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Essentialist beliefs about social categories

Nick Haslam* and Louis Rothschild

New School for Social Research, New York, USA

Donald Ernst
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This study examines beliefs about the ontological status of social categories, asking
whether their members are understood to share ®xed, inhering essences or natures.
Forty social categories were rated on nine elements of essentialism. These elements
formed two independent dimensions, representing the degrees to which categories
are understood as natural kinds and as coherent entities with inhering cores
(`entitativity ’ or rei®cation), respectively. Rei®cation was negatively associated with
categories’ evaluative status, especially among those categories understood to be
natural kinds. Essentialism is not a unitary syndrome of social beliefs, and is not
monolithically associated with devaluation and prejudice, but it illuminates several
aspects of social categorization.

In recent years, `essentialism ’ has emerged as a key concept in a variety of intellectual
arenas, and has been invoked with increasing frequency within psychology. More
recently still, it has begun to ®nd its way into social psychology, where it has
generated a small ¯urry of research and theory (e.g. Fiske, 1998; Hirschfeld, 1996;
McGarty, Haslam, Hutchinson, & Grace, 1995 ; Rothbart & Taylor, 1992; Yzerbyt,
Rocher, & Schadron, 1997). Despite its growing popularity, the concept of
essentialism suåers from a lack of de®nition, owing in large part to the diversity of
domains in which it has been put to work. Before its pertinence to the analysis
of social categorization can be established and its subtleties clari®ed, its varied uses
must be surveyed.

In the philosophy of language, essentialism refers to the classical or Aristotelian
view of concepts, according to which each concept has a set of necessary or de®ning
(i.e. `essential ’) features. The concept applies only when these necessary conditions
are fully satis®ed, so the concept refers in an all-or-nothing fashion to a discrete class
of phenomena. Opposed to this view is the Wittgensteinian account of concepts as
family resemblance structures with graded or `fuzzy ’ membership, which was
elaborated by Rosch into prototype theory (e.g. Rosch, 1973).

Elsewhere in the philosophy of language, essentialism has been defended by
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proponents of the theory of direct reference and of `naturalized epistemology’ (e.g.
Kornblith, 1993 ; Kripke, 1980 ; Quine, 1977). These philosophers argue that so-
called `natural kinds’Ðsuch as `tiger ’, `gold’ and `water ’Ðare properly understood
to have essences, in the sense of necessary microstructures that give rise to their
outward properties and that make them the sorts of things they are. Because natural
kinds share deep similarities, `carving nature at the joints’, they are particularly rich
sources of inference, having what philosophers call `inductive potential ’.

In the philosophy of biology, essentialism has been used to refer to the pre-
Darwinian species concept, according to which each species has an eternal,
changeless nature shared by all specimens of its kind (Hull, 1965). This view, which
is substantially similar to the folk-biological theories of the world’s traditional
societies (Atran, 1990), is contrasted with the now dominant scienti®c view in which
species are historically changing, internally varying populations whose members may
share no necessary properties and may grade into other species under certain
conditions.

Essentialism has become a particularly popular term in recent social science and
cultural studies, especially in connection with the critique of theories of gender, race
and sexual orientation (e.g. Fuss, 1989 ; Grosz, 1990; Stein, 1990). Theories are
typically branded essentialist when they claim that these social distinctions have
deeply rooted biological underpinnings, that they are historically invariant and
culturally universal, or that their boundaries are sharp and not susceptible to
sociocultural shaping. This critique of essentialist positions is often carried out in the
name of social constructionism.

Although the concept of essentialism has seen the most use within philosophy and
critical social theory, it has also been introduced into psychology through recent
work on categorization. In this context, Medin and Ortony (1989) coined the term
`psychological essentialism ’ to refer to the belief among laypeople that many
categories have essences. Although they maintain that such beliefs constitute dubious
metaphysics, they argue that many concepts are grounded in implicit theories of an
essentialist sort. This position is consistent with the growing recognition that
concepts are embedded in theories rather than simply being clusters of covarying
properties (Murphy & Medin, 1985), and that these theories are often speci®c to
particular conceptual domains (Hirschfeld & Gelman, 1994). For instance,
considerable cognitive psychological research has explored the conceptual domains
of living kinds and of human artifacts (e.g. Keil, 1989; Malt, 1994). Extensive
research has indicated that laypeople hold essentialist theories about living kinds but
not artifacts, and that the ontological distinction is made even by very young children
(e.g. Gelman & Wellman, 1991).

