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Social categories are shaped by social experience
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A new study by Rhodes and colleagues offers insight
into the development of social essentialism – the belief
that members of social categories share essential prop-
erties (e.g., attitudes, psychological capacities). The
challenge now is to consider these issues in children
raised in the more diverse social environments that
constitute the range of human experience.

A recent paper by Rhodes, Leslie and Tworek (henceforth,
RLT) [1] offers insight into issues at the core of develop-
mental cognitive science. Inspired by groundbreaking de-
velopmental work on psychological essentialism [2–4], they
set their sight more specifically on social essentialism –
the belief that members of certain social categories (e.g.,
gender- or race-based categories) share essential properties
that run deeper than the eye can see (e.g., attitudes, dis-
positions, psychological and moral capacities). Bringing
together insights from the psychological, philosophical,
and linguistic traditions, RLT reveal the powerful effect
of language in the development and transmission of a belief
in social essentialism (a belief tied closely to social stereo-
typing and prejudice).

RLT’s approach highlights the intricate interaction be-
tween the cognitive endowments of the child and the
shaping role of the environment. This dynamic balance
between nature and nurture, which runs through all of the
social and biological sciences, has consequences not only for
which ideas people hold true, but also for their understand-
ing and treatment of themselves and others. RLT raise
provocative questions about how social essentialism is
fueled by natural endowments (including a cognitive bias
to essentialize people and other objects), the environment,
and the relation between these twin engines of develop-
ment across the lifespan and across cultures. Their work
also adds importantly to a rapidly growing effort to build
bridges between cognitive and social development [5].

A powerful and innovative aspect of RLT’s design is the
manipulation (via linguistic information) of parents’ beliefs
about a novel social category, a manipulation that provides
a window into how parents form essentialist beliefs and
transmit them unwittingly to their children. RLT docu-
ment that whether and how social categories aremarked in
the language is instrumental in children’s and adults’
tendency to develop and to transmit stereotypic or essen-
tialist information. This illustrates the power of naming,
and especially naming with generic language, in essential-
izing kinds of people.

In the remainder of this commentary, I point to some
of the very real challenges that lie ahead. If the goal is
to describe, predict, and explain the origins of social
categories, how these are shaped by experience, and
how they gain inductive force, then currently the field
is perched on precipitously narrow ground. After all, the
social categories that one forms, and the inductive po-
tential that these categories ultimately hold, are highly
inflected by one’s experience with members of one’s own
social group(s) and others. Therefore, a key challenge
will be to broaden the empirical base in order to examine
the developmental pathways of children raised in a
more diverse set of circumstances that reflect more fully
the range of human social experience [6].

Children from minority groups may establish
race-based categories earlier than those from majority
groups
The evidence that social categories based on race emerge
later than those based on gender [4,7,8] comes from pre-
dominantly white middle-class children raised in the US.
From both a theoretical and practical standpoint, it is
essential that we ascertainwhether children fromminority
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groups, by dint of their social experiences, establish racial
and ethnic categories earlier than their majority-culture
counterparts, especially because the contrast (both implicit
and explicit) between their own in-group and the majority
is likely more tangible and the consequences of category
membership more apparent.

Variations in experience may matter more in carving
out social categories based on race and ethnicity than
those based on gender
Across cultures, categories based on race, ethnicity, and
gender are tenaciously held and readily imbued with
inductive force. But variations in experience may matter
more for racial and ethnic categories than for gender
categories.

First, consider experience. With rare exception, young
children observe and interact with males and females on a
daily basis. However, their exposure tomembers of distinct
racial and ethnic groups varies widely. Some children grow
upwith little or no first-hand exposure tomembers of racial
or ethnic groups other than their own. Others are raised in
more diverse communities; in some, individuals from dif-
ferent racial groups participate jointly in the social milieu,
but in others, children are exposed to different racial
groups within sharply segregated communities. This vari-
ation is likely to have significant impact on the social
categories children form and the valence that these hold.

Next, consider language. Gender-based categories (e.g.,
‘boy’, ‘girl’) are named more explicitly, more ubiquitously,
and less self-consciously than racial- or ethnic-based dis-
tinctions. For example, teachers often use gender names to
address their classrooms (‘Boys and girls, please line up
quietly for gym’; [9]), but there is a clear prohibition against
invoking racial or ethnic names in such circumstances
(‘Whites and Blacks, please settle down’; [10]). If naming
is instrumental in forming and essentializing social cate-
gories, this may have unanticipated, but far-reaching con-
sequences.

What is the scope of children’s initial social categories,
and how are these shaped by experience?
Do children initially make a binary partition, distinguish-
ing their own ‘in-group’ from all others? How do we come to
make finer partitions within our ‘own’ social category than
others? How do factors such as native language, dialect, or
behavioral practices contribute to the establishment of
such distinctions?

How do children integrate the range of correlated
characteristics – including differences in dispositional
properties, physical features (e.g., skin color), native
language (or dialect), and cultural practices – that
constitute social category membership?
Although any one characteristic may serve as an entry
point, the racial and ethnic categories that individuals
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ultimately form cannot be reduced to single features alone.
Instead, in the natural course of social experience, varia-
tions in dispositional properties and physical features,
coupled with variation in native language, dialect, or
speech register, and cultural practices are all part and
parcel of the ‘diversity’ experience. How do these come
together as children carve out distinct kinds of people
and their valences?

What criteria determine which category serves as the
appropriate inductive base?
If any individual is a member of many social categories
(e.g., woman, African-American, physician, grandmother),
then how can the range of extension for a given property
applied to a given individual be determined? The answer
will likely depend upon the property in question, the social
category in question, and the child’s experiences with a
range of social groups.

In closing, RLT’s provocative piece invites readers to
consider how social categories, emerging early in devel-
opment and tuned by experience in the social world,
come to serve as vessels for culturally-transmitted infor-
mation about kinds of people. Accepting this invitation
will require a broader reach to include infants and
young children raised in a more diverse set of circum-
stances that reflect more fully the range of human social
experience.
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