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Introduction 

In this chapter, we consider how humans conceive of other humans, and the interacting 

roles of cognitive biases and cultural processes in the development of these conceptions. Data 

collected with young children and adults suggest humans conceptualize of themselves and other 

humans as consisting of “an essential something” beyond a body and mind. We argue that a 

cognitive bias that leads to essentialist reasoning, combined with cultural practices directed at 

altering that essence (i.e., rituals), provide a uniquely-human cognitive foundation for concepts 

of a human quintessence. In particular, we propose that humans utilize a folk anthropology that 

attributes an intrinsic and central constituent of human character (what makes humans human), 

and is the product of conceptual predilections to categorize objects into discrete groups with an 

unseen essence and cultural practices that build upon these cognitive foundations. 

Intuitive Theories and Cognitive Development 

Forming a useful conception of what it means to be human is a fundamental 

accomplishment for children. This conception includes understanding that humans have physical 

bodies that conform to fundamental laws of nature and depend on life-giving biological 

processes. Children must also come to understand that humans have mental processes that 

function as causes and motivators of human action. In order to grasp these aspects of humans, 

children rely on and refine intuitive theories about the nature of humans (Gelman & Legare, 

2011). Intuitive theories differ from scientific theories in that they are implicit as opposed to 

explicit and imprecise as opposed to precise; however, intuitive theories function similarly to 

scientific theories in their cognitive functions, which include “organiz[ing] experience, 

generat[ing] inferences, guid[ing] learning, and influenc[ing] behavior and social interactions” 

(Gelman & Legare, 2011, p. 379). A large body of research has outlined the development of 

three core intuitive theories that support and constrain children’s learning about the world in 

general, and their perceptions of humans in particular: folk physics, folk biology, and folk 

psychology. In developing an intuitive sense of the nature of humans, children coordinate 

inferences derived from these three theories. We first describe these three foundational theories 

(Wellman & Gelman, 1992) and then propose an additional folk theory (folk anthropology) that 

becomes coordinated in an understanding of the nature of humans. 

Folk Physics  
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Folk physics involves reasoning about the physical laws that constrain objects 

(Baillargeon, 2008). Core foundations of folk physics are demonstrated early in infancy; infants 

as young as 2.5- to 4-months-old expect physical events to conform to principles of continuity 

(that objects move in continuous paths), cohesion (that bounded objects remain whole unless 

acted upon), and persistence (objects do not phase in and out of existence or through other 

objects) (Baillargeon, 2008). For example, 2.5- to 4-month-olds’ attention was greater for a 

display in which an object seemed to pass through a solid barrier or pass through an impossibly 

small opening than for possible, normal physical events (Spelke, Breinlinger, Macomber, & 

Jacobson, 1992). That is, babies appear surprised by objects appearing to violate some elements 

of basic physics. Young infants also are surprised if an object breaks apart as it moves through 

space (Needham, 1999) and do not expect an object to spontaneously change location 

(Newcombe, Huttenlocher, & Learmonth, 1992). Throughout early childhood, continued 

developments of the folk physics system involve developing spatial cognition and applying an 

understanding of the physical world to the use of tools to overcome physical obstacles (see 

Bjorklund & Causey, 2018).  

Folk Biology  

Folk biology involves reasoning about living kinds (Gelman & Legare, 2011). Even 

newborns demonstrate preferential looking to lights that move like humans would move (Bardi, 

Regolin, & Simion, 2011), and young infants differentiate animate from inanimate objects based 

on their ability to move themselves (Schlottman & Ray, 2010). By age 4, children’s folk theories 

of biology include an understanding of the properties of living things (Inagaki & Hatano, 2002; 

Wellman & Gelman, 1998). These properties include growth (Hatano & Inagaki, 1994; Inagaki 

& Hatano, 1996; Hickling & Gelman, 1995; Rosengren, Gelman, Kalish, & McCormick, 1991), 

movement (Gelman & Gottfried, 1996), nourishment (Inagaki & Hatano, 2002), reproduction 

(Keil, 1995), and inheritability (Keil, 1989; Sousa, Altran, & Medin, 2002). For example, in a 

study by Inagaki and Hatano (1996), 5-year-old children accurately differentiated that plants 

(e.g., flowers) and animals (e.g., chickens) grow, but man-made artifacts (e.g., a tea cup) do not. 

Moreover, 4-years-old are able to order pictures of a plant in its correct growth sequence (e.g., 

seed-plant-flower) and readily recognize an incorrect growth sequence (e.g., flower-plant-seed) 

(Hickling & Gelman, 1995).  

Folk Psychology  
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Folk psychology is comprised of thinking about human actions in terms of beliefs, 

desires, intentions, and goals (Gelman & Legare, 2011). Some studies have suggested an 

intuition that agents have unobservable intentions, thoughts, and beliefs begins to emerge by the 

age of 1-year-old (Sommerville & Woodward, 2005; Wellman, Cross, & Watson; 2001; 

Woodward & Guajardo, 2002). Additionally, infants appear to expect human action to conform 

to principles of efficiency (i.e., minimizing effort while maximizing reward) and consistency 

(i.e., coherence between cognition and behavior) (Baillargeon, Scott, & Bian, 2016). For 

example, Woodward and Guajardo (2002) found that infants between the ages of 9- and 12-

months understand the goal of a reach or pointing as a deliberate, object-directed action.  