Psychologists interested in social categorization have begun to take heed of this
new work. The ®rst attempt to bring it to bear on social psychology was made by
Rothbart and Taylor (1992), who argued in a theoretical paper that people commonly
treat social categories as if they were natural kinds, although they are better
considered as artifacts. Although social categories, like artifacts, re¯ect historically
situated human desires, needs and conventions, people often believe that they have
underlying essences. Rothbart and Taylor proposed that this assimilation of social
categories to natural kinds has several distinct elements : social categories are taken
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to be homogeneous, mutually exclusive and unalterable, and to have deep inherent
similarities and rich inductive potential. The authors argue that several established
®ndings in social categorization research can be parsimoniously explained by this
ontological error.

The theoretical position of Hirschfeld (1996), a psychological anthropologist,
resembles Rothbart and Taylor’s, but extends and departs from it in interesting ways.
Hirschfeld argues that people are innately equipped with a conceptual system
dedicated to the social domain, which is responsible for creating and organizing
knowledge about what he calls `human kinds’. Human kinds instantiate a `social
ontology’ in which social categories are represented as discrete, natural types based
on common inherent or intrinsic features. Membership in these kinds is all-or-
nothing and immutable, and is not simply a matter of speci®c surface characteristics
or activities. Hirschfeld oåers a theoretical and experimental analysis of racial
cognition to demonstrate how racial concepts do not develop by simple induction
from perceptual properties, but are guided by the domain-speci®c `skeletal model’
that organizes knowledge of human kinds along essentialist lines. Unlike Rothbart
and Taylor (1992) and others (Atran, 1990 ; Boyer, 1993a, 1993b), Hirschfeld
attributes the essentializing of social categories, exempli®ed by race, not to the
transfer or analogical extension of a conceptual system specialized for living kinds
(i.e. `folk biology’) into the social domain, but to a distinct conceptual system that
is endemic to that domain.

Another line of research and theory that addresses essentialist beliefs in the social
domain takes as its point of departure Campbell’s (1958) concept of `entitativity ’. To
Campbell, entitativity represents the extent to which a social aggregate is perceived
to be a coherent, uni®ed and meaningful entity, and is a function of Gestalt principles
of similarity, proximity and common fate. Entitativity was ®rst explicitly connected
with psychological essentialism by McGarty et al. (1995), who demonstrated that
group entitativity is associated with perceived homogeneity and distinctiveness,
properties linked to a belief in the existence of an inhering essence. In related work,
the concept of entitativity, expanded to incorporate behavioural consistency and to
apply to individuals as well as groups,has been used to account for diåerences in the
processing of information about social targets (Hamilton & Sherman, 1996;
McConnell, Sherman, & Hamilton, 1997). Just as the present work is concerned with
organized beliefs about social categories, these authors propose that people bring
`expectations ’ concerning the entitativity of social targets to their social information
processing.

The work of Yzerbyt and his colleagues (Yzerbyt et al., 1997) represents the line
of social psychological research that is perhaps most pertinent to essentialist beliefs.
These authors emphasize the extent to which stereotypes must be understood to
contain underlying theory-based explanations for the relations among their contents,
rather than re¯ecting simple perceptions of social groups. Their theory-based view
of social categorization, which uses entitativity and `subjective essentialism ’
interchangeably, sees essentialist theories as containing several elements, notably
positing the existence of universally shared (i.e. necessary) features, immutability,
inductive potential, underlying coherence or unitariness and exclusivity. Such
theories, they argue, serve to rationalize existing social arrangements by representing
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social divisions as large and unalterable (cf Martin & Parker, 1995). In experimental
research motivated by this perspective (Yzerbyt, Rogier, & Fiske, 1998), the authors
explore the impact of entitativity, operationalized as group homogeneity, on the
attribution process. They demonstrate that group entitativity promotes dispositional
attributions for the behaviour of group members.

Although the social psychological study of essentialism has emerged as a research
frontier in the work reviewed above, several fundamental questions remain
unanswered. First, it simply is not known to what extent people hold essentialist
beliefs about social categories. Most of the evidence pertinent to this question has
either been based on purely theoretical argument and review (e.g. Rothbart &
Taylor, 1992) or has limited empirical attention to racial or gender categories (e.g.
Hirschfeld, 1996 ; Martin & Parker, 1995). It is important to establish the generality
of essentialist beliefs in a broad array of social categories, and to demonstrate to
which categories and category domains such beliefs apply.

