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About the Book

We are attracted, whether we know it or not, to the hidden aspects of things and people…

Some teenagers enjoy cutting themselves with razors. Some men pay good money to be spanked by prostitutes. The average Briton spends over a day a week watching television. People slow their cars to look at gory accidents and go to sentimental films that make them cry.

In this revealing and witty account, Paul Bloom examines the science behind these curious desires, attractions and tastes, exploring one of the most fascinating and fundamental engines of human behaviour. Drawing on insights from child development, philosophy, neuroscience and behavioural economics, How Pleasure Works shows how certain universal habits of the human mind explain what we like and why we like it.
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THERE IS AN ANIMAL ASPECT TO HUMAN PLEASURE. WHEN I come back from a run with my dog, I collapse onto the sofa, she onto her dog bed. I drink a glass of cold water, she laps from her bowl, and we’re both a lot happier.

This book is about more mysterious pleasures. Some teenage girls enjoy cutting themselves with razors; some men pay good money to be spanked by prostitutes. The average American spends over four hours a day watching television. The thought of sex with a virgin is intensely arousing to many men. Abstract art can sell for millions of dollars. Young children enjoy playing with imaginary friends and can be comforted by security blankets. People slow their cars to look at gory accidents, and go to movies that make them cry.

Some of the pleasures that I will discuss are uniquely human, such as art, music, fiction, masochism, and religion. Others, such as food and sex, are not, but I will argue that the pleasure that humans get from these activities is substantially different from that of other creatures.

The main argument here is that pleasure is deep. What matters most is not the world as it appears to our senses. Rather, the enjoyment we get from something derives from what we think that thing is. This is true for intellectual pleasures, such as the appreciation of paintings and stories, and also for pleasures that seem simpler, such as the satisfaction of hunger and lust. For a painting, it matters who the artist was; for a story, it matters whether it is truth or fiction; for a steak, we care about what sort of animal it came from; for sex, we are strongly affected by who we think our sexual partner really is.

This theory of pleasure is an extension of one of the most interesting ideas in the cognitive sciences, which is that people naturally assume that things in the world—including other people—have invisible essences that make them what they are. Experimental psychologists have argued that this essentialist perspective underlies our understanding of the physical and social worlds, and developmental and cross-cultural psychologists have proposed that it is instinctive and universal. We are natural-born essentialists.

In the first chapter, I introduce the theory of essentialism and argue that it can help explain the mysterious pleasures of everyday life. The next six chapters explore different domains. Chapters 2 and 3 look at food and sex. Chapter 4 is about our attachments to certain everyday objects, including celebrity memorabilia and security blankets. Chapter 5 is about art and other performances. Chapters 6 and 7 are about the pleasures of the imagination. Each of these chapters can be read independently. The final chapter explores some broader implications, and ends with some speculations about the appeal of science and religion.

The plan throughout this book is to understand the nature of pleasure by looking at its developmental origin in individuals and its evolutionary origin in our species. The study of origins is a useful source of insight. As the biologist D’arcy Thompson famously put it, “Everything is the way it is because it got that way.” Still, the very mention of evolution in the context of psychology tends to raise both red flags and red herrings, so some clarification might help.

For one thing, evolutionary does not mean “adaptationist.” Many significant aspects of human psychology are adaptations—they exist because of the reproductive advantages that they gave to our ancestors—and I discuss some of these throughout this book. But other aspects of the mind are by-products; they are, to use a term introduced by the evolutionary biologists Stephen Jay Gould and Richard Lewontin, spandrels1. This is particularly the case for pleasure. Many people enjoy pornography, for instance, but there is no reproductive advantage associated with spending one’s days and nights looking at pictures and videos of attractive naked people. The appeal of pornography is an accident: a by-product of an evolved interest in actual naked people. Similarly, the story of the depth of pleasure is, I think, mostly the story of an accident. We have evolved essentialism to help us make sense of the world, but now that we have it, it pushes our desires in directions that have nothing to do with survival and reproduction.