Understanding of the fact that human mental states and emotions contribute to human behaviors 

continues to develop through the early childhood years (Wellman & Liu, 2004). 

Coordination of Intuitive Theories in the Developing Concept of Humans 

As humans have physical bodies that (a) exist in time and space, (b) require sustenance 

and conform to a life cycle, and (c) embody emotional and cognitive states that cause behavior, 

intuitions about “what makes humans human” require the coordination of inferences derived 

from these folk systems of thought. For example, during certain phases of development children 

conflate some aspects of folk biology with folk psychology, associating “being alive” with 

having intentional agency (Shtulman, 2017). Thus, children might claim that a cloud is alive 

because it appears to move through space on its own, but a tree is not alive because it does not 

move through space.  

Humans are sensitive to cues that indicate which system of inference should be used to 

process different kinds of information. Particularly, very young infants are sensitive to cues of 

agency (e.g., self-propelled motion) and will develop different predictions about the movements 

of animate agents and inanimate objects (Kuhlmeier, Bloom, & Wynn, 2004). Importantly, the 

human body itself is a cue to intentional agency. Chudek, McNamara, Birch, Bloom, and 

Heinrich (2018) tested Fijian and Canadian participants’ intuition that a “mind” could move from 

one shape (a pentagon) to another (a smaller pentagon) to help the original shape achieve a goal 

(to get some cake). Approximately 70% of children in both samples, and approximately 60% of 

Fijian adults (Canadian adults not tested), inferred a mind had transferred from the original shape 

to another shape if the original shape had eyes. This inference was less common (although not 
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completely absent) in both children and adults if the shape did not have this cue to agency 

(Chudek et al., 2018). 

The coordination of these systems of thinking could lead to three potential intuitions 

about the nature of humans and how human bodies and mental states contribute to what makes a 

human human. A Materialist Intuition would be an intuition that humans are strictly and solely 

composed of bodies and brains, a form of materialism (see Churchland, 1981). Forstmann and 

Burgmer (2018) described this stance as a reductive physicalism, which they defined as the view 

that mental states are either actually physical states or only descriptions of physical states, but do 

not exist independently of physical states. In a similar line of argument, Hodge (2008) has 

argued that there is minimal evidence for an intuitive separation of mental and bodily processes, 

especially when exploring funerary cultural practices which focus heavily on respect for the 

human body upon death. 

A Dualist Intuition is the intuition that minds are separate from bodies (Bloom, 2004; 

Bering, 2006). Forstmann and Burgmer (2018) described this stance as substance dualism, which 

they defined as the stance that mental states exist entirely separately from physical bodies and 

can exist in the absence of a physical body. Much of the research supporting claims of an 

intuitive Cartesian substance dualism are based in research suggesting that young children form 

separate representations of the mind and body early on in childhood and that even infants 

successfully make animate-inanimate distinctions (Bloom, 2004). For example, infants tend to 

look longer at objects on a screen that appear to follow each other in a game of tag (i.e., 

animated, or having a mental state) than objects that appear to move randomly on the screen (i.e., 

inanimate, or not having specific goals or desires).  

A Tripartite Intuition is the intuition that in addition to the body and mind, humans have 

“an essential something” (from here on referred to as a “quintessence”) that confers individual 

identity beyond that conferred by the body or the mind alone. In other words, humans may 

conceive of other humans as consisting of an identity-granting essence that is separate from the 

body and also separate from mental processes (Richert & Harris, 2006).  

The largest body of research on intuitions about the nature of humans has focused on the 

(presumed) presence of a mind-body substance dualism in children and adults. Much of this 

research is based on the hypothesis that a developing theory of mind (i.e., the attributions of 

unseen goals, intentions, desires, and motivations to others’ actions) can account for this intuitive 
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dualism. We first summarize this body of research and then articulate the limitations of this 

approach for explaining data suggesting a primary role of essentialist reasoning in 

conceptualizations of the nature of humans.  

Folk Psychology & Dualism 

The presence of mind-body dualism has been documented early in development (Bloom, 

2004), as well as across human cultures and human history (Roazzi, Nyhof, & Johnson, 2013; 

Slingerland & Chudek, 2011; Slingerland, 2018). Developmental research on dualism has 

focused on children’s developing understanding of the functions of the mind and brain and their 

beliefs about whether a person’s identity is contained in the mind or the body.  

