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A B S T R A C T   

Laypeople construe one’s life narrative around a single protagonist – the true self. Who is this true self? Does it 
reside in our mind or body? Is it only aligned with one’s biological essence, or also with their moral core, the 
home of free will? In three experiments, participants reasoned about John—a modern-day reincarnation of Dr. 
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. John’s character was evaluated by two tests (brain and behavioral), whose outcomes 
diverged (e.g., a brain test indicating benevolence; a behavioral test indicating aggression). Results showed that 
participants aligned John’s free will with his good acts (irrespective of test), but they defined his essence by the 
outcomes of the brain test. We interpret the results to suggest that people hold conflicting tacit notions of the true 
self. One’s freely-willed moral core is good, but one’s essence is aligned with the body.   

1. Introduction 

Reflecting on a person’s life, people can often recall acts of kindness 
and unkindness; generosity and selfishness. Despite these conflicting 
attributes, however, people believe that, deep down, there is a single, 
unitary protagonist—the “true self” (De Freitas, Cikara, Grossmann, & 
Schlegel, 2017; Newman, Bloom, & Knobe, 2014a; Strohminger, Knobe, 
& Newman, 2017). Who is this unique, unitary “me”? 

The existing literature has defined the “true self” in terms of two 
attributes. On the one hand, the “true self” is defined in moral terms, and 
specifically, as good (De Freitas, Cikara, et al., 2017; Newman, De 
Freitas, & Knobe, 2015; Strohminger et al., 2017); on the other hand, the 
true self is aligned with one’s (biological) essence (e.g., Heiphetz, 2019). 
These two attributes have been assumed to be seamlessly intertwined (e. 
g., De Freitas, Cikara, et al., 2017; De Freitas, Tobia, Newman, & Knobe, 
2017; Heiphetz, 2019; Strohminger et al., 2017). Here, however, we 
show that they stand in sharp tension. 

The tension arises because morality is appraised in terms of free 
will—a notion that is typically perceived as disembodied (e.g., Greene & 
Cohen, 2004; Nichols, 2011). Biological essence, however, is firmly 
anchored in the body (e.g., Newman & Keil, 2008). The following 
investigation thus explores who the “true me” is —is it aligned with my 
essence or my moral core? My mind or my body? 

1.1. My true self: my good moral essence 

Several recent proposals suggest that people hold a notion of the 
“true self”, distinct from the self. While the self is aligned with a wide 
range of psychological attributes (e.g., memories, personality, intelli-
gence), the “true self” is primarily a moral notion (De Freitas, Cikara, 
et al., 2017; Newman et al., 2015; Strohminger et al., 2017). For 
example, participants believe that, if some of a person’s attributes were 
to change (e.g., as a result of swallowing a pill), then that person would 
be less likely to remain “the same” if the change affected their moral core 
compared to changes affecting their personality, perceptual abilities, 
memories, and desires (Heiphetz, Strohminger, & Young, 2017; Stroh-
minger & Nichols, 2014). This suggests that the person’s core—their 
true self—is perceived as defining who they are, and as moral in nature. 

Moreover, people perceive the true moral self as good (De Freitas, 
Cikara, et al., 2017; Newman et al., 2015; Strohminger et al., 2017). 
When a protagonist exhibits an abrupt change to their moral fiber (e.g., a 
corrupt policeman turning honest vs. an honest policeman turning 
corrupt), participants are more likely to identify the protagonist’s true 
self with their better acts (De Freitas & Cikara, 2018; Molouki & Bartels, 
2017; Newman et al., 2014a; Tobia, 2016). What counts as “good” can 
vary—liberals believe that the true self is revealed when a sexist person 
is transformed into a libertarian; for conservatives, it’s the trans-
formation of an unpatriotic person into a patriot that unveils one’s true 
self (Newman et al., 2014a). But within each group, people believe that 
the traits they consider to be good are likely to persist (Newman et al., 
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2014a). Similar belief in the good true self obtains across countries (the 
US, Russia, Singapore, and Colombia; De Freitas et al., 2018). 

These observations, then, would seem to suggest that the true self is 
perceived not only as morally good but also as immutable—people 
believe that the true self remains invariant throughout life (De Freitas, 
Cikara, et al., 2017). Accordingly, several researchers have attributed 
the belief in the underlying true self to psychological essentialism (e.g., 
De Freitas & Cikara, 2018; De Freitas, Cikara, et al., 2017; Heiphetz, 
2019; Newman, Bloom, & Knobe, 2014b; Strohminger et al., 2017; 
Strohminger & Nichols, 2014). 

Essentialism is the intuitive belief that living things are what they are 
because they possess some inborn, immutable essence (Gelman, 2003; 
Keil, 1986; Medin & Ortony, 1989). Children, for example, believe that 
offspring maintain properties of their biological parents (Gelman & 
Wellman, 1991; Hirschfeld, 1995; Solomon, Johnson, Zaitchik, & Carey, 
1996), and that its essence is immutable—a raccoon does not turn into a 
skunk by painting its fur (Keil, 1986). 

Beliefs about the true self bear these hallmarks of essentialism. 
Indeed, children and adults believe that a person’s goodness is inborn 
and immutable, and these essentialist beliefs are stronger when people 
consider the goodness of a person compared to their badness (Heiphetz, 
2019). 