Evolved also does not mean “stupid” or “simple.” I recently talked about the pleasures of fiction at a seminar in an English department, and one of the participants told me afterward that he was surprised by my approach. He said that it wasn’t as awful as he had thought it would be. He had expected me to present some simpleminded reductionist biological story and was pleased that I spoke instead about the intense interest people have in the mental states of the author, and about the rich and complex intuitions that underlie our enjoyment of stories.

It was nice to make an English professor happy, but embarrassing too. I thought I was presenting a simpleminded reductionist biological story. His comment made me realize that I am defending two claims that don’t usually go together: first, that everyday pleasure is deep and transcendent, and, second, that everyday pleasure reflects our evolved human nature. These might seem to clash. If pleasure is deep, you might reason, it must be cultural and learned. If pleasure has evolved, then it should be simple; we should be wired to respond in certain ways to certain stimuli, in a way that is perceptual, low-level, and superficial—that is, stupid.

So I am aware that the claims made in this book—that pleasure draws upon deep intuitions, that it is smart, and that it is evolved and universal and largely inborn—are unusual. Still, I hope to convince you that they are true. I am also going to argue that they really matter. There are serious gaps in the modern science of the mind. The psychologist Paul Rozin points out that if you look through a psychology2 textbook, you will find little or nothing about sports, art, music, drama, literature, play, and religion. These are central to what makes us human, and we won’t understand any of them until we understand pleasure.

EVERYONE HAS something interesting to say about pleasure, and many of the ideas here grew out of discussions with family, friends, students, colleagues, and the occasional stranger on a plane. But I want to mention the influence of seven scholars who have thought deeply about these issues: Denis Dutton, Susan Gelman, Tamar Gendler, Bruce Hood, Geoffrey Miller, Steven Pinker, and especially Paul Rozin. I disagree with each of them in certain regards, but much of this book is a response to their ideas, and I’m glad to be able to acknowledge this intellectual debt.

I am very grateful to my agent, Katinka Matson. Very early in the process, she helped me realize what I wanted to say in this book, and she was later highly supportive when I needed advice or was having an anxiety attack. I also thank my editor at Norton, Angela von der Lippe, for her faith in this project, her wise counsel throughout, and her superb comments on an earlier version of this manuscript. And I am grateful to Carol Rose for her precise and artful copyediting.

There couldn’t be a better community of scholars than the Yale psychology department, and I thank my colleagues, and particularly my graduate students and postdoctoral fellows, for their support and patience as I wrote this book. Marcia Johnson was department chair during this period and deserves a lot of credit for nurturing this supportive and stimulating intellectual environment.

Some of this book describes experiments that I did in collaboration with other scholars, including Melissa Allen, Michelle Castaneda, Gil Diesendruck, Katherine Donnelly, Louisa Egan, Susan Gelman, Joshua Goodstein, Kiley Hamlin, Bruce Hood, Izzat Jarudi, Ute Leonards, Lori Markson, George Newman, Laurie Santos, David Sobel, Deena Skolnick Weisberg, and Karen Wynn. I thank all of them.

I also thank those who were kind enough to make suggestions, answer questions, or read specific passages: Woo-kyoung Ahn, Mahzarin Banaji, Benny Beit-Hallahmi, Walter Bilderback, Kelly Brownell, Emma Buchtel, Susan Carey, Emma Cohen, Lisa DeBruine, Rachel Denison, Denis Dutton, Brian Earp, Ray Fair, Deborah Fried, Susan Gelman, Daniel Gilbert, Jonathan Gilmore, Peter Gray, Melanie Green, Lily Guillot, Colin Jager, Frank Keil, Marcel Kinsbourne, Katherine Kinzler, Daniel Levin, Daniel Levitin, Ryan McKay, Geoffrey Miller, Kristina Olson, Karthik Panchanathan, David Pizarro, Murray Reiser, Laurie Santos, Sally Satel, Michael Schultz, Mark Sheskin, Marjorie Taylor, Ellen Winner, Charles Wysocki, and Lisa Zunshine. I thank the participants in my seminar on the cognitive science of pleasure for an engaging semester of discussion and debate. And I am particularly grateful to those brave souls who provided extensive comments on an earlier draft of this book: Bruce Hood, Gregory Murphy, Paul Rozin, Erica Stern, Angela von der Lippe, and Deena Skolnick Weisberg. I’m sure that I will regret not taking all of their advice.