In one of the earliest studies of the developing understanding of the mind-brain 

distinction, Johnson and Wellman (1982) found that by the age of 4, children understand that the 

brain is internal to a person and is responsible for mental functions. Johnson and Wellman (1982) 

argued that children younger than 9 do not differentiate the functions of the brain from the 

functions of the mind, however, further research has documented the development of this 

distinction in early childhood. To understand how children come to differentiate the mind from 

the brain, Corriveau, Pasquini, and Harris (2005) examined the natural language in which 

children hear the words mind and brain between the ages of 2 and 5 by looking through a 

database of children’s language environment (CHILDES). Parents were much more likely to use 

the word mind than brain, and when the word mind was used it was more likely to be used to 

refer to mental functioning. Furthermore, Gottfried and Jow (2003) noted that in children’s 

storybooks written in English, the word brain was used far less often than the word heart; and the 

word heart was often used in metaphorical contexts that denoted emotional states.  

To test how children coordinate intuitions about the mind and the body in conferring 

identity, Johnson (1990) asked participants which abilities, preferences, or identity 

characteristics would transfer with a person (i.e., the donor) if their mind was transferred into 

another body (i.e., the recipient). Children between the ages of 5 and 7 indicated their own 

cognitive (e.g., knowing words), behavioral (e.g., being kind), and identity (e.g., name) aspects 

would transfer along with their brain into the body of a pig or a baby. Children also claimed that 

these aspects would transfer if their brain was transplanted into another child, but were less likely 

to claim that the reverse was true (i.e., that the transplant of another child’s brain into their own 

body would bring along those characteristics of the other child). Thus, children seem to view 



The Nature of Humans, 7 

 

their own identity as being tied to both their own brain and their own body; but others’ identity 

as tied to their brain but not their body.  

Using a similar hypothetical transplant method, Gottfried, Gelman, and Schultz (1999) 

questioned children between the ages of 3 and 5 about the brain of a donor animal being 

transplanted into the brain of a recipient animal. Children were asked if the thoughts, memories, 

vocalizations (e.g., mooing), and appearance would travel with the donor’s brain into the 

recipient animal’s body. Gottfried et al. (1999) found that children did not indicate the identity 

characteristics of the donor animal would transfer with that animal’s brain into the body of 

another animal. They documented the association of these functions with a traveling brain 

emerges around age 8 or 9. The combined findings from Johnson (1990) and Gottfried et al. 

(1999) suggest that children younger than age 9 or 10 will agree that the identity characteristics 

of a person will travel with that person’s brain into the body of an animal, but are less prone to 

claim that identity travels with a brain in animal-to-animal transfer.  

The above studies specifically focused on children’s concepts of the brain, however, 

children associate the mind with identity before they associate the brain with identity. Corriveau 

et al. (2005) used Gottfried et al.’s (1999) transformation method to examine 5- to 7-year-old 

children’s (as well as a sample of adults) beliefs about what properties would change about a 

child if a wizard magically changed the child’s mind or brain into that of a horse. The study 

specifically focused on if the child would maintain her/his name, memories, preferences, and 

knowledge. Younger children were more likely to indicate that the child’s identity would change 

if the mind was transformed than if the brain was transformed. Older children and adults also 

indicated the identity would change if the brain was transformed. These findings suggest that 

although children associate the physical brain with mental functions, an early emerging intuition 

is that the mind is more important than the brain in conferring identity by being the repository for 

one’s name, memories, preferences, and knowledge. This view of the mind is supported by a 

cultural context that supports privileging the mind as the “container” of identity (e.g., Corriveau 

et al., 2005). 

Cohen and Barrett (2008) further unpacked how individuals conceptualize what happens 

when a mind is transplanted into a new body. Young adults indicated what kinds of abilities and 

preferences transfer if a person’s mind is transferred into the body of another person. 

Participants’ responses were scored as indicating if the donor’s mind would either displace or 
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fuse with the mind of the recipient. The majority of participants indicated the donor’s mind 

would completely displace the mind of the recipient. 

Utilizing a slightly different method, Hood, Gjersoe, and Bloom (2012) asked 

participants about an animal that had been cloned. British 6-year-olds indicated what properties a 

hamster would retain if the hamster had its body duplicated by a magic machine. In this method 

(in which the body rather than the mind is duplicated), children were more likely to indicate 

physical (e.g., having a blue heart) than mental (e.g., memory) states would duplicate into the 

new hamster. Participants were also less likely to say that memory states would transfer into a 

duplicated body if the original hamster was given a name. Thus, in the case of a duplicated body, 

children privilege the duplication of physical states over mental states, suggesting a view of the 

mind as associated with a particular physical form (or a unique person’s body). These findings 

suggest that although children appear to view the human mind as more identity-granting than the 

human body, they also view the unique connection between a given individual’s mind and body 

as critical for conferring that person’s identity, especially if that person has a name.  

Similar to studies with children, Forstmann and Burgmer (2014) conducted a series of 

studies asking adults what kinds of properties would carry over from an animal or human into a 

duplication (i.e., clone) of that animal or human. As with the children in Hood et al.’s (2012) 

study, participants were more likely to indicate that physical rather than mental characteristics 

would be shared between the original animal/human and its duplicate.  

Conducting research with adults in the UK and in a community in Brazil that has cultural 

beliefs in spirit possession, soul flight, and the afterlife, Cohen, Burdett, Knight, and Barrett 

(2011) asked participants to imagine they (a) left their bodies, (b) left their bodies and entered a 

rock, or (c) left their bodies and entered a plant. Participants then were then asked whether 

physical and psychological processes would cease or continue. In their questions, Cohen et al. 