Second, the structure of essentialist beliefs about social categories is not yet
known. Although the use of a single term implies a singular set of beliefs, essentialist
beliefs may have several distinct dimensions that are obscured in recent research and
theory. Review of the various literatures on essentialism certainly reveals that the
concept has many discernible elements. Social psychologists writing on the subject
have employed subtly diåerent, although overlapping, understandings of essen-
tialism, and it remains to be seen how it should best be characterized. Hirschfeld
(1996) emphasizes the element of inherence, discreteness and naturalness in his
analysis of racial categorization. Yzerbyt et al. (1997) list the elements of necessary
features, immutability, inductive potential, coherence and exclusivity. McGarty
et al.’s (1995) entitativity perspective, following Campbell’s work, emphasizes
homogeneity and distinctiveness. Rothbart and Taylor’s work (1992) focuses on
inductive potential and immutability. If these diverse conceptual elements belong to
a single syndrome, then all of the formulations diåer only in perspective and
comprehensiveness. However, if essentialism has distinct dimensions, the authors’
accounts may diåer more fundamentally, each neglecting, con¯ating or mis-
characterizing important aspects of the phenomenon of interest.

Third, whether essentialist beliefs about social categories are evaluatively laden
has yet to be learned. Although it has been an article of faith among critical social
theorists that devalued, stigmatized and subordinatesocial categories are essentialized
within the dominant culture, psychological evidence for this claim is scant. Yzerbyt
et al. (1998) showed experimentally that perceived group homogeneity was associated
with negative evaluation when the group suåered a negative fate, and Hewstone
(1990) reviewed evidence that out-group failures tend to be attributed to internal
properties of group members. However, evidence is lacking that enduring essentialist
beliefs about real social categories, as distinct from transient attributions and
perceptions regarding speci®c outcomes and ad hoc groups,are consistently associated
with devaluation.

The authors carried out a study to investigate the three research questions
introduced above. The study was designed to obtain basic descriptive information
concerning essentialist beliefs. By examining a large and diverse sample of social
categories and a comprehensive set of conceptual components of essentialism, they
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sought to determine the extent and structure of essentialist beliefs, and their
association with categories’ evaluative status. They hypothesized that essentialist
beliefs would form a unitary syndrome, which would be associated with category
devaluation.

Method

Participants

Participants were 40 undergraduates at a traditionally conservative mid-western American college, who
were recruited by ¯iers and campus newspaper advertisements for a paid study of `social categories ’.
The sample contained 31 women and 9 men, and its mean age was 19.3 years.

Measures

Each participant rated a sample of 20 social categories on 10 items, 9 of which corresponded to proposed
elements of essentialism. The category samples were drawn from a pool of 40, which was derived by
having 10 social science graduate students list two examples of American social categories in 20 domains
supplied by the investigators. Domains were selected in an eåort to cover as many dimensions of social
diåerentiation as possible. The two most frequently listed categories in each domain were retained for
the study. Domains and their corresponding categories were as follows : age groups (`old people’,
`young people’), dietary groups (`meat-eaters ’, `vegetarians’), ethnic groups (`Asians ’, `Hispanics ’),
genders (`males ’, `females ’), intelligence groups (`people of average intelligence ’, `smart people’),
interest groups (`movie buås’, `sports fans’), language groups (`English-speakers ’, `Spanish-speakers ’)
disabilities (`blind people ’, `paraplegics ’), diseases (`AIDS patients ’, `cancer patients ’), occupations
(`blue-collar workers’, `doctors’), personality (`extroverts ’, `introverts ’), physical appearance
(`attractive people’, `ugly people’), physiques (`large people ’, `small people’), political groups
(`liberals ’, `Republicans’), psychiatric disorders (`depressives ’, `schizophrenics’), races (`black people’,
`white people’), regions (`Easterners ’, `Mid-westerners ’), religions (`Catholics ’, `Jews ’), sexual
orientations (`heterosexuals ’, `homosexuals’), and social classes (`lower-class people’, `middle-class
people ’).