My family—in Connecticut, Massachusetts, Ontario, Quebec and Saskatchewan—has been a continued source of support. My sons, Max and Zachary, are now too old to provide interesting developmental data, but the plus side is that they have become smart, insightful, and funny conversationalists, and I have benefited from my many discussions with them about the ideas in this book. My greatest debt, as usual, is to my collaborator, colleague, and wife, Karen Wynn. I thank her for all of the ideas, advice, support, and, most of all, pleasure.
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HERMANN GOERING, THE DESIGNATED SUCCESSOR TO ADOLF Hitler, was waiting to be executed for crimes against humanity when he learned about the pleasure that had been stolen from him. At that moment, according to one observer, Goering looked “as if for the first time he ha[d] discovered there was evil in the world.”

This evil was perpetrated by the Dutch painter and art collector Han van Meegeren.1 During World War II, Goering gave 137 paintings, with a total value of what would now be around $10 million, to van Meegeren. What he got in return was Christ with the Woman Taken in Adultery, by Johannes Vermeer. Like his boss, Goering was an obsessive art collector and had already plundered much of Europe. But he was a huge fan of Vermeer, and this was the acquisition that he was most proud of.

After the war ended, Allied forces found the painting and learned whom he had gotten it from. Van Meegeren was arrested and charged with the crime of selling this great Dutch masterpiece to a Nazi. This was treason, punishable by death.

After six weeks in prison, van Meegeren confessed—but to a different crime. He had sold Goering a fake, he said. It was not a Vermeer. He had painted it himself. Van Meegeren said that he had also painted other works thought to be by Vermeer, including The Supper at Emmaus, one of the most famous paintings in Holland.

At first, nobody believed him. To prove his case, he was asked to produce another “Vermeer.” Over the span of six weeks, van Meegeren—surrounded by reporters, photographers, and television crews, and high on alcohol and morphine (the only way he could work)—did just that. As one Dutch tabloid put it: “HE PAINTS FOR HIS LIFE!” The result was a Vermeer-like creation that he called The Young Christ Teaching in the Temple, a painting that was obviously superior to the one he had sold to Goering. Van Meegeren was found guilty of the lesser crime of obtaining money by deception and sentenced to a year in prison. He died before serving his sentence and was thought of as a folk hero—the man who had swindled the Nazis.

We are going to return to van Meegeren later in the book, but think now about poor Goering and how he must have felt when he was told that his painting was a forgery. Goering was an unusual man in many ways—almost comically self-obsessed, savagely indifferent to the suffering of others; he was described by one of his interviewers as an amiable psychopath—but there was nothing odd about his shock. You would have felt the same. Part of this is the humiliation of being duped. But even if there had been no betrayal at all, but an innocent mistake, still, the discovery would strip away a certain pleasure. When you buy a painting that is thought to be a Vermeer, part of the joy that it gives is based on the belief about who painted it. If this belief turns out to be wrong, that pleasure will fade. (Conversely—and such cases have occurred—if you discover that a painting you had thought was a copy or imitation is actually an original, it will give more pleasure and its value will increase.)

It is not just art. The pleasure we get from all sorts of everyday objects is related to our beliefs about their histories. Think about the following items:

[image: image] a tape measure that was owned by John F. Kennedy (sold in auction for $48,875);

[image: image] the shoes thrown at George W. Bush by an Iraqi journalist in 2008 (for which a Saudi millionaire reportedly offered $10 million);

[image: image] another thrown object, the seventieth home run baseball hit by Mark McGwire (bought by Canadian entrepreneur Todd McFarlane, who owns one of the finest collections of famous baseballs, for $3 million);

[image: image] the autograph of Neil Armstrong, the first man on the Moon;

[image: image] swatches of Princess Diana’s wedding dress;

[image: image] your baby’s first shoes;

[image: image] your wedding ring;

[image: image] a child’s teddy bear.