(2011) diverged from prior research that had delineated processes as (a) psychobiological (e.g., 

feel queasy)/perceptual (e.g., taste )/emotional (e.g., feel scared)/epistemic (e.g., believe) (Bering 

& Bjorklund, 2002), or (b) psychobiological (e.g., hear)/mental (e.g., know) (Astuti & Harris, 

2008).  

Cohen et al. (2011) instead distinguished categories of processes as either body 

dependent or independent based on participants’ responses to the first set of questions asking 

them to imagine they had left their bodies. Although there was much cross-cultural agreement in 
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which processes were body dependent (e.g., hope, learn, know) and body independent (e.g., feel 

the wind, smell things, taste things), there were informative cultural differences in some 

processes. Specifically, participants from Brazil were more likely than participants from the UK 

to indicate the following processes were body dependent: “feel sexual desire, feel angry, feel 

excited, feel scared, hate things, feel upset, feel disgust, feel sad” (p. 1292).  

Regarding participants’ general responses, participants were more likely to associate 

continuation of both body dependent and independent processes when asked to imagine going 

into an object (plant or rock) than when asked to simply imagine leaving their body (Cohen et 

al., 2011). Furthermore, participants from Brazil were more likely than UK participants to 

associate continued body dependent processes with transition into a rock. For the body 

independent processes, participants from Brazil were equally likely to claim that these processes 

would continue regardless of general disembodiment or transfer into a plant or rock. In contrast, 

UK participants were less likely to endorse the continuation of body independent processes if the 

person has left their body and entered into a rock or plant (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Research with adults in America and India indicates variation in how the body and the 

mind are viewed in conferring identity (Mahalingam & Rodriguez, 2006). Both American and 

Indian participants believed the social identity (i.e., ethnicity/caste) of an individual would not 

change if their brain was transplanted into a new body. In contrast, American adults believed the 

recipient of the brain transplant would act in ways consistent with the ethnicity of the donor 

brain; however, Indian participants believed actions would travel with a low-status brain into a 

high-status body but not vice versa. In other words, a person’s actions may change if they receive 

a new brain, but a person’s ethnicity/caste is defined by the person’s body not the person’s brain.  

Folk Theories Summary  

In summary, prior research has indicated that young children associate the mind with a 

person’s preferences, actions, and desires by the age of 7 or 8. In addition, studies that ask 

children and adults to think about the mind in novel ways (e.g., a mind going from one body into 

another) seem to suggest people view the mind as housing an individual’s identity. However, 

studies that prompt children and adults to think about the body (e.g., cloning studies) or about 

whether changes to the brain result in changes to one’s social category indicate children do not 

only conceive of identity as being connected to the mind, but also indicate there is something 

unique about the connection between a given individual’s mind and body that confers a unique 
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identity to each individual (Hood et al., 2012). Thus, in order to fully capture intuitions about the 

nature of humans, researchers should consider the role of essentialist reasoning about individuals 

and categories. 

Folk Anthropology 

The body of research summarized above suggests that cognitive biases toward substance 

dualism and the folk theory of mind cannot fully account for how humans conceptualize other 

humans. As Hirschfeld (2013) has argued, the human capacity for mentalizing is insufficient to 

explain patterns in how we interpret and predict the actions of others. In fact, most people rely on 

heuristics related to others’ non-mental properties, such as age, gender, occupation, race, rank, 

etc. when interpreting and predicting others’ actions (e.g., Hirschfeld, Bartmess, White, & Frith, 

2007). Associating an individual with a social category employs essentialist reasoning to explain 

or predict human behavior (Rhodes et al., 2012).  

We propose that in concert with developing folk theories of physics, biology, and 

psychology, children are simultaneously developing a folk system of inference about the 

quintessence of individual persons and the cultural practices that engage or alter that essence. We 

term this foundational theory a folk anthropology, and we propose it incorporates three main 

components not included or accounted for in other folk theories: (a) the attribution of a 

quintessence to each individual person (e.g., a soul), (b) intuitions that the quintessence exists 

outside of the life cycle (e.g., in pre-life and afterlife beliefs), and (c) belief that the quintessence 

can be altered by cultural, supernatural, and/or religious activities that change the fundamental 

nature of humans (e.g., rituals).  

Essentialism  

For the purposes of this chapter, three definitions of essentialism are especially 

productive for delineating how humans view other humans. First, “psychological essentialism is 

a pervasive cognitive bias that leads people to view members of a category as sharing a deep, 

underlying, inherent nature (a category ‘essence’), which causes them to be fundamentally 

similar to one another in both obvious and nonobvious ways” (Rhodes, Leslie, & Tworek, 2012, 

p. 1). Second, according to Medin (1989), “People act as if things (e.g., objects) have essences or 

underlying natures that make them the thing that they are” (p. 1476). Third, and as Gelman 

(2009) noted, “Despite outward changes in appearances over the lifetime of an individual (e.g., 

from infant to adult) and despite outward variation in appearance across members of a category 
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(e.g., from typical to atypical instances), people believe that category members share an 

immutable feature or substance (essence) that causes category members to be what they are and 

have the properties that they do” (p. 124).  

