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Folk Theories and Explainable Artificial Intelligence

Michael Ridley
PhD Candidate, Library and Information Studies
Faculty of Information and Media Studies

If artificial intelligence is so smart, why can’t it explain itself? Machine learning systems, the
leading-edge of Al, are powerful, complex, consequential, opaque, and not very forthcoming.
Systems like Amazon, Google, and others are part of our everyday experience. We need them to
explain themselves. “I can’t tell you” or “I don’t know” aren’t an acceptable answers. The field
of “explainable AI” (XAI) is about getting machine learning systems to tell us what they did,
why they did it, and why they didn’t do something else instead. How can we help machine
learning systems make better explanations? Enter folk theories. Folk theories are the beliefs
people hold about how machine learning systems work. They may be not fully accurate, but they
are functional. They help people use the system. Having folk theories and XAl work together
allows machines to better understand humans and humans to better understand machines. Win-
win.
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