Nine items were written to tap elements of essentialism that are commonly invoked in psychological,
philosophical and social scienti®c writings (e.g. Hirschfeld, 1996; Kornblith, 1993; McGarty et al.,
1995; Rothbart & Taylor, 1992; Yzerbyt et al., 1997). As these items demanded complex conceptual
judgments they were generally long, and had individualized rating scale anchors. Item wordings,
labelled with their element (these were not provided to the participants) and with scale anchors in
parentheses, were as follows :

Discreteness . `Some categories have sharper boundaries than others. For some, membership is clear-cut,
de®nite, and of an ``either } or’’ variety ; people either belong to the category or they do not. For others,
membership is more ``fuzzy ’’ ; people belong to the category in varying degrees’ (`clear-cut’,
`either } or’ vs. `fuzzy ’, `inde®nite ’).

Uniformity . `Some categories contain members who are very similar to one another; they have many
things in common. Members of these categories are relatively uniform. Other categories contain
members who diåer greatly from one another, and don’t share many characteristics ’ (`diverse ’,
`diåering’ vs. `uniform’, `similar ’).

Informativeness. `Some categories allow people to make many judgments about their members; knowing
that someone belongs to the category tells us a lot about that person. Other categories only allow a few
judgments about their members ; knowledge of membership is not very informative ’ (`few judgments’,
`uninformative ’ vs. `many judgments’, `informative ’).

Naturalness . `Some categories are more natural than others, whereas others are more arti®cial ’ (`arti®cial ’
vs. `natural ’).
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Immutability. `Membership in some categories is easy to change; it is easy for members to become non-
members. Membership in other categories is relatively immutable ; it is di¬cult for category members
to become non-members’ (`easily changed’, `mutable ’ vs. `not easily changed’, `immutable ’).

Stability. `Some categories are more stable over time than others; they have always existed and their
characteristics have not changed much throughout history. Other categories are less stable ; their
characteristics have changed substantially over time, and they may not have always existed ’ (`unstable
over time ’, `change much’ vs. `stable over time ’, `change little ’).

Inherence. `Some categories have an underlying reality ; although their members have similarities and
diåerences on the surface, underneath they are basically the same. Other categories also have similarities
and diåerences on the surface, but do not correspond to an underlying reality ’ (`underlying reality or
sameness ’ vs. `no underlying reality or sameness’).

Necessity . `Some categories have necessary features or characteristics ; without these characteristics
someone cannot be a category member. Other categories have many similarities, but no features or
characteristics are necessary for membership ’ (`necessary features or characteristics ’ vs. `no necessary
features or characteristics ’).

Exclusivity . `Some categories do not allow their members to belong to other categories ; belonging to
such a category excludes a person from these other categories. On the other hand, some categories do
not limit which other categories their members can belong to ; they do not exclude a person from these
categories ’ (`exclude other categories ’ vs. `not exclude other categories ’).

One ®nal item asked participants to rate the categories on their evaluative status `as you think the
general public sees it ’ (i.e. `how valued or favorably regarded they are in our culture ’, from `low’ to
`high’). All 10 items were rated on scales from 1 to 9, anchored at the extremes, and 4 of the essentialism
items were reverse-keyed. Participants rated all of their categories on each item before proceeding to
the next item.

Four alternative forms of the questionnaire were constructed, and 10 participants were randomly
assigned to complete each one. In all forms the 10 items and 20 category domains were in the same,
randomized order, and one category from each domain was listed. However, the particular category to
be rated from each domain was varied. The two categories within each domain were randomly assigned
to an A list or a B list. One form contained the entire A list, one contained the entire B list, one contained
the ®rst 10 A categories followed by the last 10 B categories, and one contained the ®rst 10 B categories
followed by the last 10 A categories. In summary, all participants rated onemember of every category pair,
and each category was rated by 20 participants.

Procedure

Participants completed the questionnaire, including a consent form assuring anonymity, in a single
group session held in a large lecture hall. Most participants completed the questionnaire’s 200 ratings
within 25 min.

Results

All analyses were conducted on mean ratings of the 40 social categories on the 10
items. These mean ratings, each based on the responses of 20 participants, represent
estimates of the level of essentialist beliefs about the respective categories in the
undergraduatepopulation. To assess whether essentialist beliefs represent a coherent
and unitary cognitive syndrome, the nine essentialism items were intercorrelated
across the 40 categories. These intercorrelations, and the correlations of the
essentialism items with the evaluative status item, are presented in Table 1.