Thus, as conceptualized in the field of cognitive development, essentialism supports the 

development of category learning by scaffolding children’s transfer of learning about an 

individual member of a category (e.g., Fido grows) to other members of that category (e.g., all 

dogs grow) (Gelman, Coley & Gottfried, 1994). Essentialist reasoning is found across cultures 

and ages, though the way it manifests varies by culture (Gelman, 2009). Gelman and 

Diesendruck (1999) have argued that psychological essentialism is skeletal in nature, such that 

the cognitive bias toward essentialism provides a placeholder into which children place 

information on the nature of an individual or category. The role of essentialist reasoning is most 

commonly highlighted in research on children’s language learning and categorization (Gelman, 

2009); however, essentialist reasoning can also be applied to thinking about the social categories 

of people and what makes each group unique (e.g., race, religion, gender) (Rhodes et al., 2012).  

In a classic study, Jane Elliott demonstrated how easy social essentialism is to prime in 

children (as cited in Stewart, Laduke, Bracht, Sweet, & Gamarel, 2003). She told her classroom 

of third graders that brown-eyed children are better than blue-eyed children. By the time lunch 

was over, the classroom had developed a caste-like system in which the brown-eyed children 

ostracized the blue-eyed children. As Mahalingam (2007) outlined, the bias toward attributing 

essences to humans and to social categories reflects both a cognitive bias that supports category 

learning and inferences, as well as social biases that maintain the sociological power structures 

that serve individuals in power.  

Individuals may also judge the inheritance of personal characteristics (e.g., identity, 

beliefs, behaviors, skills, genetics) in essentialist terms (Moya, Boyd, & Henrich, 2015). For 

instance, in a set of cross-cultural studies in Peru, Fiji, and the US, examining differences in folk 

theories of the influences of parenting, participants were presented with vignettes in which the 

protagonist was either (a) adopted by a non-biologically related family at birth (i.e., adoption 

condition), or (b) migrated with her family to a different culture after birth (i.e., migration 

condition) (Moya et al., 2015). Participants were then asked a series of questions about whether 

the protagonist would be more likely to share a particular trait with her birth parents or adoptive 

parents (e.g., music preference, intelligence, ear shape). Results showed high cultural variation in 
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how similar the protagonist would be compared to the birth parents across the different personal 

characteristics, with only the US sample embracing the strong “nurture” view that parents shape 

children’s beliefs and behaviors (Moya et al., 2015).  

Gelman and Diesendruck (1999) additionally argued that because the bias toward 

essentializing provides a placeholder, the motivation to identify what fits into that placeholder 

can account for conceptual change. This cognitive “placeholder” can provide a fertile cognitive 

space for the cultural influence of beliefs about what makes a person a person (e.g., concepts of 

the soul) and cultural and ritual practices that imply individuals have an essence that makes them 

who they are. A pervasive implicit assumption that the brain functions as a container or 

repository for our mental capacities echoes this characterization (see Gottfried et al., 1999).  

However, newer studies have suggested that individuals do not dichotomously or 

orthogonally categorize human functions as either mental or bodily. For example, in a priming 

study with adults, a biological prime (video on the brain), an emotional prime (video about the 

Rwanda genocide), or no prime (control condition) was presented, followed by a gender-matched 

vignette about a student named Sam who was heading home for the summer at the end of the 

academic year when s/he was killed in an accident at the train station (Bek & Lock, 2011). Adult 

participants then reported whether Sam continued to hold biological (e.g., Does Sam still suffer 

from hayfever?), psychobiological (e.g., Is Sam still thirsty), perceptual (e.g., Can Sam still see 

the sky?), emotional (e.g., Can Sam still love his/her mum?), desire (e.g., Does Sam still want to 

go to the party?), epistemic (e.g., Does Sam still know how to do math?), and death awareness 

states (e.g., Does Sam know that s/he is dead?). The emotional priming condition did not appear 

to have an effect on participants’ judgments (as compared to the control condition), but the 

biological prime reduced some attribution of post-death states continuing, such as emotional 

states (Bek & Lock, 2011).  

Results also indicated that there might be three dimensions on how adults categorize 

mental and physical states: the physiological body (biological, psychobiological, some 

perceptual), non-physiological body (epistemic, some perceptual), and non-embodied (emotions, 

desires) (Bek & Lock, 2011). These findings indicate three, not two, dimensions of how children 

and adults conceptualize other humans. As summarized below, a growing body of research 

suggests that in addition to conceptualizing humans as comprised of minds and bodies, children 
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have an intuition that humans are comprised of an individualized essence that exists 

complementary to, but still distinct from, a person’s body and mind. 

