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		Abstract

		A central tenet of Anglo-American penal law is that in order for an actor to be found criminally liable, a proscribed act must be accompanied by a guilty mind. While it is easy to understand the importance of this principle in theory, in practice it requires jurors and judges to decide what a person was thinking months or years earlier at the time of the alleged offense, either about the results of his conduct or about some elemental fact (such as whether the briefcase he is carrying contains drugs). Despite the central importance of this task in the administration of criminal justice, there has been very little research investigating how people go about making these decisions, and how these decisions relate to their intuitions about culpability. Understanding the cognitive mechanisms that govern this task is important for the law, not only to explore the possibility of systemic biases and errors in attributions of culpability but also to probe the intuitions that underlie them.  

In a set of six exploratory studies reported here, we examine the way in which individuals infer othersâ€™ legally relevant mental states about elemental facts, using the framework established over fifty years ago by the Model Penal Code (â€œMPCâ€�). The widely adopted MPC framework delineates and defines the four now-familiar culpable mental states: purpose, knowledge, recklessness, and negligence. Our studies reveal that with little to no training, jury-eligible Americans can apply the MPC framework in a manner that is largely congruent with the basic assumptions of the MPCâ€™s mental state hierarchy. However, our results also indicate that subjectsâ€™ intuitions about the level of culpability warranting criminal punishment diverge significantly from prevailing legal practice; subjects tend to regard recklessness as a sufficient basis for punishment under circumstances where the legislatures and courts tend to require knowledge. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: Mental states, criminal law, Model Penal Code, MPC, empirical, punishment, sentencing, blame, culpability, mens rea, purposeful, knowing, reckless, negligent, responsibility, crime, criminology, retribution, just deserts, blameworthiness, intentionality, law and psychology, juror decision making

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	






	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Ginther,  Matthew and Shen,  Francis X. and Bonnie,  Richard J. and Hoffman,  Morris B. and Jones,  Owen D. and Simons,  Kenneth W., Decoding Guilty Minds (November 11, 2017). Vanderbilt Law Review, Vol. 71, 2018, UC Irvine School of Law Research Paper No. 2017-59, Vanderbilt Law Research Paper No. 18-10,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3069599
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Matthew  Ginther

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				United States District Court - District of Massachusetts  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					1 Courthouse Way
Ste. 4710
Boston, MA  02127
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Francis X. Shen

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
					
					[image: University of Minnesota Law School]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				University of Minnesota Law School  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					Minneapolis, MN
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				MGH Center for Law, Brain & Behavior  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					55 Fruit Street
Boston, MA  02114
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Richard J. Bonnie

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
						
						


						
					
					[image: University of Virginia School of Law]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				University of Virginia School of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					580 Massie Road
Charlottesville, VA  22903
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Morris B. Hoffman

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				Second Judicial District Court Judge, State of Colorado  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					Denver, CO
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Owen D. Jones (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
					
					[image: Vanderbilt University - Law School & Dept. of Biological Sciences]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				Vanderbilt University - Law School & Dept. of Biological Sciences  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					131 21st Avenue South
Nashville, TN  37203-1181
United States

				

				
			

			
				
				
					HOME PAGE: http://law.vanderbilt.edu/bio/owen-jones
				

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Kenneth W. Simons

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				University of California, Irvine School of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					401 E. Peltason Dr.
Room 3800H
Irvine, CA  92697-1000
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      549

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    4,355

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			   93,149

		

		
	


	

	
		
			
				       17 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    University of California, Irvine School of Law & Legal Studies Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                University of California, Irvine School of Law & Legal Studies Research Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            5,320

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,029

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Dana Lee at University of California, Irvine School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Vanderbilt University Law School Legal Studies Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Vanderbilt University Law School Legal Studies Research Paper Series

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            5,100

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,192

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Rebecca Haw Allensworth at Vanderbilt University - Vanderbilt Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    Criminal Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Criminal Law eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,308

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,038

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Paul H. Robinson at University of Pennsylvania Carey Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Public Law - Crime, Criminal Law, & Punishment eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Public Law - Crime, Criminal Law, & Punishment eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              858

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           17,885

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Jessica Eaglin at Cornell Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Criminal Procedure eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Criminal Procedure eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              793

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,805

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Jeannine Bell at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Psychology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Psychology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              712

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            5,651

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Valerie P. Hans at Cornell University - School of Law, Jeffrey J. Rachlinski at Cornell Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Empirical Studies eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Empirical Studies eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              659

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,793

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law, Cognition, & Decisionmaking eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law, Cognition, & Decisionmaking eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              625

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            2,979

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Russell B. Korobkin at UCLA School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Experimental Studies eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Experimental Studies eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              563

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,661

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Courts eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Courts eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              558

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           15,317

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Public Law - Courts eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Public Law - Courts eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              392

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            3,564

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Nicholas Almendares at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Psychological Anthropology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Psychological Anthropology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              334

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            4,244

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Crime & Psychology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Crime & Psychology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              233

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              869

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Forensic Psychology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Forensic Psychology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                               72

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,771

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
			
				
			
			
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l100 in   0.113 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	