Table 1 reveals many strong correlations among the essentialism items, as well as
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Table 1. Intercorrelations of the essentialism and status items (decimal omitted)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Discreteness 100
2. Naturalness 61** 100
3. Immutability 57** 78** 100
4. Stability 51** 76** 52** 100
5. Necessity 81** 67** 75** 53** 100
6. Uniformly 12 2 24 2 05 2 19 10 100
7. Informativeness 17 2 29 2 09 2 31 10 76** 100
8. Inherence 18 2 08 14 2 14 14 74** 73** 100
9. Exclusivity 29 03 17 2 01 40* 54** 52** 51** 100

10. Status 19 24 01 42** 06 2 42** 2 16 2 28 2 35*

** p ! .01; * p ! .05.

Table 2. Varimax-rotated loadings of the essentialism items (decimal omitted)

Factor

1 2

Discreteness 81 25
Naturalness 91 2 21
Immutability 86 04
Stability 78 2 25
Necessity 88 23
Uniformity 2 09 89
Informativeness 2 13 90
Inherence 04 86
Exclusivity 23 73
% variance 40.8 34.4

many very weak ones. Moreover, the patterning of these correlations, which the
Table’s item ordering deliberately accentuates, indicates that the items belong in two
distinct groups. Items 1±5 and 6±9 each have median intercorrelations of .64, but the
median correlation between them is .08. The proposed essentialist elements do not
appear to compose a unitary set. A principal components analysis of the nine items
was conducted to assess the appropriateness of the two-dimensional understanding
of essentialist beliefs. A two-factor solution was clearly superiorÐadditional factors
had eigenvalues % .58 (% 6.4% variance)Ðaccounting for a very substantial 75.2%
of the variance in the correlation matrix. Varimax rotated loadings are presented in
Table 2. Oblique rotation indicated that there was no signi®cant correlation between
the factors, indicating that they are truly independent.

Table 2 indicates that the latent structure of essentialist thinking is well captured
by two intelligible dimensions.One dimension combines judged naturalness, necessary
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characteristics, immutability, discreteness and historical stability. This component
correspondsclosely to the concept of natural kinds (e.g. Kripke, 1980 ; Quine, 1977)
and to folk theories of biological entities (e.g. Atran, 1990). By these accounts,
natural categories are sharply bounded,unalterable and historically persisting matters
of kind, whose members share necessary properties or microstructures. Folk
understandings of biological speciesÐbut not scienti®c ones (Dupre! , 1981)Ð
exemplify such categories, and social categories that are understoodin the same manner
may be described as `naturalized ’, or dubbed `pseudo-natural kinds’ (Boyer, 1933a).

The second dimension of essentialist beliefs combines the elements of
informativeness, uniformity, inherence and exclusivity. These elements constitute an
understanding of social categories as distinctively cohering around an underlying
core, and having a homogeneity that makes category membership a rich source of
inferences. This dimension resembles the philosophical concepts of rei®cation and
hypostasis, the attribution to a concept of an underlying reality, and it also
corresponds closely to the concept of `entitativity ’ reviewed above, the extent to
which human groups constitute coherent, uni®ed and meaningful entities.

Note that the two factors bear some resemblance to the dimensions of unalterability
and inductive potential that were proposed by Rothbart and Taylor (1992).
However, the present ®ndings put their theoretical proposal on an empirical footing
and suggest that their descriptions of the two dimensions are somewhat partial :
immutability is only one part of a broader web of natural kind beliefs, and
informativeness is embedded in a complex of beliefs concerning entitativity. Note
also that the existence and strength of the ®rst factor suggests that not all social
categories are treated as natural kinds, contrary to Rothbart and Taylor’s claims.
Categories varied widely in the extent of their judged `naturalness ’, with many
understood to be fuzzy, contingent and socially constituted. According to its self-
report, at least, the present sample essentialized social categories to quite varying
degrees.

In order to understand the extent to which the two dimensions of essentialist
thinking characterize particular social categories, each category’s factor score was
calculated. These factor scores, organized by domain and accompanied by mean
status ratings on the 1±9 scale, are presented in Table 3. Table 3 indicates that the
gender, racial and ethnicity domains exemplify social categories that are understood
as natural kinds, and that homosexuals, political groups, Jews and AIDS patients
exemplify entitative categories. Importantly, traditionally stigmatized categories
such as women, blacks, homosexuals and Jews were essentialized in one of these two
ways, but not in the other. The table further shows that the level of essentialist
thinking is powerfully determined by category domain. In one-way ANOVAs using
category domain as the factor and category factor scores as the dependent measures,
domain accounted for 86.9% of the variance in the natural kind factor (Factor 1 :
F(19,20) 5 7.00, p ! .0001) and 69.7% of the variance in the rei®cation } entitativity
factor (Factor 2 : F(19,20) 5 2.42, p ! .05). Evidently, implicit ontologies of social
categories are tied to speci®c domains to a great extent, especially with respect to the
dimension of naturalness.