The Quintessence of a Person & The Soul 

Evidence that human cognition incorporates a tripartite intuition about the nature of 

humans comes from studies specifically asking participants to consider the functions of the body, 

mind, and soul and the role of each aspect in conferring identity. Richert and Harris (2006) asked 

6- to 12-year-old Catholic children whether a newborn baby had a brain, mind, and soul. 

Children were also asked if the brain, mind, and soul stayed the same or changed over a person’s 

life and if the baby would be the same person if the brain/mind/soul were taken away. Children 

indicated the mind and brain would change over time, but the soul was more likely to stay the 

same. Although overall children claimed that a baby would be a different person if the mind, 

brain, and soul were taken away, children younger than age 9 were less likely than older children 

to indicate the baby would be a different person if the soul was taken away (Richert & Harris, 

2006).  

Then, utilizing the Johnson and Wellman (1982) method, children indicated whether the 

baby could still perform behavioral (sucking thumb, close eyes), cognitive (dream, think) and 

non-cognitive (see, want) tasks if the baby’s brain, mind, and soul were taken away (Richert & 

Harris, 2006). Across ages, children claimed that all functioning could likely continue without a 

soul, but would likely not continue without a brain or mind. Finally, in response to open-ended 

questions about the function of the brain, mind, and soul, children spontaneously attributed 

spiritual functions to the soul (e.g., helps you tell right from wrong, life-giving force, afterlife), 

but not to the mind and the brain (Richert & Harris, 2006). 

 Using the Johnson (1990) method, Roazzi et al. (2013) expanded this research to 

determine whether people make further distinctions between the soul and the spirit of a person. 

They interviewed young adults from the United States, Brazil, and Indonesia. Participants were 

presented with a series of scenarios in which the mind, soul, or spirit of an individual transferred 

into the body of another individual. The young adults then indicated whether the cognitive, 

physical, moral, and social abilities and passion for those abilities transferred with a person’s 

mind, soul, or spirit into a new body. In the United States, participants were more likely to 

associate the spirit with passion but the soul and mind with both passion and ability. In addition, 
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social and moral attributes were more strongly associated with the soul and spirit than with the 

mind.  

Studies have further unpacked the influence of individual differences in explicit concepts 

of the soul. Richert and Harris (2008) interviewed US undergraduates, asking participants 

questions about the ontological status of the mind and soul (does it exist, when does it begin, 

does it change over development, does it continue after death?) and the functions of the mind and 

soul (cognitive, spiritual). Participants also answered whether scientists/doctors should be able to 

use stem cells in research, disconnect people from life support, and clone humans. Participants 

were more likely to indicate that the mind existed within the life cycle and changed with 

development but that the soul existed outside of the life cycle and remained the same. In 

addition, participants attributed cognitive functions (i.e., solve problems, think, tell right from 

wrong, remember) to the mind and spiritual functions (i.e., life force, afterlife, connection to 

higher power, spiritual essence) to the soul. In this study, emotion and reason were considered by 

participants to be both cognitive and spiritual functions. When predicting participants’ ethical 

reasoning, participants who had a more spiritual concept of the soul were more likely to claim 

that stem cell research, human cloning, and euthanasia are not appropriate. In contrast, there 

were no relations between reasoning on the ethical questions and concepts of the mind (Richert 

& Harris, 2008). 

Following up on this research, Richert and Smith (2012) found that young adults’ beliefs 

about the nature of the soul were related to their stance on beginning-life ethical dilemmas (e.g., 

abortion, stem cell research) but not end-of-life ethical dilemmas (i.e., removal of life support, 

euthanasia). In particular, beyond the predictive power of religious affiliation, participants were 

more likely to disagree with abortion and stem cell research if they believed the soul exists 

before conception and remains constant over the life span.  

Further studies have indicated the importance of considering individual differences in 

whether individuals take a materialist, dualist, or tripartite stance in their understanding of what 

makes humans human. Lindeman, Riekki, and Svedholm-Hakkinen (2015) characterized 

different ways in which Finnish adults conceptualize the relation between the soul, the mind, and 

the body. Using the six categories developed by Bering and Bjorklund (2004), participants 

indicated their belief that the mind, soul, and body were necessary for various functions. 

Lindeman et al. (2015) found that three clusters of participants emerged, labeled as monists, 
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emergentists, and spiritualists. “Monists” indicated only the brain was necessary for all 

functions, “emergentists” indicated the view that both the brain and the mind were necessary for 

all functions, and “spiritualists” regarded the brain, mind, and soul as all necessary for functions. 

Regardless of cluster, participants were least likely to claim the soul was necessary for 

biological, psychobiological, and perceptual processes. Individuals who were in the spiritualist 

cluster also were more likely to hold paranormal beliefs and to believe that the soul was 

immortal. Even spiritualists, however, associated the soul with fewer of the listed properties than 

the mind or brain. 