These all have value above and beyond their practical utility. Not everyone is a collector, but everyone I know owns at least one object that is special because of its history, either through its relation to admired people or significant events or its connection to someone of personal significance. This history is invisible and intangible, and in most cases there is no test that can ever distinguish the special object from one that looks the same. But still, it gives us pleasure and the duplicate would leave us cold. This is the sort of mystery that this book is about.

ANIMAL PLEASURES, HUMAN PLEASURES

Some pleasures are easier to explain than others. Consider the question of why we like to drink water. Why is there so much joy in quenching thirst, and why is it torture to deprive someone of water for a long period? Well, that is an easy one. Animals need water to survive, and so they are motivated to seek it out. Pleasure is the reward for getting it; pain is the punishment for doing without.

This answer is both simple and correct, but it raises another question: Why do things work out so nicely? It is awfully convenient that, to mangle the Rolling Stones lyric, we can’t always get what we want—but we want what we need. Of course, nobody thinks that it is a lucky accident. A theist would argue that this connection between pleasure and survival is established through divine intervention: God wanted His creatures to live long enough to go forth and multiply, so He instilled within them a desire for water. For a Darwinian, the match is the product of natural selection. Those creatures in the distant past who were motivated to seek water out-reproduced those who weren’t.

More generally, an evolutionary perspective—which I think has considerable advantages over theism in explaining how the mind works—sees the function of pleasure as motivating certain behavior that is good for the genes. As the comparative psychologist George Romanes observed in 1884: “Pleasure and pain2 must have been evolved as the subjective accompaniment of processes which are respectively beneficial or injurious to the organism, and so evolved for the purpose or to the end that the organism should seek the one and shun the other.”

Most nonhuman pleasures make perfect sense from this perspective. When you are training your pet, you don’t reward it by reading poetry or taking it to the opera; you give it Darwinian prizes like tasty snacks. Nonhuman animals enjoy food, water, and sex; they want to rest when tired; they are soothed by affection, and so on. They like what evolutionary biology says that they should like.

What about us? Humans are animals and so we share many of the pleasures of other species. The psychologist Steven Pinker notes that people are happiest3 when “healthy, well-fed, comfortable, safe, prosperous, knowledgeable, respected, non-celibate, and loved.” There is quite a bit of pleasure packed into that quote, and I don’t doubt for a minute that this is explained through the same process that shaped the desires of animals such as chimpanzees and dogs and rats. It is adaptively beneficial to seek health, food, comfort, and so on, and to get pleasure from achieving these goals. As the anthropologist Robert Ardrey put it, “we are born of risen apes,4 not fallen angels.”

But this list is incomplete. It leaves out art, music, stories, sentimental objects, and religion. Perhaps these are not uniquely human. I once heard from a primate researcher that some captive primates keep security blankets, and there are reports that elephants and chimpanzees can create art (though, as I will discuss later on, I am skeptical about this). But in any case, these are not the usual activities of nonhuman animals. They are entirely typical of our species, showing up in every normal individual. This needs to be explained.

ONE SOLUTION is that our uniquely human pleasures do not emerge through natural selection or any other process of biological evolution. They are the product of culture, and they are uniquely human because only humans have culture (or at least enough culture to matter).

Despite the bad rap that they sometimes get from more adaptation-oriented researchers, those who endorse this sort of culture proposal are not necessarily ignorant or dismissive of evolutionary biology; they don’t doubt that humans, including human brains, have evolved. But they disagree with the notion that we have evolved innate ideas, or specialized modules and mental organs. Rather, humans are special in that we possess an enhanced capacity for flexibility, to create and learn biologically arbitrary ideas, practices, and tastes. Other animals have instincts, but humans are smart.