Summarizing, then, the existing literature has captured the percep-
tions of the true self in two ways. On the one hand, the true self defines 
one’s moral core, and it is specifically good; on the other, it is aligned 
with one’s inborn immutable biological essence. These two attrib-
utes—that of (good) moral core and (biological) essence—would seem 
to harmoniously coexist (e.g., De Freitas, Cikara, et al., 2017; De Freitas, 
Tobia, et al., 2017; Heiphetz, 2019; Strohminger et al., 2017). In this 
view, then, one’s essence is one’s good, moral core. As we next see, 
however, these two notions conflict. 

1.2. My “True Me”: Mind or Body? 

The tension between “my good moral core” and “my essence” arises 
because, in intuitive psychology, the notions of “morality” and “essence” 
contrast with respect to their perceived anchoring in the body. To 
appreciate this tension, however, we must first consider how the notion 
of morality is related to yet another construct—that of free will. 

Indeed, moral acts are typically identified as acts that are committed 
freely (e.g., Nichols, 2011; Nichols & Knobe, 2007; Roskies & Nichols, 
2008; Sarkissian et al., 2010) and intentionally (Barrett et al., 2016; 
Greene & Cohen, 2004; Nichols, 2011); actions committed under duress 
(e.g., a gun is pointed to one’s head) are not perceived as reflecting on 
one’s moral character. If the true self is indeed defined in moral terms, 
then acts committed freely should be perceived as more indicative of 
one’s true self. In line with this possibility, past results suggest that, 
when participants’ belief in their free will is diminished, they are 
reportedly less aware of their true self, and they are also less likely to 
consider their moral decisions (e.g., donation to charity) as reflective of 
their authentic true self (Seto & Hicks, 2016). Whether one’s true self is 
indeed perceived as the source of one’s free will is uncertain—the results 
from this single study are insufficient to settle this question. But given 
that the true self is firmly linked to morality (specifically, to goodness), 
and morality, in turn, is typically predicated on free will, the possibility 
that the true self is endowed with free will seems like a plausible hy-
pothesis. Fig. 1 captures this hypothesis graphically (the hypothesized 
link between the true self and free will is indicated by the dashed arrow). 

As noted, however, the true self is further aligned with one’s essence 
(see Fig. 1). And it is here—in the possibility that the “true self” is linked 
to both one’s free will and essence—where the mind-body tension arises 
in full force. 

Indeed, people typically consider acts that are committed freely as 
ones that are not predetermined by material biological causes (e.g., 
Greene & Cohen, 2004; Nichols, 2011). For example, people are less 
likely to hold defendants responsible for moral transgressions that are 

attributable to biochemical and neural factors (Aspinwall, Brown, & 
Tabery, 2012; Gurley & Marcus, 2008; Heath, Stone, Darley, & Gran-
nemann, 2003; Monterosso, Royzman, & Schwartz, 2005). While people 
can reconcile physical causes with free will under certain conditions (e. 
g., Clark, Winegard, & Baumeister, 2019; Nahmias, Morris, Nadelhoffer, 
& Turner, 2005; Nichols & Knobe, 2007; Roskies & Nichols, 2008), by 
default, free will is perceived as incompatible with physical causes 
(Greene & Cohen, 2004). These results suggest that people are intuitive 
dualists (Bloom, 2004) and that they identify the moral core of agents 
with the immaterial mind, rather than the material body (see Fig. 1). 

But per (biological) essentialism, one’s essence is not only innately 
predetermined and immutable (e.g., Keil, 1986), but it must further be 
anchored in the material body (see Fig. 1). Infants (Setoh, Wu, Baillar-
geon, & Gelman, 2013) and older children (Gelman, 2003; Gelman & 
Wellman, 1991) believe that living things must have “insides”, that their 
essence corresponds to a piece of matter (Springer & Keil, 1991) that is 
localized at the center of the body (Newman & Keil, 2008), and it is 
linked to some specific biological substance (Waxman, Medin, & Ross, 
2007). Moreover, when adults are invited to reason about the origins of 
a person’s psychological traits, they consider traits that are embod-
ied—either in the brain, in the face, or in the internal body—as ones that 
are more likely to be innate (Berent, Barrett, & Platt, 2020; Berent, Platt, 
& Sandoboe, in press). 

This embodied view of one’s (biological) essence—the source of 
one’s “true self”, then, would seem to stand in conflict with the notion of 
the true self as one’s good moral core—the putative disembodied home 
of free will. Fig. 1 captures this tension. 

The following research thus asks how we perceive the true self. First 
is it good or bad, material or immaterial? Second, does the true self 
correspond to one’s essence? Finally, we sought to determine whether 
judgments of one’s moral essence converge with judgments of one’s free 
will. 

1.3. The present research 

To address these questions, the following experiments presented 
participants with John – a modern-day reincarnation of Dr. Jekyll and 
Mr. Hyde. At times, John can be quite positive (e.g., help an elderly 
person cross the street), but at other times, his acts are negative (e.g., 
exhibit cruelty to animals). 

Participants were told that, on the advice of his family, John 

Fig. 1. The true moral me—mind or body?  
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underwent psychological assessment, informed by two tests—a brain 
test and a behavioral test, and the results of the two tests diverged. In 
one scenario, the brain test indicated that John’s true character was 
positive whereas the behavioral test suggested it was negative; a second 
scenario (assigned to another group of participants) supported the 
opposite conclusion (negative characteristics suggested by the brain test; 
positive by the behavioral test). 