The dimensions of essentialist belief were diåerentially associated with the judged
evaluative status of the social categories. Status was signi®cantly correlated with the
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Table 3. Factor scores and mean status ratings of the social categories, by domain

Domain Category Factor 1 Factor 2 Status

Age Old 0.93 2 0.28 5.35
Young 0.39 0.12 4.00

Appearance Attractive 2 0.81 2 0.77 7.60
Ugly 2 1.31 2 2.42 2.95

Class Lower 2 0.84 0.60 2.05
Middle 2 0.96 2 0.03 6.60

Diet Meat-eater 2 0.29 2 0.87 5.55
Vegetarian 2 0.98 2 0.27 5.10

Disability Blind 1.56 0.48 4.20
Paraplegic 0.97 0.88 4.05

Disease AIDS 0.12 1.28 3.35
Cancer 0.33 2 0.40 5.30

Ethnicity Asian 1.75 0.16 5.35
Hispanic 1.31 0.43 3.65

Gender Female 1.82 0.14 6.15
Male 1.70 2 0.77 7.10

Intelligence Average 2 0.98 2 0.77 5.30
Smart 2 0.19 2 0.67 8.10

Interest Movie buå 2 1.93 2 1.24 4.60
Sports fan 2 0.56 0.24 6.30

Language English-speaker 0.17 2 1.75 7.40
Spanish-speaker 0.43 0.12 5.05

Occupation Blue-collar 2 0.76 2 0.38 4.50
Doctor 2 0.38 0.77 8.20

Personality Extrovert 2 0.74 0.09 5.65
Introvert 2 0.49 0.88 4.10

Physique Large 2 0.37 2 0.02 2.80
Small 0.73 2 1.86 5.35

Politics Liberal 2 1.22 1.57 4.95
Republican 2 1.00 1.40 5.35

Psychiatric disorder Depressive 2 1.16 0.89 3.40
Schizophrenic 2 0.10 0.56 2.70

Race Black 1.48 0.06 4.85
White 1.42 2 1.83 8.05

Region Easterner 2 0.51 2 1.05 4.90
Mid-westerner 2 0.84 2 0.65 5.35

Religion Catholic 2 0.15 1.09 4.80
Jew 0.64 1.34 4.65

Sexual orientation Heterosexual 1.22 0.32 7.30
Homosexual 2 0.41 1.85 2.60

rei®cation } entitativity factor (r 5 2 . 36, p ! .05), but not with the natural kind
factor (r 5 .20, p " .05). Moreover, when categories within domains were compared
in between participants analyses, lower status categories scored higher on
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Figure 1. Location of the social categories on the two essentialism dimensions (upward pointing
triangles represent higher status members of each category pair, and triangle size is proportional to
mean status rating).

rei®cation } entitativity (Wilcoxon Z 5 2 2.02, p ! .05), but did not diåer from the
higher status categories on the natural kind factor (Wilcoxon Z 5 1.72, p " .05).

Although essentialist beliefs about the social categories were strongly associated
with category domain, some large within-domain discrepancies remained, especially
on the rei®cation } entitativity factor. Table 3 reveals several domains in which very
large discrepancies exist on this factor, notably race (black " white), language group
(Spanish-speaking " English-speaking), stature (large " small), disease (AIDS "
cancer), appearance (attractive " ugly) and sexual orientation (homosexual "
heterosexual). Moroever, these discrepancies suggested an intriguing interaction
between the two factors. The statistical interaction of the two factors signi®cantly
predicted category status (F(1,36) 5 4.34, p ! .05). Evaluative status tends to be
highest among naturalized categories that are not rei®ed, and lowest among those
that are. When social categories are represented as natural kinds, lower status
categories tend to be understood as having an inherent and inferentially important
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homogeneity. Consequently, categories that are relatively essentialized on both
dimensionsÐexempli®ed by the disabilities, ethnic groups, Jews, women, blacks,
and AIDS patientsÐtend to be especially stigmatized. Consistent with hypothesis,
then, essentialist beliefs were associated with category devaluation, both straight-
forwardly via rei®cation } entitativity and complicatedly via the combination of
rei®cation } entitativity and naturalness. However, this conclusion must be quali®ed
by the observation that several of the most devalued categories were not highly
essentialized on either dimension (i.e. `ugly ’, `large ’, `lower class ’, `schizophrenic’).
Figure 1 summarizes the associations between the dimensions of essentialism and
category status, and labels selected categories (cf Table 3).

