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Despite differences in beliefs
about the self across cultures
and relevant individual differences,
recent evidence suggests that
people universally believe in a ‘true
self’ that is morally good. We pro-
pose that this belief arises from a
general tendency: psychological
essentialism (PE).

Beliefs about the concept of a ‘self’ vary
across cultures, perspectives (first versus
third), and individuals. Yet mounting evi-
dence suggests that people exhibit a
robust, invariant tendency to believe that
inside every individual there is a ‘good true
self’ calling them to behave in morally
virtuous ways [1]. Where does this belief
come from? We propose that it arises
from PE: the basic cognitive tendency
to assume that all entities have deep,
unobservable, inherent properties that
comprise their true nature.

The predominant view of PE is that it is the
result of several psychological capacities
that emerge in early childhood and persist
into adulthood. Such capacities include
tracking identity continuity and distin-
guishing appearance from deeper reali-
ties [2]. These capacities enable the
mind to make better sense of the world.
Tracking identity continuity allows recog-
nition of individuals across different con-
texts, whereas searching for deeper
realities allows the making of more accu-
rate predictions by not simply taking sur-
face properties at face value [2].

While most research on PE has examined
people’s beliefs about categories (e.g.,

animal species, women), there is growing
evidence that people apply the same
essentialism when reflecting on their
own and others’ ‘selves’ [3]. Applying
PE to self-beliefs suggests that all individ-
uals have underlying true natures (or self-
essences) that constitute their identities.
We review three emerging research
streams providing initial support to this
hypothesis.

First, people equate the good true self
with an agent’s personal identity. One
important property of PE is that removing
an entity’s seemingly essential character-
istics is more consequential for identity
than removing seemingly peripheral char-
acteristics. If the seemingly essential
characteristics of an entity are removed,
it is no longer considered the same entity.
Beliefs about morally good true selves
exhibit this property: changes in moral
characteristics are more disruptive to
identity judgments than changes in other
personality characteristics or morally neu-
tral or immoral characteristics [4,5]. For
example, if a person is described to have
undergone a transplantation, people are
more likely to say that the person is no
longer the same person if the transplan-
tation leads to a change in their moral
characteristics compared with their emo-
tions, autobiographical memories, or
lower-level cognitive traits [4]. Similarly,
people are more likely to attribute change
from immoral to moral behavior (e.g.,
deadbeat dad to involved dad) to the
emergence of the person’s true self com-
pared with analogous changes from
moral to immoral behavior or morally neu-
tral changes in preferences (e.g., a
change in one’s favorite sport) [5]. This
research indicates that people believe
that moral characteristics make up the
true self; thus, the good true self appears
to be viewed as most essential to a per-
son’s identity.

Second, true-self beliefs exhibit hallmark
features of PE. People believe that self-
essences, like category essences, are
stable and naturally occurring (rather than

artificial). Specifically, people rate person-
ality traits that they deem central to a
person’s identity as more ‘innate’ and
stable over time relative to other traits
[6]. People also believe that there is a
boundary between the self-essence and
other aspects of the self, since they spon-
taneously describe the true self as a phys-
ical entity ‘inside’ or ‘beneath the surface’
(of the extrinsic self) that can ‘grow’,
‘expand’, or be ‘expressed’ [7]. Relatedly,
self-essences are believed to have non-
obvious properties; people believe that
private thoughts are more indicative of
the true self than public actions [8]. Finally,
self-essences are believed to be diagnos-
tic of what is true about an individual, such
as whether they are happy or blamewor-
thy or value something [9]. For example,
people believe that an immorally acting
personwho expresses signs of happiness
is not really happy; she must feel unhappy
‘deep down’ given that she is betraying
her presumed ‘good nature’. However,
when the same person is explicitly
described as having an immoral true self,
she is rated as happier when acting
immorally because she is believed to be
expressing her ‘bad nature’ [9].

Finally, belief in a good true self may be
universal. Belief in a good true self: (i) has
been observed in independent and sev-
eral interdependent cultures that vary in
affluence; (ii) applies equally to both
ingroup and outgroup members; and
(iii) is evident even among misanthropes
[5]. In all of these studies, people either
explicitly or implicitly endorsed the notion
that morally good characteristics com-
prise the self-essence whereas immoral
characteristics do not. This resilience
across boundary conditions again sug-
gests that PE, which operates similarly
across cultures and various individual
differences [10], drives belief in a good
true self.