Prelife and Afterlife Beliefs 

The existence of a tripartite concept of humans, mind-body-quintessence, is additionally 

apparent in research asking children and adults about their prelife and afterlife beliefs. In one of 

the first developmental studies of afterlife beliefs, Bering and Bjorklund (2004) interviewed 4- to 

12-year-old US children (religious affiliation not reported) about what kinds of processes a 

mouse would still be able to perform after being eaten by an alligator. Adults were also 

interviewed. About 70% of kindergartners claimed that both cognitive (e.g., see, want) and 

psychobiological (e.g., thirsty, sleepy) processes continued after death; in contrast, close to 100% 

of later elementary school children claimed psychobiological process would cease at death in 

comparison with 70% who claimed cognitive processes would cease at death. Both adults and 

children were more likely to claim epistemic, desire, and emotional states continue after death 

than biological, psychobiological, and perceptual states. In other words, in this US sample, belief 

in the continuity of both biological and psychological processes was present in kindergarten 

children, but decreased by adulthood, with near universal agreement that biological processes 

cease and less certainty about whether psychological processes cease or continue.  

In Spain, this pattern is stronger in children in Catholic schools than in secular schools 

(Bering, Blasi, & Bjorklund, 2005), suggesting the contexts in which children learn about the 

afterlife influence their judgements about what aspects of a person continue on after death. 

Harris and Giménez (2005) told 7- to 11-year-old Spanish children about the death of an elderly 

person in two narrative contexts: religious, which included references to a priest and being with 

God, and secular, which included references to a doctor and illness. Children were more likely to 

indicate mental than bodily processes would continue after death, and more likely to do so after 

hearing the religious narrative about death. This distinction was particularly pronounced in 
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children older than age 10, who on average attributed continuation of almost all mental functions 

after death (Harris & Giménez, 2005). Similarly, Astuti and Harris (2008) interviewed 5- to 17-

year-old Vezo children and adults in rural Madagascar communities in which even young 

children are exposed to both biological death (mostly of animals) and afterlife beliefs (primarily 

through observing ritual communication with ancestors). Participants indicated which processes 

(bodily and mental) they believed continued to function after a person died. They were presented 

with two different narratives: a religious narrative, in which the focus was on the construction of 

the ancestral tomb, and a non-religious narrative, in which the focus was on the bodily illness 

and death. In contrast to the studies by Bering and colleagues (Bering & Bjorklund, 2004; Bering 

et al., 2005), children were less likely than adults to claim both bodily and mental functions 

continue after death, instead claiming these functions would cease at death. However, both 

children and adults were more likely to claim that mental functions would continue if they were 

responding in the context of the religious (tomb) narrative than in the context of the non-

religious (corpse) narrative. Additionally, participants were asked if the body, mind, and spirit 

would cease to work at death. Participants were more likely to say the spirit continued to work 

after death, when compared with the body and mind; and adults were more likely to make this 

claim than children (Harris & Giménez, 2005). 

Despite evidence of cultural differences, the mechanisms through which these differences 

emerge remains unclear. For example, some studies have found parents’ beliefs and testimony 

are not related to children’s afterlife beliefs (Misailidi & Kornilaki, 2015). Using a similar 

vignette to Bering and Bjorklund (2004) - but with a human protagonist - Misailidi and Kornilaki 

(2015) asked 5-, 7-, and 10-year-old Greek children if biological, perceptual, mental activity, 

epistemic-volitional, and emotional states would continue after death. Similar to other studies 

(e.g., Bering & Bjorklund, 2004), the 7-and 10-year-olds judged biological and perceptual states 

as ceasing whereas 5-year-olds judged the biological, but not perceptual, states as ceasing. 

However, across all three age groups, between 40% and 65% of children claimed epistemic and 

emotional states would stop (Misailidi & Kornilaki, 2015).  

Surprisingly, parents’ own beliefs in the afterlife and parents’ reports of how they talk to 

their children about death and the afterlife (e.g., “I use the terms ‘soul’ and/or ‘spirit’ when I 

discuss death with my child”) were not correlated with children’s own afterlife beliefs. Yet 

parents’ reports of how frequently they attended religious services was strongly related to their 
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own afterlife beliefs. Although Misailidi and Kornilaki (2015) argued this finding indicates 

parental beliefs in afterlife do not directly influence children’s beliefs, these findings may be 

conflated by how frequently children are exposed to death on a regular basis, as well as parents’ 

testimony in real-time (opposed to parental report). 

Emmons and Kelemen (2014) extended research on children’s attributions of mental 

states in the afterlife to a study of the development of prelife beliefs, namely that individuals 

exist in some kind of spiritual state prior to birth. Participants were 5- to 12-year-old children 

from two Ecuadorian communities: an urban, primarily Catholic community and a rural 

community that incorporate traditional beliefs and practices about spirits and witchcraft. 

Importantly, neither of these communities had explicit doctrines supporting prelife existence, 

thus children’s assumptions about prelife reflect their inferences about the nature of human 

existence. As with responses to questions about the afterlife, children were more likely to 

associate mental states (specifically emotions and desires) than physical/biological states to 

prelife existence (Emmons & Kelemen, 2014).  