Discussion

The ®ndings of this study shed light on the structure and consequences of essentialist
beliefs about social categories. These beliefs form two independent dimensions along
which categories vary, with distinctive implications for their evaluations. People’s
representations of social categories are clearly embedded in explanatory theoriesÐ
social ontologiesÐthat are consequential for their evaluations of them, a recognition
that is growing in cognitive and social psychology.

The ®nding that essentialism is not unitary suggests that theorists must be careful
not to obscure the distinction, or to mistake one dimension for the whole. For
instance, some theorists have treated essentialism as equivalent to the understanding
of social categories as natural kinds (Rothbart & Taylor, 1992) or to the
misapplication of folk-biological principles to human kinds (Atran, 1990; Boyer,
1993a, 1993b). Other theorists working on `subjective essentialism ’ and entitativity
(McGarty et al., 1995 ; Yzerbyt et al., 1997) have been alert to the broader sense of
essentialism, but have emphasized the perceived homogeneity and coherence of
categories and groups. The two approaches re¯ect working understandings of
essentialism that spring from diåerent theoretical traditions, one from rationalist
cognitive psychology, with its focus on the philosophy of natural kinds (e.g. Keil,
1989) and domain-speci®c theories (Hirschfeld & Gelman, 1994; Murphy & Medin,
1985), and the other from the social psychology of stereotyping, with its focus on the
perception of out-groups. The present study suggests that the emphases of these two
approaches are both partial and refer to somewhat distinct phenomena. Entitative
categories need not be naturalized, and categories understood as natural kinds need
not be perceived to be entitative, but both are in some sense essentialized. In short,
social categories may be essentialized in two distinct ways, and social psychologists
should be heedful of both naturalness and rei®cation } entitativity.

This preliminary work on essentialist beliefs about social categories represents a
theoretical departure from most social psychological approaches to categorization.
However, it also complements current traditions of research and theory, and can be
at least partly assimilated to some of them. First, the work clearly complements the
study of stereotyping. Whereas the literature on stereotypes typically focuses on the
putative contents of social categoriesÐthe ascribed properties of typical category
membersÐand on the processing of information about such contents, the present
work examines beliefs about the structure or form of the categories themselves.
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Whereas much of the stereotyping literature implicitly understands categories as
attribute lists, and is associated with prototype- or exemplar-based accounts of
concepts, the present approach, like that of Yzerbyt et al. (1997), understands
categories to be embedded in explanations about social things, and is associated with
a view of conceptual structure that recognizes the importance of domain-speci®c
theories. The two approaches to social categorization do not con¯ict, and each is
insu¬cient on its own; attributes do not cohere into mental categories without
grounding theories, just as theories of domains are merely abstract shells unless
embodied in property clusters.

Moreover, the two complementary perspectives may illuminate one another. The
present study suggests that the homogeneity and extremity biases that stereotype
research has described in the perception of out-groups may be organized by an
overarching set of beliefs about entitativity. These biases may therefore be aspects of
a more general, theory-driven understanding of social categories that also supposes
them to have an inherent sameness and to be exclusive of other categories. The
biases may, in short, not be distinct and perceptual, but linked and conceptual. In
addition, the study suggests that phenomena of interest to stereotyping researchers
may be moderated by theories of social kinds. The out-group homogeneity eåect
may, it is suggested, be more strongly associated with negative stereotypes in those
social categories that people understand to be natural kinds. Similarly, certain sorts
of category features (i.e. stereotype contents) may be associated with, or may prime,
certain kinds of theories about the form or nature of categories. Stereotyping
research on racial and gender categories suggests that bodily features are particularly
likely to be organized by theories that represent social kinds as natural kinds, as
Rothbart and Taylor (1992) note. In short, the social psychologies of category
content and structure may inform and advance one another.

