology, but also something about the local tipping norms. While the
psychological aspect of this gossip might lead you to mistrust or avoid the allegedly
stingy tipper, the normative aspect might lead you to adjust your own tipping behavior
in the future (and perhaps even gossip about observed instances of sub-15% tipping
yourself). Thus, trait-based gossip can also help us learn about social norms, and
thereby promote norm-governed behavior in a manner that does not obviously rely
upon mindreading.

11 Participants in this task also often used more colorful and profane epithets to describe non-cooperators
in their gossip notes. Arguably, this amounts to a form of trait attribution as well: calling someone a “jerk”,
for example, involves making a claim about the sort of person they are, rather than just a description of their
behaviors (Schwitzgebel 2019).
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3.3 Moral pedagogy

One final, more speculative way in which trait attribution might support mindshap-
ing is through moral pedagogy.12 Often, remarking upon a person’s moral virtues or
vices serves a didactic function, communicating to one’s audience that a certain trait
is praiseworthy or blameworthy. This is especially obvious when we are highlighting
the attributes of real moral exemplars, such Ghandi’s temperance, Mother Theresa’s
compassion, or the humility of Pope Francis (Zagzebski 2017). But perhaps the most
recognizable forms of pedagogical virtue and vice attributions are to be found in fiction
and storytelling. Take, for instance, a film like The Wizard of Oz. The Scarecrow, the
TinMan, and the Lion all go through character arcs inwhich they are initially portrayed
as lacking certain virtues (wisdom, compassion, and courage). Then, throughout the
film their true characters are revealed through their actions, and eventually they are
told by thewizard that they possessed these virtues all along. Another familiar example
is Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, in which the main character Scrooge under-
goes a paranormal journey that transforms him from a selfish miser into a generous,
compassionate person. For a young child, this kind of parable serves as a means for
imparting virtue and vice concepts and modeling virtuous conduct through simple,
highly familiar characters (see also Cain et al. 1997, Study 1).

Moral pedagogy through portrayals of character also emerges in more complex
narratives, and can facilitate moral learning in mature adults as well as children. One
example of this comes from a narrative structure that Noël Carroll refers to as a “virtue
wheel” (Carroll 2002). A virtue wheel consists in a juxtaposition of several characters
that vary along different moral trait dimensions, such that the deficiencies in virtue
in one character serve to highlight the virtue of another. By way of example, Car-
roll discusses how in the film Howard’s End, the true virtue of imaginativeness is
highlighted through a contrast between three siblings: Margaret, Helen, and Tibby
Schlegal. Although all three characters are imaginative, Helen is portrayed as imagi-
native to a pathological degree, obsessed as she is by her empathy for others. At the
other extreme, Tibby is imaginative in a scholarly, aesthetic way, but so engrossed
in his intellectual pursuits that he fails to direct his imagination towards the needs of
others. Only Margaret’s imaginativeness exemplifies real virtue, because it balances
both the ability to see good in others and a concern for practicality. Carroll argues that
virtue wheels like this one can facilitate moral learning by helping readers to recognize
virtues and vices in others, and prompting them to engage in conceptual analysis about
what sorts of dispositions virtue requires.

One possible way that such narratives could result in mindshaping would be if they
caused people to imitate the behaviors of the virtuous exemplars in question. This
form of mindshaping would not necessarily require mentalizing: simply recognizing
that a certain kind of behavior is normatively desirable would be sufficient to achieve
the relevant effects. But from a normative, virtue-theoretical perspective, this kind of
learning would be quite superficial. This is due to the mentalistic nature of the virtues
and vices: like other traits, they are at their core psychological dispositions to have the

12 For discussion of the narrative, normative role of propositional attitude attributions, see Hutto (2009)
and Zawidzki (2013).
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right kinds of values, to feel certain kinds of sentiments, and to respond appropriately
to reasons (Miller 2013; Snow 2010). This means that in order for a pupil to actually
learn from exemplars or fictional characters about the true nature of virtue, she could
not merely imitate the behavior of these individuals, as this would tell her nothing
about the underlying attitudes that make their behavior virtuous (as opposed to merely
continent). She must therefore be able to appreciate the psychological factors that
motivate the exemplar’s actions. Thus, in order for this kind of exemplarist moral
pedagogy to convey actual moral knowledge, learners must use their theory of mind.

3.4 Taking stock

Collectively, these cases illustrate how the folk-psychological function of trait attribu-
tion extends beyond the prediction and interpretation of behavior by actively promoting
conformity to normative standards. But they also show that this regulative form of
trait attribution often involves a variety of different mindreading processes. In the
case of virtue labelling, the normative effects of trait attributions are scaffolded by
mindreading on the part of both the mindshaper and her target. In the case of proso-
cial gossip, trait attributions promote norm-governed behavior as an indirect effect
of communicated psychological information, and as a direct effect of communicated
normative information. In moral pedagogy, mindreading itself plays a normative role:
while a certain amount ofmindshaping can occur simply through the imitation of virtu-
ous behavior, genuine moral learning requires a pupil to engage in more sophisticated
forms of mental-state attribution.

4 Conclusion

In this paper, I have explored how and where character-trait attributions might fit
into a broader debate about the nature of everyday folk psychology. I first considered
several arguments for the claim that trait attribution might constitute a distinctly non-
mentalistic mode of folk-psychological reasoning, and found them to be lacking. I
then turned to the idea that trait attributions serve regulative rather than descriptive
functions. I discussed several ways in which character-trait attributions might occur,
and for each one noted the roles played by mindreading.

The overarching point of this discussion has been that in order to understand the
role of character-trait attribution in our folk psychology, we need to recognize that
reasoning about character is closely integrated with traditional forms of mindreading.
This is not to deny that character-trait attribution in some ways goes beyond the tradi-
tional mindreading-based framework, or that it can have significant regulative effects.
Indeed, the mindshaping approach can help to illuminate the distinctive ways that
character-trait attributions promote norm-governed behavior. But even in the places
where our understanding of trait attribution requires us to go beyond the traditional
mentalistic framework, mindreading still ends up being a crucial part of the story.
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