Participants were invited to evaluate John using two different 
questions. To evaluate John’s essence, one question asked participants 
to determine who John really is, at his core. To gauge John’s free will, a 
second question asked people to consider whether John had committed 
his positive and negative acts freely. For each question, people rated 
John’s positive and negative attributes separately, on a 1–7 scale. 

In so doing, we sought to determine (a) the valence of John’s true 
self—good or bad; (b) whether it corresponds to his mind or body 
(embodiment); (c) whether it is identified as his essence, and (d) 
whether it is also aligned with his free will. 

The valence of the “true self” is determined by the contrast between 
John’s positive and negative attributes; a “good true self” would be 
evident if people consistently rated John’s positive attributes above his 
negative ones. 

The embodiment of the true self, in turn, was evaluated by the 
contrast between the brain and behavioral tests. We note that the two 
tests were strictly matched—all they suggested was whether or not 
John’s response was typical; the brain test offered no additional infor-
mation (e.g., concerning localization). In the eyes of a dualist, however, 
the two tests might differ, inasmuch as the brain test explicitly gauges 
John’s body, whereas the behavioral test does not, so the behavioral test 
could be seen as reflecting John’s mind. The contrast between the brain 
test, then, allowed us to determine whether John’s true self (as 
perceived by participants) is materially embodied or ephemeral: if the 
true self is perceived as embodied, then people should rate the attributes 
diagnosed by the brain test (which explicitly references the body) higher 
than the ones diagnosed behaviorally (a test that could reference the 
mind); if the true self is perceived as immaterial, then people should rate 
the outcomes of the behavioral test higher. Finally, the contrast between 
the free will and essence questions examines whether people align 
John’s true self only with his essence or also with his free will. 

1.4. Predictions and implications 

In light of the conflicting attributes of John’s true self (positive and 
negative), responses to the “free will” and “essence” questions are open 
to numerous conflicting predictions. In what follows, we list these pos-
sibilities; we flag out the ones we consider most likely. 

1.4.1. Essence 
In the existing literature, the notion of a good moral core and essence 

have been considered as intertwined (e.g., De Freitas, Cikara, et al., 
2017; De Freitas, Tobia, et al., 2017; Heiphetz, 2019; Strohminger et al., 
2017), suggesting that they should both combine to define John’s true 
self. Specifically, if participants indeed perceive John’s true self as 
defined by his essence, and if they further perceive the true self as 
morally good, then, in this characterization of the true self, participants 
should consider John’s good acts as more representative of his essence. 
If participants also perceive John’s essence as embodied, then acts that 
are demonstrably embodied (i.e., detectable by a brain test) should be 
further considered as more representative of his essence. Moreover, the 
two factors—goodness and embodiment—could combine synergistically 
to render good acts that are detected by the brain test as the ones that are 
most representative of John’s essence. 

But if the two attributes of one’s moral essence—its goodness and 
embodiment—stand in mutual tension, then when the two factors are 
put in conflict, they may not combine synergistically, but rather bifur-
cate. Indeed, our experiments systematically pit goodness and embodi-
ment against each other (e.g., the brain test suggests either good or bad 

attributes, not both), and past research has shown that, when people 
consider biological essence, materiality is paramount (Berent, Barrett, & 
Platt, 2020; Berent, Platt, & Sandoboe, in press). We thus hypothesize 
that, when people evaluate one’s moral essence, and goodness and 
embodiment conflict, embodiment trumps. If so, then participants 
should rate acts that are demonstrably embodied (i.e., those that man-
ifest in the brain) as more indicative of John’s essence, and this should 
be the case irrespective of valence (good or bad). 

1.4.2. Free will 
Responses to the “free will” question are likewise open to multiple 

interpretations. One possibility is that people will simply align their 
judgments of John’s free will with his perceived essence. If so, responses 
to the “free will” question will converge with responses to the “essence” 
question (as discussed above), and since past research has argued that 
one’s essence speaks to one’s true self, the notions essence and free will 
should converge, and they should both align with John’s true self. 

In other scenarios, people will evaluate each question independently, 
and if so, responses to the two questions need not converge. In fact, 
unlike the essence question, free will responses may not even speak to 
the true self at all. Indeed, past research has shown that people invoke 
free will to explain both positive (e.g., Baumeister, Masicampo, & 
DeWall, 2009; Seto & Hicks, 2016) and negative acts (e.g., Baumeister 
et al., 2009; Martin, Rigoni, & Vohs, 2017; Shariff et al., 2014; Vohs & 
Schooler, 2008). These results make it clear that people know too well 
that the self is the source of both good and bad acts, and that these acts 
are committed freely. Accordingly, when asked to evaluate John’s 
conflicting acts, it is not clear, a priori, whether participants will attri-
bute them to John’s self (the source of all acts, good or bad) or to his true 
self (presumably, the source of his good acts only). 

If participants align free will with John’s self (as opposed to his true 
self), then they should be equally likely to consider good- and bad acts as 
freely willed. And since free will is typically considered unbound by 
bodily causes (e.g., Greene & Cohen, 2004; Nichols, 2011), the most 
likely scenario, here, is that people should align John’s free will with the 
outcomes of behavioral test (as this test does not explicitly reference the 
body), and, as noted, this should be the case irrespective of valence (for 
both good and bad acts). 