This theory has to be right to some extent. Nobody could deny the intellectual flexibility of our species, and nobody could deny that culture can shape and structure human pleasure. If you win a million dollars in a lottery, you might whoop with joy, but the very notion of money emerged through human history, not due to the replication and selection of genes. Indeed, even those pleasures that we share with other animals, such as food and sex, manifest themselves in different ways across societies. Nations have their own cuisines, their own sexual rituals, even their own forms of pornography, and this is surely not because the citizens of these nations are genetically different.

All of this might tempt someone from a more cultural bent to say that while natural selection plays some limited role in shaping what we like—we have evolved hunger and thirst, a sex drive, curiosity, some social instincts—it has little to say about the specifics. In the words of the critic Louis Menand, “every aspect of life has a biological foundation in exactly the same sense, which is that unless it was biologically possible, it wouldn’t exist. After that, it’s up for grabs.”5

I will try to show in the chapters that follow that this is not how pleasure works. Most pleasures have early developmental origins; they are not acquired through immersion into a society. And they are shared by all humans; the variety that one sees can be understood as variations on a universal theme. Painting is a cultural invention, but the love of art is not. Societies have different stories, but stories share certain plots. Taste in food and sex differ—but not by all that much.

It is true that we can imagine cultures in which pleasure is very different, where people rub food in feces to improve taste and have no interest in salt, sugar, or chili peppers; or where they spend fortunes on forgeries and throw originals into the trash; or line up to listen to static, cringing at the sound of a melody. But this is science fiction, not reality.

One way to sum this up is that humans start off with a fixed list of pleasures and we can’t add to that list. This might sound like an insanely strong claim, because of course one can introduce new pleasures into the world, as with the inventions of television, chocolate, video games, cocaine, dildos, saunas, crossword puzzles, reality television, novels, and so on. But I would suggest that these are enjoyable because they are not that new; they connect—in a reasonably direct way—to pleasures that humans already possess. Belgian chocolate and barbecued ribs are modern inventions, but they appeal to our prior love of sugar and fat. There are novel forms of music created all the time, but a creature that is biologically unprepared for rhythm will never grow to like any of them; they will always be noise.

ESSENTIAL

Many significant human pleasures are universal. But they are not biological adaptations. They are by-products of mental systems that have evolved for other purposes.

This is plainly true for some pleasures. Many people now get a kick out of coffee, for instance, but this isn’t because coffee lovers of the past had more offspring than coffee haters. It is because coffee is a stimulant, and we often enjoy being stimulated. This is an obvious case, but I think that this by-product approach can help explain some of the more difficult puzzles we are interested in. The proposal that I will explore is that these pleasures arise, at least in part, as accidental by-products of what we can call an “essentialist” cast of mind.

One illustration of essentialism comes from a novella by J. D. Salinger, which begins with one of his favorite characters, Seymour, telling a Taoist story to a baby. In the story,6 Duke Mu asks a friend, Po Lo, to find him someone who can identify a superlative horse. Po Lo recommends an expert, Duke Mu hires him, and soon the expert, Kao, comes back with news of a horse that fits the Duke’s requirements, and he describes it as a dun-colored mare. Duke Mu buys the recommended horse, but to his shock, he finds that it is a coal-black stallion.

Enraged, Duke Mu tells Po Lo that this so-called expert is a fool, unable even to appreciate a horse’s color or sex. Po Lo, however, is thrilled by this news:

“Has he really got so far as that?” he cried. “Ah, then he is worth ten thousand of me put together. There is no comparison between us. What Kao keeps in view is the spiritual mechanism. In making sure of the essential, he forgets the homely details; intent on the inward qualities, he loses sight of the external. He sees what he wants to see, and not what he does not want to see. He looks at the things he ought to look at, and neglects those that need not be looked at.”

The horse, naturally, turns out to be a magnificent animal.

