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This volume concerns our everyday understanding of other minds, and how neuro­
developmental factors can interfere with this ability. Our understanding of other 
minds is sometimes referred to as our folk psychology. According to Pinker, among 
others, the evolution of the human mind should be considered in terms of its evolved 
adaptedness to the environment (Pinker 1997). On this view, the brain needed to be 
able to maximize the survival of its host body in response to at least two broad 
challenges: predicting the physical and the social environment. The specialized 
cognitive domains of folk physics and folk psychology can be seen as adaptations 
to each of these. In this chapter I explore the possibility that a cognitive profile of 
superior folk physics alongside impaired folk psychology could arise for genetic 
reasons. This assumes that some brains are equally well adapted to understanding 
both the social and physical environment, whilst others are better adapted to under­
standing the physical environment and yet others are better adapted to understanding 
the social environment. Both clinical and experimental tests of this profile in children 
with autism and Asperger's Syndrome (AS) will be reviewed. 

Brentano's thesis is that in this universe there are only two kinds of entities: those 
that have intentionality, and those that do not (Brentano 1874/1970). This roughly 
corresponds to the distinction between animate and inanimate, in that inanimate 
things appear to have no intentionality, whilst most animate things are treated as if 
they do. Intentionality is defined as the capacity of something to refer or point to 
things other than itself. A rock cannot point to anything. It just is. In contrast, a 
mouse can 'look' at a piece of cheese, and can 'want' the piece of cheese. The animate­
inanimate distinction doesn't quite cover the intentional/non-intentional distinction in 
that plants are animate, so the distinction is probably better covered by the concept of 
agency (Premack 1990). Agents have intentionality, and non-agents do not. This also 
means that when agents and non-agents move, their motion has different causes. 
Agents can move by self-propulsion, driven by their goals, whilst non-agents can be 
reliably expected not to move unless acted upon by another object (e.g. following a 
collision). 

The task for us as information processors is to compute the causes of these two 
classes of motion. Dennett's (1978) claim is that humans from birth use their 
folk (or intuitive) psychology to deduce the cause of agents' actions, and use their folk 