On a third scenario, however, responses to the free will question 
could potentially speak not to John’s self, generally, but to his true self 
specifically. Indeed, participants might be intrigued by John’s conflict-
ing moral attitudes, and past research has shown that, when a character 
presents conflicting moral attributes, people seek to determine the 
protagonist’s true self (e.g., Strohminger et al., 2017). By interrogating 
which of John’s acts is freely willed, participants might thus seek to 
unveil his presumed underlying moral core—his true self. Given that the 
true self is defined morally, and that morality is linked to free will, we 
consider this last scenario as the most likely. 

If people do indeed align John’s free will with his true self (as 
opposed to the self), and if they further consider the true self as good, 
then they should consider John’s good acts as more likely to be 
committed freely than his bad acts. Considering the effect of test, recall 
that free will judgments typically do not reference the body, but when 
free will and bodily causes are in conflict (as in the case here), people are 
willing to uphold free will even when bodily causes are present (Clark 
et al., 2019; Nahmias, Shepard, & Reuter, 2014). We thus expect that, 
when the moral valence of the true self and its embodiment are in 
conflict, valence (specifically, goodness) trumps. 

We note that this expectation is in full parallelism to our predictions 
for the essence question above. Each such question is informed by two 
attributes (goodness and embodiment), and when these attributes are in 
conflict, they bifurcate, such that the attribute most relevant to the 
probe in question wins. But while, for the essence of the true self, the 
putative “winner” is the body, for the moral true self, it is valence, 
specifically, goodness, that has the upper hand. We thus hypothesize 
that, seen as one’s (biological) essence, the true self is necessarily 
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embodied (goodness is preferred, but not obligatory); seen as one’s 
moral core (specifically, as the home of one’s free will), the true self is 
necessarily good (here, disembodiment is preferred, but not obligatory). 

Computationally, this hypothesis suggests that, each component of 
the true self (essence and morality) is evaluated in terms of two violable 
constraints—goodness vs. (dis)embodiment; the two components, 
however, differ with respect to the ranking of the two constraints. The 
computation of essence outranks embodiment over goodness; the 
computation of morality via free will exhibits the opposite ranking. We 
capture this computational hypothesis in (1), inspired by the framework 
of Optimality Theory (Prince and Smolensky, 1993/2004). 

(1) The hypothesized ranking of goodness and embodiment con-
straints in the evaluation of essence and free will  
a. Essence: embodiment > goodness  
b. Morality (free will): goodness > (dis)embodiment 

Altogether, then, we predict that, in the free will question, people 
should rate John’s positive attributes higher than his negative attributes 
(irrespective of test), whereas in the “essence” question, they should rate 
the attributes diagnosed by the brain test higher than the ones diagnosed 
behaviorally (irrespective of the act’s valence). 

Experiments 1a-c explore the effect of test (brain/behavior) and act 
valence (good/bad)—these three studies differ only on the precise 
wording of positive and negative acts. Experiments 2–3 next examine 
whether the divergence in response to the free will and essence ques-
tions depends on the embodiment of John’s characteristics (as suggested 
by the test results). 

Our investigation sheds light on the intuitive psychological notion of 
the “true self” (e.g., De Freitas, Cikara, et al., 2017; Newman et al., 
2014a; Strohminger et al., 2017); on laypeople’s moral judgments (e.g., 
Barrett et al., 2016; Greene & Cohen, 2004; Nichols, 2011) and their 
anchoring in intuitive essentialism (e.g., De Freitas & Cikara, 2018; De 
Freitas, Cikara, et al., 2017; Heiphetz, 2019; Newman et al., 2014b; 
Strohminger et al., 2017; Strohminger & Nichols, 2014) and dualism 
(Bloom, 2004); and on the role of neuroscience in informing these 
judgments (e.g., Hopkins, Weisberg, & Taylor, 2016; Weisberg, Hopkins, 
& Taylor, 2018; Weisberg, Keil, Goodstein, Rawson, & Gray, 2008; 
Weisberg, Taylor, & Hopkins, 2015). 

2. Experiment 1a (Benevolence vs. Aggression) 

2.1. Methods 

2.1.1. Participants 
Eighty participants were assigned to Experiment 1a; one participant 

in Experiment 1 did not complete the experiment, resulting in a total of 
79 participants. 

In Experiments 1a-c, participants were recruited from Amazon Me-
chanical Turk; participants in Experiments 2–3 were sampled from 
Prolific. Participants were all adult native English speakers who were 
reportedly free of language and reading disorders. 

In Experiment 1a, participants had also reportedly not taken any 
advanced courses in psychology (100%), linguistics (100%), and many 
had not taken advanced courses in biology (82%). Participants reported 
their highest levels of education as follows: 29% high school, 58% col-
lege, 11% a graduate school program, and 1% none (beyond elementary- 
middle school). 

Sample size in this and all subsequent experiments was determined a 
priori (before any data analysis) by a power sensitivity analysis based on 
pilot results. A sensitivity power analysis (a t-test of a linear regression 
model, single coefficient) suggested that the chosen sample size (N=80) 
has 0.80 probability to detect a correlation of 0.30 among the model’s 
three predictors at the alpha level of 0.05 (i.e., f2=0.10). Experiments 1 
(a-c)-3 each included its own distinct group of participants. 