This is a story of essentialism,7 the notion that things have an underlying reality or true nature that one cannot observe directly and it is this hidden nature that really matters. The classic definition comes from John Locke:8 the “very being of anything, whereby it is what it is. And thus the real internal, but generally … unknown constitution of things, whereon their discoverable qualities depend, may be called their essence.”

This is a natural way of making sense of certain aspects of the world. Consider gold. We think about gold, spend money on it, and talk about it, and when we do all of this, we’re not thinking and talking about a category of objects that just happen to look alike. If you put gold-colored paint on a brick, it isn’t a gold brick. Alchemy is serious business, after all. If you want to know whether something is gold, you need to ask an expert, perhaps a chemist, to do the right test to determine its atomic structure.

Or consider tigers. Most people don’t know precisely what makes tigers tigers, but nobody thinks that it is just a matter of what an animal looks like. If shown a series of pictures in which a tiger9 is gradually made to look like a lion, even a child knows that it remains a tiger. Rather, the idea is that being a tiger has something to do with genes, internal organs, and so on, invisible aspects of animals that are unchanged by transformations of appearance.

In these examples, people seek out science for the answers, and this makes sense. Scientists are in the business of determining the hidden essences of things. They tell us that there is more than meets the eye, that glass is a liquid, that hummingbirds and falcons are classified together but neither is classified with a bat, and that the genetic connection between humans and chimpanzees is closer than between dolphins and salmon. You don’t need to know about science to be an essentialist, though. Everywhere people understand that something might look like an X but really be a Y; they know that a person might wear a disguise or that a food can be prepared to look like something it’s not. Everywhere, people can ask, “What is it really?”

Social groups are often seen as having essences. So are artifacts, which are objects such as tools and weapons created by people—though here the essences are not physical; they have to do with history and intention. If you want to know what a strange artifact10 from another time or another country really is, you won’t ask a chemist, you would appeal to an expert in archaeology, anthropology, or history.

Essentialism pervades our language.11 To see this, consider what a nonessentialist language would look like. Jorge Luis Borges12 invented the Chinese encyclopedia The Celestial Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge, which divides animals into categories, including:

Those that belong to the emperor.

Those that resemble flies from a distance.

Those that have just broken a flower vase.

This is clever … because it is so weird. The category “Those that resemble flies from a distance” is a logically possible way to group objects, but it’s not how we naturally make sense of the world. No real language would have a noun for such a category, because it’s too superficial. Real nouns capture something deep; they refer to kinds of things that are thought to share deep properties. As the evolutionary theorist Stephen Jay Gould put it, our classifications don’t just exist to avoid chaos, they are “theories about the basis of natural order.”13

This fact about language makes a real-world difference, particularly when we talk about people. I used to work with children with autism and was constantly reminded to call them “children with autism” instead of “autistics”—the argument being that there is more to these people than their disorder. The noun essentializes; the awkward “children with _____” phrase does not.

It’s easy to satirize the political correctness here, but nouns really do carry essential weight.14 In the movie Memento, Leonard Shelby says, “I am not a killer. I’m just someone who wanted to make things right.” As he says this, Shelby knows that he killed many people. But that doesn’t make him a killer because a killer isn’t just someone who has killed; to be a killer is to be a certain type of person, to have a certain deep property, and Shelby denies that this is true of himself. When the baseball player John Rocker was criticized for making a racist remark in an interview, he later said that he isn’t a racist:15 “You hit one home run in the big leagues, it doesn’t make you a home run hitter … To make one comment like this doesn’t make you a racist.”

As a milder example, I had dinner with a friend a while ago and she said in passing that she never eats meat. But she bristled when I later referred to her as a vegetarian. “I’m not a fanatic about it,” she said. “I just don’t eat meat.” She saw her diet as an incidental property, not an essential one.