Even though children were more likely to attribute mental than physical states to prelife 

existence, by the age of 11 to 12, at most, 34% of children endorsed the existence of mental 

states in prelife (Emmons & Kelemen), raising questions about whether this is indeed evidence 

of a cognitive bias toward mentalistic attributions or alternatively reflects the role of essentialism 

in conceptual change (per Gelman & Diesendruck, 1999). Indeed, developmental shifts in 

children’s attribution of prelife experience to humans was related to their developing 

understanding of human biology and the nature of human conception. Thus, one explanation for 

this pattern is that contexts (such as learning about human biology) promote the revision of the 

content of the “quintessence” placeholder to remove both physical and mental states as being the 

primary features of individual essence and that other characteristics of a person take prominence 

in that placeholder.  

The Human Quintessence and Ritual Change 

The choice of the term folk anthropology reflects the expectation that humans 

conceptualize other humans as being fundamentally changed by the religious and cultural 

practices that would typically fall under the domain of anthropological research. There is 

minimal research on how children view the influence of cultural practices on a person’s identity, 

but what little there is has been conducted on children’s understanding of how ritual effects a 
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person’s identity and social group membership. For the purpose of this chapter, rituals are 

defined as culturally-specific action sequences for which the intended outcomes and the causal 

mechanisms that produce those outcomes are causally opaque (Legare & Souza, 2012). Rituals 

serve evolutionarily-adaptive social functions, such as identifying group members and 

maintaining group cohesion (Watson-Jones & Legare, 2016).  

Emerging research on children’s understanding of ritual suggests that children view 

rituals as altering the essence or soul of a person more so than their body, brain, or mind. 

Children who have participated in ritual-type actions with a group have a stronger in-group 

affiliation than children who participated in a non-ritual group activity (Wen, Hermann, & 

Legare, 2016). Additionally, children will perform ritualized actions to help others achieve their 

goals (Nielsen, Kapitány, & Elkins, 2015) and are more likely to perform ritual-like actions if 

they have been previously ostracized by a group (Watson-Jones, Legare, Whitehouse, & Clegg, 

2014; Watson-Jones, Whitehouse, & Legare, 2016). Finally, Richert and Harris (2006) found 

that 4- to 12-year-old Catholic children were more likely to say the soul would be changed by a 

ritual (baptism) than the mind or the brain. Indeed, Slingerland (2018) has suggested that one 

interpretation of mortuary rituals is that they serve to break the connection between the 

individual and her/his body. Thus, emerging evidence paints a compelling picture of the role of a 

folk anthropology of persons in processing how rituals function in social groups and affect the 

individual members of social groups. 

Future Research 

The hypothesized folk anthropology, building upon the attribution of a quintessence to 

individual humans, suggests the need for several programs of research. First, within theories of 

cognitive science of religion, theorists and researchers should more proactively examine the role 

that essentialism has played in the evolution and transmission of religious concepts, beliefs, and 

practices. Much CSR theorizing has been devoted to the important role of theory of mind and 

social cognition in the evolution and persistence of religious beliefs, actions, and concepts. 

However, the findings outlined above indicate the critical need for CSR theories to incorporate 

the developmental research highlighting the importance of essentialism in cognitive 

development.  

Second, the developmental function of attributing to humans an individual quintessence 

needs to be delineated. On the one hand, developmental psychologists should consider how and 
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when in cognitive development a quintessence becomes differentiated from the psychological, 

biological, and physical aspects of humans. On the other hand, belief in an individual 

quintessence may be the “glue” that holds in individual’s psychological, biological, and physical 

characteristics together to make each person the individual person they are. Developmental 

studies could be particularly useful for uncovering the role of essentialism in coordinating or 

differentiating these other foundational theory systems. 

Third, future research should examine the extent to which individuals view cultural and 

religious rituals as changing the essence of an individual. For example, studies could examine 

whether certain rituals change the ontological category membership of an individual human (e.g., 

through spirit possession or mortuary rituals). Additionally, studies could examine whether there 

are similarities in the elements or structure of rituals that are expected to lead to essential 

changes in humans. Furthermore, studies should consider the how rituals that change individual 

quintessence also support or leverage cognitions that lead to in-group/out-group categories, 

stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, we propose that to fully characterize how human cognition processes the 

nature of humans, theorists and researchers should consider the existence of a folk system of 

inference akin to a folk anthropology, a folk system that incorporates intuitions that individuals 

have a quintessence that confers a unique identity, and that the social and environmental context, 

as well as the cultural practices, of an individual become part of that individual’s quintessence. 

The hypothesized existence of this system of inference builds on other theorized systems in 

concepts of humans (psychology, biology, and physics), and we argue the existence of this 

system more parsimoniously accounts for findings suggesting humans view other humans as 

having a tripartite nature (body, mind, quintessence) and that the quintessence of a human can be 

altered by cultural practices that change the very nature of a person (e.g., christening or bris 

rituals, rituals of conversion, rites of passage, etc.) 

 

Questions for Future Research 

1. What role has essentialism has played in the evolution and transmission of religious concepts, 

beliefs, and practices? 

2. What is the developmental function of attributing to humans an individual quintessence? 
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3. To what extent do individuals view cultural and religious rituals as changing the essence of an 

individual, and what are the associated developmental trajectories and influences on these 

intuitions? 
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