2.1.2. Materials and procedure 
Participants in Experiment 1a read one of two vignettes, each 

describing John—a character whose behavior is inexplicably erratic, 
altering between acts of benevolence (e.g., stopping to help an elderly 
person cross the street and donating money to the needy) and aggression 
(e.g., cruelty to animals and randomly bullying students on his College 
campus). At the advice of his family, John approaches a psychologist 
who evaluates his condition using both behavioral and brain tests. The 
results of the two tests are in conflict, and the nature of the conflict 
varied for the two vignettes. In one vignette (assigned to half of the 
participants), the brain results indicated that John was benevolent and 
the behavioral test provided evidence for aggression. A second vignette 
(assigned to the second half of participants) presented the opposite 
scenario (the behavioral test indicated benevolence, whereas the brain 
test indicated aggression). 

Participants were next asked to address two questions (with order 
counterbalanced). One question invited people to reason whether 
“When John commits acts of benevolence/aggression, he performs those 
acts of his own free will”. Another question asked people reason about 
John’s “real essence”. Specifically, they were to determine whether, “at 
his core, John is a benevolent/aggressive person”. Participants provided 
their responses on a 1–7 scale (1=strongly disagree; 2=disagree; 
3=slightly disagree; 4=neither agree nor disagree; 5=slightly agree; 
6=agree; 7=strongly agree). For each such question, people responded 
to the “benevolence” and “aggression” probes separately. All measures, 
manipulations, and exclusions in the study are reported. 

2.2. Results and discussion 

Fig. 2 presents participants’ responses to the “free will” and 
“essence” questions. In this and all subsequent experiments, we plot the 
results by act (benevolence vs. aggression) and by the test whose 
outcome was congruent with that act. For example, the benevolence/ 
brain bar indicates responses to the benevolence probe given a brain test 
suggesting that John is benevolent (and a behavioral test suggesting he 
is aggressive). By the same token, the benevolence/behavior bar reflects 
responses to the benevolence probe given a behavioral test suggesting 
that John is benevolent (and a brain test suggesting he is aggressive). 

An inspection of the means suggests that responses to the free will 
and essence questions diverged. When asked to reason about John’s free 
will (Fig. 2A), people based their responses on the act—they considered 
benevolent acts as more likely to be freely committed compared to acts 
of aggression. But when people evaluated John’s essence (Fig. 2B), they 
then based their responses on the test, and they considered the brain test 
as more indicative of John’s essence than the behavioral test. 

These conclusions were supported by a linear mixed effects model 
with random intercept by participants (lmer (rating ~ Test * Act+ (1| 
Participant)) using sum coding. To clarify—the Test factor indicates 
which test (brain or behavior) is congruent with a given act. For the Test 
factor, the sum coding was Brain= − 0.5, Behavior = 0.5; for the Act 
factor, it was Benevolent = − 0.5, Aggressive = 0.5.1 

In what follows, we report regression output in terms of the beta 
estimates (β̂), standard errors, t statistics, and p-values as reported by the 
lmer() function in R, in addition to reporting standardized beta co-
efficients (β) and their 95% confidence intervals (CI). Standardized beta 
coefficients and CIs were calculated using the standardized_parameters 
function of the effectsize package (Ben-Shachar, Makowski, & Lüdecke, 
2020) in R. 

Results for the “free will” question yielded only an effect of Act 

1 Because, in this design, each participant contributed only two observations 
per cell, some of these models failed to calculate random effects, and, by 
default, fell back to a linear regression model (without random effects). An 
analysis of the results using linear regression (without random effects) sup-
ported the same conclusions. 
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(β̂=− 0.61, SE=0.21, t(77)=− 2.89, p=.01; β = − 0.41, CI = − 0.69 – 
-0.13). The effect of Test (β̂=− 0.01, SE=0.21 t(77)=− 0.04, p=.97; β =
− 0.0001, CI = − 0.28–0.27) and the Test x Act interaction (β̂=− 0.41, 
SE=0.51, t(77)=− 0.80, p=.43; β = − 0.27, CI = − 0.94–0.40) were not 
significant. 

For the “essence” question, we found only a reliable effect of Test 
(β̂=− 1.08, SE=0.20, t(154)=− 5.36, p<.001; ß = − 0.79, CI = − 1.08 – 
-0.50). The effects of Act (β̂=0.08, SE=0.20, t(154)=0.37, p=.71; ß =
0.06, CI = − 0.23–0.34) and the interaction (β̂=− 0.16, SE=0.40, t 
(154)=− 0.40, p=.69; ß = − 0.12, CI = − 0.69–0.46) were not significant. 

These results demonstrate for the first time that the evaluation of a 
person’s moral behavior dissociates, depending on the question (free 
will vs. essence) and the diagnostic test (brain vs. behavior). 

To ensure that these conclusions are not due to the strong emotive 
connotations of aggressive acts, Experiments 1b-c replicate the findings 
using two other contrasts (benevolence/malice; kindness/unkindness). 
To further counter the possibility that people might have interpreted 
John’s volatile personality as abnormal (hence, unrepresentative of 
typical individuals), we invited participants to explain their ratings. If 
people indeed hold conflicting notions of John’s moral character, then 
similar results should obtain when John’s actions are devoid of emotive 
and abnormal connotations. 

3. Experiment 1b (Benevolence vs. Malice) 

3.1. Methods 

3.1.1. Participants 
Eighty participants took part in Experiment 1b. Participants had 

reportedly not taken any advanced courses in psychology (100%), lin-
guistics (100%), and many had not taken advanced courses in biology 
(85%). Participants reported their highest levels of education as follows: 
41% high school, 43% college, 16% a graduate school program, and 0% 
none (beyond elementary-middle school). 