In each of these potential boundary con-
ditions, respondents could have been
more concerned with immoral features
or could have failed to distinguish
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between the true self and other parts of
the self, but they did not. For instance, it
is well known that cultures vary in the
extent to which the self is viewed as
independent versus interconnected with
others. In independent cultures (e.g., the
USA), focusing on private, inner attrib-
utes might lead to self-enhancement,
whereas reflection on the same attributes
may lead to self-criticism in interdepen-
dent cultures [11]. Independent cultures
also view such inner attributes as more
critical to the self-concept, whereas
interdependent cultures emphasize
less-essentialist attributes concerning
relations with significant others [12].
Despite such established differences in
self-judgments, belief in a good true self
was documented in both the USA and
three markedly different interdependent
cultural groups ! Colombia, Russia, and
Singapore. For all three groups, people
were more likely to say that the true self
caused a change towards moral behav-
ior than neutral or immoral behavior,
although the groups varied socioeco-
nomically and made substantially more
interdependent self-characterizations
than in the USA [5].

Although preliminary, empirical evidence
so far seems to suggest that belief in a
good true self is culturally universal. Nota-
bly, even if this belief is universal it is still
possible that the way cultures elaborate
on this belief varies. For example,

socialization and culture-bound factors
such as religion and parenting might pro-
vide the content of the beliefs (i.e., what
particular behaviors are considered mor-
ally good) while the mind provides the
form in which the content is represented.
Until we find evidence that people in these
cultures appeal to observable individual
characteristics or other factors over and
above deeper qualities when explaining
their own and others’ behavior, or treat
immoral or non-moral characteristics as
more essential than moral characteristics,
the current self-essence hypothesis
stands.

Overall, emerging evidence suggests
that belief in a good true self is rooted
in psychological essentialism. Although
any one of the features reviewed above
is tentative, they tend to cohere, making
the essentialism account parsimonious.
The boundary conditions we have tested
thus far failed to disconfirm the priority
and robustness of belief in a good true
self. Future work should continue explor-
ing boundary conditions, including tests
of clinical samples, and more remote
cultures. We caution that each piece of
evidence will need to be reconciled with
the separate aspects of the belief, includ-
ing its structural features, content (the
essence concerns the moral domain),
and valence (the essence is morally
good). For now, we conclude that psy-
chological essentialism may explain why,

despite robust differences in beliefs
about the self in other domains, there
is a consistent propensity to believe that
each and every one of us possesses a
good true self.

1Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, USA
2University of Waterloo, Waterloo, Ontario, Canada
3Texas A&M University, College Station, TX, USA

*Correspondence: defreitas@g.harvard.edu (J. De Freitas).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2017.05.009

References

1. Strohminger, N. et al. The true self: a psychological con-
cept distinct from the self.Perspect. Psychol. Sci. (in press)

2. Gelman, S.A. (2003) The Essential Child: Origins of Essen-
tialism in Everyday Thought, Oxford University Press

3. De Freitas, J. et al. (2016) Normative judgments and indi-
vidual essence. Cogn. Sci. 41, 1551–6709

4. Strohminger, N. and Nichols, S. (2014) The essential moral
self. Cognition 31, 159–171

5. De Freitas, J. et al. Consistent belief in a good true self in
misanthropes and three interdependent cultures. Cogn.
Sci. (in press)

6. Haslam, N. et al. (2004) Essentialist beliefs about person-
ality and their implications. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 30,
1661–1673

7. Moser, K.S. (2007) Metaphors as symbolic environment of
the self: how self-knowledge is expressed verbally.
Curr. Res. Soc. Psychol. 12, 151–178

8. Johnson, J.T. et al. (2004) Inferences about the authentic
self: when do actions say more than mental states?
J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 87, 615–630

9. Newman, G.E. et al. (2015) Beliefs about the true self
explain asymmetries based on moral judgment.
Cogn. Sci. 39, 96–125

10. Atran, S. (1990) Cognitive Foundations of Natural History,
Cambridge University Press

11. Heine, S.J. and Hamamura, T. (2007) In search of East
Asian self-enhancement. Pers. Soc. Psychol. Rev. 11,
4–27

12. Kung, F.Y. et al. (2016) Culture, fixed-world beliefs, rela-
tionships, and perceptions of identity change.
Soc. Psychol. Pers. Sci. 7, 631–639

2 Trends in Cognitive Sciences, Month Year, Vol. xx, No. yy