THE TROUBLE WITH ESSENTIALISM

Often essentialism is16 rational and adaptive: if you attend just to the superficial, you bring home the wrong horse. Someone who looked at the world of plants and animals and didn’t realize that members of the same category share deep commonalities—such as docility for certain kinds of animals or curative powers for specific plants—might not live as long as someone with a more essentialist eye. In modern times, the predictive and explanatory victories of science prove that the assumption of a deeper reality is the right one.

But essentialism sometimes leads us to confusion. The social psychologist Henri Tajfel began a classic line of research into “minimal groups.”17 He found that if you separate people into groups based on the most arbitrary of considerations—in some studies, literally a coin flip—people will not only favor their own group but will also believe that there are significant differences between the groups, and that their group is, in an objective sense, superior. The essentialist bias leads us to see deep commonalities even when none exist.

It is not surprising, then, that when the differences are blatant, such as in facial shape or skin color, we don’t brush them off as arbitrary variation; we think they matter. And to a point, they do. If you know what someone looks like—for instance, what color his skin is—you now are prepared to guess many invisible facts about him, such as his relative income, religion, political affiliation, and so on. (As I write this, an American with dark skin color is far more likely to vote for a Democrat than an American with light skin color.) Race matters in large part because people who look different come from different countries, settle in different neighborhoods, and have different histories.

But our essentialism goes beyond this; people tend to think about human groups, including races, in biological terms. The psychologist Susan Gelman tells of someone who claimed, “I can’t date anyone who’s not a mitochondrial Jew.”18 Mitochondrial DNA is passed down the maternal line, and this was a clever way of stating a certain definition of Judaism, but it nicely captures how we think about human groups in a biological manner. Before DNA, it used to be blood, as in the notion that a single drop is sufficient to count someone as being of African descent.

Biological essentialism toward race is not entirely mistaken. Swedes are larger than Japanese who are larger than pygmies, and some of this is plainly due to genes. And when we classify ourselves as falling into one category or another, even the most liberal and determinedly antiracist people understand that this is a question about biological origin. The psychologist Francisco Gil-White points out that when someone says that she is half Irish,19 one-quarter Italian, and one-quarter Mexican, she’s not talking about the extent to which she has mastered different cultures or which groups she has decided to affiliate with—she is talking about the ethnicities of her grandparents.

But the categories aren’t as real as some people think they are. Genes do not determine whether someone is Jewish, for instance. An adult can become a Jew by conversion; a child can become a Jew by being adopted into a Jewish family. My children are the offspring of a Jewish father and a non-Jewish mother—are they Jewish, half Jewish, or not-at-all Jewish? The answer is a political or theological one, not a scientific one. Maybe this is an obvious case, but the same point holds more generally. Consider that President Barack Obama is usually described as African American or black, even though he is the offspring of one parent who would typically be defined as black and the other who would typically be defined as white. Given the social context, the black trumps the white. More generally, categories such as “black” include people from radically different groups—from Haitian to native Australian—who are thrown together by dint of a shared property that is literally only skin deep. To think that they share a deeper connection is essentialism run amuck.

THE ESSENTIAL CHILD

Susan Gelman begins her wonderful book The Essential Child with the story of when she was four or five and asked her mother how boys and girls were different. Her mother said, “Boys have penises,20 girls don’t.” Gelman was incredulous. “Is that all?” she asked. Given how differently boys and girls dressed and acted and played, she was looking for something more interesting, something deeper. The point of her story is to out herself as a child essentialist, a preamble to her argument that all children are essentialist.

This is admittedly a controversial claim within the field of psychology. The dominant view, established by the Swiss developmental psychologist Jean Piaget, and defended by some noted scholars today, is that children start off with a superficial orientation toward the world, limited to what they can see, hear, and touch. From this perspective, essentialism has historical and cultural origins. In the physical and biological domains, it was a discovery, an intellectual accomplishment achieved first by philosophers and later by scientists. Most people would never have figured it out for themselves. The philosopher Jerry Fodor states: “of course Homer21 had no notion that water has a hidden essence, or characteristic microstructure (or that anything else does).” We learn about this in school. In the domains of race and sex and caste, essentialism is a myth invented by the powerful to convince people that these social categories are natural and immutable.