3.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The materials and procedure were as in Experiment 1a, except that 

the positive and negative acts were described as benevolence vs. malice. 
Additionally, at the end of the experiment, participants were prompted 
to provide a brief explanation for their responses (for the materials, see 
Appendix I). All measures, manipulations, and exclusions in the study 
are reported. 

3.2. Results and discussion 

As in Experiment 1a, people were more likely to identify John’s free 
will with his good acts, but they aligned his essence with the outcome of 
the brain test (see Fig. 3). 

For the free will question, the regression yeilded only a significant 
effect of Act (β̂=− 0.61, SE=0.17, t(78)=− 3.60, p<.0006; ß = − 0.41, CI 
= − 0.63 – -0.19). The effects of Test (β̂=0.24, SE=0.17, t(78)=1.40, 
p=.17; ß = 0.16, CI = − 0.06–0.38) and the interactions (β̂=0.23, 
SE=0.57, t(78)=0.40, p=.69; ß = 0.15, CI = − 0.59–0.89) were not 
signficant. 

The essence question, by contrast, only yielded an effect of Test 
(β̂=− 0.60, SE=0.22, t(156)=− 2.67, p=.01; ß = − 0.41, CI = − 0.72 – 
-0.11). The effects of Act (β̂=− 0.35, SE=0.22, t(156)=− 1.56, p=.12; ß =
− 0.24, CI = − 0.54–0.06) and the interaction (β̂=0.20, SE=0.45, t 
(156)=0.45, p=.66; ß = 0.14, CI = − 0.47–0.74) were not signifciant. 
These conclusions were unchanged when we excluded from the analysis 
the minority of pariticipants (N=13) whose written responses implied 
that John suffered from psychologcial abnormlaities (see, SM). 

4. Experiment 1c (Kindness vs. Unkindness) 

4.1. Methods 

4.1.1. Participants 
Eighty participants took part in Experiment 1c. Participants had 

Fig. 2. Responses to the free will (A) and essence (B) questions in Experiment 1a. Error bars in this and all figures are standard error.  

Fig. 3. Responses to the free will (A) and essence (B) questions in Experiment 1b. Error bars in this and all figures are standard error.  
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reportedly not taken any advanced courses in psychology (100%), lin-
guistics (100%), and many had not taken advanced courses in biology 
(86%). Participants reported their highest levels of education as follows: 
43% high school, 45% college, 13% a graduate school program, and 1% 
none (beyond elementary-middle school). 

4.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The materials and procedure were as in Experiment 1b, except that 

the positive and negative acts were described as kindness vs. unkindness 
(for the materials, see Appendix I). All measures, manipulations, and 
exclusions in the study are reported. 

4.2. Results and discussion 

An analysis of participants’ written responses to the kind/unkind 
contrast identified a substantial group (N=26) who ascribed to John 
psychological abnormality. Thus, we first provide the results for all 
participants; we next reanalyze the findings after excluding participants 
who referenced psychological abnormalities. 

All participants. As in previous experiments, people were more likely 
to identify freely-willed acts as positive (see Fig. 4). The analysis of the 
free will question indeed yielded only a significant effect of Act 
(β̂=− 0.90, SE=0.21, t(78)=− 4.21, p<.001; ß = − 0.58, CI = − 0.85 – 
-0.31). The effects of Test (β̂=− 0.08, SE=0.21, t(78)=− 0.32, p=.73; ß =
− 0.05, CI = − 0.32–0.22) and the interaction (β̂=− 0.35, SE=0.51, t 
(78)=− 0.69, p=.50; ß = − 0.23, CI = − 0.87–0.42) were not significant. 

Also in line with previous experiments, people identified John’s 
essence with the outcome of the brain test. The effect of Test (β̂=− 0.73, 
SE=0.22, t(156)=− 3.24, p<.002; ß = − 0.49, CI = − 0.78 - − 0.19) was 
highly significant, and it was not further modulated by Act (β̂=− 0.10, 
SE=0.45, t(156)=− 0.22, p=.82, ß = − 0.07, CI = − 0.65–0.52). But un-
like previous experiments, here, we also found a significant effect of Act 
(β̂=− 0.73, SE=0.22, t(156)=− 3.24, p<.002; ß = − 0.49, CI = − 0.78 - 
− 0.19), as good acts were considered more likely to indicate of John’s 
essence. This outcome could have arose because some participants 
viewed John as mentally ill, so they might have been reluctant to 
attribute his unkind acts to his essence. To counter this possibility, we 
next repeated the analysis for participants whose responses were free of 
any implied disorder. 

Disorder free responses. The “disorder free” results (Fig. 5) fully 
converged with previous experiments. Freely willed acts were more 
likely to be identified as good, whereas those that define John’s essence 
were aligned with the brain test. 

For the free will question, the effect of Act was significant (β̂=− 0.52, 
SE=0.25, t(52)=− 9.09, p=.04; ß = − 0.35, CI = − 0.68–0.02). The effects 
of Test (β̂=− 0.18, SE=0.25, t(52)=− 0.74, p=.46; ß = − 0.12, CI =
− 0.45–0.20) and the interactions (β̂=− 0.17, SE=0.63, t(52)=− 0.26, 
p=.79; ß = − 0.11, CI = − 0.95–0.73) were not significant. The essence 
question, by contrast, now yielded a significant effect of Test (β̂=− 1.23, 

SE=0.26, t(104)=− 4.71, p<.001; ß = − 0.84, CI = − 1.19 – -0.49). The 
effects of Act (β̂=0.03, SE=0.26, t(104)=0.10, p=.92; ß = 0.02, CI =
− 0.33–0.37) and the interaction (β̂=− 0.40, SE=0.52, t(104)=− 0.77, 
p=.44; ß = − 0.27, CI = − 0.97–0.42) did not approach significance. 