A second point of contact between this study and social psychological traditions
is its link with attribution theory. Although attribution theory has to do with the
causes of outcomes, and essentialism has to do with the natures of categories, both
concern explanations of the structureof the social world. Moreover, beliefs about the
natures of categories can supply dispositional attributions for the outcomes of
category members (Yzerbyt et al., 1998). Although essentialist beliefs and causal
attributions diåer, both invoke theory-based accounts of how social phenomena are
bound together, so that essentialist beliefs can be recast as attributions about the
structureof social entities. Indeed, several of the dimensions that attribution theorists
have proposedto diåerentiate causes also diåerentiate categories. Consider the theory
of attributional style (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978), which classi®es
explanations for failure and success as internal vs. external, stable vs. unstable, and
global vs. speci®c in their implications. Internal causes are akin to inherent
categories, stable causes to stable categories, and global causes to informative
categories. The dimensions of controllability and responsibility that feature in
Weiner, Perry, and Magnusson’s (1988) attributional analysis of stigma are likewise
linked to the essentialist beliefs in category immutability and naturalness, so that
membership in categories understood to be natural and immutable is judged to be
beyond the personal responsibility or control of category members.

These close parallels suggest that attribution theorists and theorists of essentialism
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have independently converged on several fundamental explanatory distinctions.
As Kagan (1989, p. 139) has argued, for instance, inner±outer, continuous±
discontinuous, material±non-material and permanent±transient are basic dimensions
of scienti®c description, and it is not surprising that versions of many of them ®gure
in folk understandings of social ontology and social causality. To understand the
nature of a social category in an essentialist way is to comprehend it as inner
(inherent), discontinuous (discrete), material (natural) and permanent (stable). To
understand the causation of a social event in a stigmatizing way is prototypically to
comprehend it as inner (`onset controllable ’), non-material (`mental-behaviourally
based ’) and transient (`reversible’) (Weiner et al., 1988).

The ®ndings of the studies reported here may have implications for attempts to
combat stereotyping and prejudice. The existence of two distinct forms of
essentialismÐnatural kind beliefs and rei®cation } entitativityÐsuggests the need for
two distinct strategies for changing negative evaluations of social categories.
Attempts to modify understandings of social categories as natural kinds must
challenge beliefs about their naturalness, immutability, historical stability, discrete-
ness and necessary features. It is precisely these beliefs that social constructionists try
to rebut, arguing that social categories are artifactual and arbitrary, rather than
natural ; historically variant and changeable, rather than stable and immutable ; fuzzy,
indeterminate or continuous, rather than discrete ; and lacking any de®ning or
necessary properties. Attempts to modify understandings of social categories as
entitative, on the other hand, must challenge beliefs about their uniformity,
informativeness, exclusivity and inherence. Challenging these beliefs involves
reducing the rei®cation of the category in question by showing its internal diversity,
its similarity to and overlap with other categories, and its lack of any underlying
distinctness. In short, the two strategies for challenging essentialist beliefs about
social categories target naturalness and rei®cation, respectively.

It is speculatively suggested here that the second strategy may be more fruitful in
reducing negative stereotyping and prejudice. Although most intellectual challenge
to the validity of essentialist claims has sprung from social constructionist critique,
the present ®ndings indicate that combating beliefs in the naturalness of social
categories may be less productive than combating beliefs in their entitativity. First,
naturalness per se was not associated with low category status, and in fact had a
modest but non-signi®cant association with higher status, whereas entitativity was
strongly associated with low status. Second, categories within a domain diåered
much less in naturalness than in entitativity, indicating that substantial within-
domain diåerences in status co-exist with trivial, and therefore causally irrelevant,
diåerences in naturalness-related beliefs. Third, naturalness-related beliefs about
stigmatized categories also tended to be held consensually (i.e. with less variance
between people) than entitativity-related beliefs, suggesting that they may be less
easily modi®ed. In summary, these ®ndings imply that arguments for the
constructedness of social categories may be ineåective in reducing negative
evaluations because naturalness itself is not devalued, and because beliefs about it are
neither malleable nor tightly or consistently linked to category evaluation. Arguments
or experiences that challenge beliefs in the homogeneity, distinctiveness and inherent
sameness of devalued categories may be more productive.
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The ®ndings of this research indicate that the study of essentialist beliefs about
social categories has the potential to illuminate aspects of stereotyping and prejudice,
and to connect rather distinct domains of psychological theory. Essentialism is a
concept about which much theoretical ink has been spilled, and psychologists
interested in social categorization are just beginning to put its explanatory promise
to the test.
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