We are far from a complete theory of the origin of essentialism. But I think the evidence is now abundant that much of essentialism does not have cultural origins. It is a human universal. Homer probably did think that water has an essence.

Much of the research here comes from developmental psychology. We know that even babies can infer invisible properties based on what things look like. If nine-month-olds find that a box makes a sound when you touch it, they expect other boxes that look the same to make the same sound. Older children do more; they make generalizations22 based on the category something belongs to. In one study, three-year-olds are shown a picture of a robin and told that it has a hidden property, such as a certain chemical in its blood. Then they are shown two other pictures: one of an animal that looks similar but belongs to a different category, such as a bat; the other of an animal that looks different but belongs to the same category, like a flamingo. Which one has the same hidden property? Children23 tend to generalize on the basis of category, choosing the flamingo. This doesn’t show that they are fully essentialist, but it does show that they are sensitive to something deeper than appearance. Other studies using modified procedures have found the same effect with children before their second birthday.

Other experiments find that young children24 believe that if you remove the insides of a dog25 (its blood and bones), it isn’t a dog anymore, but if you remove its outside features, it still is. And children are more likely to give a common name to things that share deep properties (“have the same sort of stuff26 inside”) versus those that share superficial properties (“live in the same kind of zoo and the same kind of cage”).

My colleague at Yale, Frank Keil, found some of the most striking demonstrations of child essentialism. He showed children pictures of a series of transformations: a porcupine surgically transformed so as to look like a cactus, a tiger stuffed into a lion suit, a real dog made to look like a toy. The neat finding is that children rejected such radical transformations as changing the category—regardless of what it looks like, it is still a porcupine, a tiger, or a dog. Only when the children were told that the transformations27 occured on the inside—the innards of these creatures were changed—could they be persuaded that these transformations lead to a real change in category.

Like adults, young children expect names to refer to objects that share deep hidden properties. Susan Gelman once showed her 13-month-old son a button on her shirt and called it “button.” He then started to press it, because, though it didn’t look much like a button on his electronic toys, he knew what category it belonged to, and that’s what you do with a button. For older children, you get the same subtle appreciation of the force of a noun that you find in adults. One four-year-old made the point when describing a violent playmate: “Gabriel didn’t just hurt me! He hurt other kids, too! He’s a hurter!28 Right, Mom? He’s a hurter!” The child is presumably stressing that this sort of behavior reflects a deeper aspect of Gabriel’s nature. And in their experimental work, Gelman and Gail Heyman told five-year-olds about a child named Rose who often eats carrots, and added, for half of the children: “She is a carrot-eater.”29 This name has an effect; it caused those children to think of Rose as a more permanent eater of carrots—she will eat them in the future, even if her family discourages it. It is part of her nature.

Some scholars have argued that child essentialism arises from a specialized system that’s just for thinking about plants and animals. But in my own work, I find that children are highly essentialist about everyday artifacts. When they hear a name used to refer to a novel human-made creation, they extend that name to objects that were created with the same intention, regardless of what they look like.

Also, children are essentialist about categories of people. In fact, one of the strongest examples of essentialism30 concerns the difference between the sexes. Before ever learning about physiology, genetics, evolutionary theory, or any other science, children think that there is something internal and invisible that distinguishes boys from girls. This essentialism31 can be explicit, as when one girl explained why a boy will go fishing rather than put on makeup: “’Cause that’s the boy instinct.”32 And seven-year-olds tend to endorse statements such as “Boys have different things in their innards than girls” and “Because God made them that way” (a biological essence and a spiritual essence). Only later in development do children accept cultural explanations, such as “Because it is the way we have been brought up.” You need to be socialized to think about socialization.33

This research is ongoing, but there is an emerging consensus that children are natural-born essentialists. The scope of this essentialism is broad; we attribute essences to animals, artifacts, and types of people.
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I have described essentialism so far as a way of thinking about
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