These results confirm that the dissociation between the perception of 
a person’s free will and their essence is a robust phenomenon that is 
independent of the specific wording of positive and negative acts. Free 
will is linked to a person’s good acts, whereas their essence is aligned 
with the outcome of the brain test. 

We suggest that people aligned John’s essence with the brain test 
outcome because, per essentialism, one’s essence must be materially 
embodied, and for the Dualist, only the brain test offers explicit evidence 
for embodiment. Experiments 2–3 further examine this hypothesis. 

5. Experiment 2 (no test results) 

Experiment 1a-c showed that, when our protagonist’s moral char-
acteristics conflict, people evaluate his moral core differently, depend-
ing on whether the conclusions are based on a brain- or a behavioral test. 

We hypothesize that the divergence arises because the true self ref-
erences two conflicting notions (morality and essence), and each such 
notion, in turn, differs, with respect to how it ranks the goodness of true 
self and its embodiment (restated in (1), below). Seen as one’s moral 
core, the true self must be good (disembodiment is not obligatory); seen 
as one’s (biological) essence, it must be embodied (goodness is not 
obligatory). Since the test results offer evidence for the embodiment of 
John’s characteristics, and since it further pits their embodiment against 
their valence, it is the test that forces participants to choose between 
these conflicting attributes, and in so doing, it promotes the divergence 
between John’s essence and free will. 

(1) The hypothesized ranking of goodness and embodiment con-
straints in the evaluation of essence and free will  

a. Essence: embodiment > goodness  
b. Morality (free will): goodness >(dis)embodiment 

If this analysis is on the right track, then once the test results are 
removed, the divergence between the free will and essence probes ought 
to be eliminated, and people should now rate John’s good acts higher 
than negative acts for both the essence and free will questions. In 
contrast, once the test results are reintroduced, the divergence between 
free will and essence should re-emerge, even when participants are 
presented with no further information about John’s character. The first 
manipulation (the removal of the test), then, should show that the test 
results are necessary to elicit the divergence between the free will and 
essence questions; the second manipulation (the test results alone) 
should show that the test results are sufficient. These questions are 
addressed in Experiments 2–3, respectively. 

Fig. 4. Responses to the free will (A) and essence (B) questions from the entire sample in Experiment 1c. Error bars in this and all figures are standard error.  
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Experiment 2 removed the test outcomes. Participants, here, were 
only presented with a minimal description of John’s conflicting per-
sonality characteristics (at times; John is kind; at other times he can be 
aggressive); a separate control condition (reported in the SM) confirmed 
that, when this description is paired with the test outcomes (as in 
Experiment 1), responses to the free will and essence questions indeed 
diverge, as expected. The critical question, then, is whether the removal 
of the test outcomes in Experiment 2 will eliminate the divergence be-
tween the two questions. 

If the conflict we had observed between the free will and essence 
questions arises from the embodiment of John’s characteristics (as 
indicated by the conflict between brain and behavioral tests), then once 
the test results are removed, the divergence between the free will and 
essence questions should be eliminated. Assuming further that responses 
to the two questions reference John’s good true self, we now expect that 
responses to the free will and essence questions should converge, and 
they should both side with John’s positive behaviors (i.e., with his good 
true self). 

Experiment 3, next, evaluated whether the test outcomes are suffi-
cient to elicit the different responses. Here, we reintroduced the out-
comes of the brain and behavioral tests, but offered no other information 
about John’s condition (i.e., the opening description of John’s con-
flicting personality characteristics and acts was removed). If the diver-
gent responses to the free will and essence questions indeed result from 
the conflicting test outcomes (i.e., the test outcomes are sufficient to 
produce the divergence), then once the outcomes of the two tests are 
given, responses to the two questions should once again diverge. 

5.1. Methods 

5.1.1. Participants 
Eighty participants took part in Experiment 2. Many participants had 

reportedly not taken any advanced courses in psychology (69%), lin-
guistics (78%) and biology (61%). Participants reported their highest 
levels of education as follows: 43% high school, 46% college, 11% a 
graduate school program, and 0% none (beyond elementary-middle 
school). Of this sample, 51% of participants were female, 48% were 
male, and 1% preferred not to disclose gender; the mean age was 24.3 
years (SD=5.63). 

5.1.2. Materials and procedure 
The materials were as in Experiment 1a, except that the shifts in 

John’s character were now described in terms of his conflicting per-
sonality attributes, rather than his specific acts (for the materials, see 
Appendix I). Critically, the test information was eliminated. Participants 
were asked to help the psychologist evaluate John’s free will and essence 
(for the materials, see Appendix I). All measures, manipulations, and 

exclusions in the study are reported. 

5.2. Results and discussion 

Experiment 2 examined whether the test outcomes are necessary to 
elicit the divergence between the free will and essence questions. If they 
are, then once the test results are eliminated, the divergence should 
disappear. If by default, participants believe that John’s true self is good, 
and if the true self is referenced by the essence question, then partici-
pants should now uniformly side with John’s good acts, as they do in 
assessing John’s free will. Fig. 6 provides the mean response to the “free 
will” and “essence” questions (please note that, here, not test is 
provided). 

Results are consistent with this prediction. The regression results 
(lmer(rating ~ Act + (1|Participant)) yielded a reliable effect of Act for 
both the free will (β̂=− 0.78, SE=0.16, t(79)=− 5.00, p<.0001; β =
− 0.59, CI = − 0.82 - − 0.36) and essence (β̂=− 0.85, SE=0.17, t(158)=−

4.93, p<.0001; ß = − 0.73, CI = − 1.02 - − 0.44) questions. 
These results suggest that the conflicting test outcomes were neces-

sary to elicit the divergence between the questions, as once these out-
comes were removed, people considered John’s good acts not only as 
more indicative of his free will but also of his essence—in line with 
previous research on the moral true self (Heiphetz et al., 2017). 

To determine whether the test outcomes are further sufficient to 
elicit the divergence, Experiment 3 once again compares responses to 
the free will and essence questions when all information about John’s 
background is removed. In so doing, we further sought to counter an 
alternative explanation for the results of Experiments 1a-c. In this view, 
the divergence between the free will and essence questions emerged 
simply because these experiments informed participants of John’s con-
flicting behaviors, and this information led participants to partly distrust 
the behavioral test. This alternative explanation predicts no dissociation 
between the two tests in Experiment 3 (once participants are provided 
with no information about John’s conflicting behaviors). But if, contrary 
to this suggestion, the divergence was indeed caused by the test out-
comes (specifically, their perceived embodiment), then the test results 
should be sufficient to elicit the same pattern even when all other in-
formation about John is eliminated (in Experiment 3). 

6. Experiment 3 (only test results) 

6.1. Methods 

6.1.1. Participants 
Two hundred participants took part in Experiment 3. Sample size, 

here, was increased to ensure the minimum of 50 participants per cell 
(Simmons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2018). Many participants had 

Fig. 5. Responses to the free will (A) and essence (B) questions from participants who did not ascribe to John psychological abnormalities in Experiment 1c. Error 
bars in this and all figures are standard error. 
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reportedly not taken any advanced courses in psychology (61%), lin-
guistics (85%) and biology (56%). Participants reported their highest 
levels of education as follows: 32% high school, 57% college, 12% a 
graduate school program, and 0% none (beyond elementary-middle 
school). In this sample, 49.5% of participants were female, 50.5% 
were male; the mean age was 24.5 years (SD=6.18). 

6.1.2. Materials and procedure 
Materials and procedure were identical to those in Experiment 1a, 

except that here, the vignette entirely eliminated the discussion of 
John’s condition. To motivate the testing and results, participants were 
simply informed that “John exhibits an erratic personality” (for the 
materials, see Appendix I). All measures, manipulations, and exclusions 
in the study are reported. 

6.2. Results and discussion 

An inspection of the results (Fig. 7) suggests that, once the test results 
were introduced, the divergence between responses to the free will and 
essence questions remerged, as in Experiments 1a-c. 

The analysis of the free will question indeed yielded only a signifi-
cant effect of Act (β̂=− 0.37, SE=0.14, t(198)=− 2.55, p=.01; ß = − 0.24, 
CI = − 0.43 – -0.06). The effects of Test (β̂=− 0.11, SE=0.14, t(198)=−

0.73, p=.46; ß = − 0.07, CI = − 0.26–0.12) and the interaction (β̂=0.03, 
SE=0.31, t(198)=0.10, p=.92; ß = 0.02, CI = − 0.38–0.42) were not 
significant. In contrast, for the essence question, we only found a sig-
nificant effect of Test (β̂=− 1.09, SE=0.13, t(396)=− 8.27, p<.0001; ß =
− 0.77, CI = − 0.95 – -0.58). The effect of Act (β̂=− 0.16, SE=0.13, t 
(396)=1.18, p=.24; ß = 0.11, CI = − 0.07–0.29) and the interaction were 
not significant (β̂=− 0.03, SE=0.26, t(396)=− 0.11, p=.91; ß = − 0.02, CI 
= − 0.38–0.34). 

Thus, for the essence question, participants sided with the brain test 
(i.e., they rated the outcomes diagnosed by the brain test higher than the 
ones diagnosed behaviorally); for the free will question, they favored 
John’s good acts (i.e., they considered John’s good acts as more likely to 

be committed freely than bad ones). The re-emergence of this pattern 
despite no additional information on John’s condition demonstrates that 
the test outcomes (specifically, the information they provide with 
respect to the embodiment of John’s characteristics) are not only 
necessary but also sufficient to elicit these divergent findings. These 
results further show that the preference for the divergent outcomes of 
the brain and behavioral tests is inexplicable by the description of John’s 
previous acts (i.e., the possibility that participants in Experiments 1a-c 
disregarded the behavioral test because they were informed that 
John’s behavior is erratic). Together, these findings demonstrate that 
the evaluation of a person diverges, depending on (a) whether partici-
pants consider one’s free will or essence; and on (b) whether the act is 
diagnosed by a brain test or behaviorally. 

7. General discussion 

Experiments 1–3 examined whether people hold a notion of the true 
self, distinct from the self, and evaluated its characteristics. We asked 
whether people identify a person’s true self with one’s biological 
essence, and whether they align it with one’s mind or body. We also 
explored how the notion of one’s essence relates to the perceptions of 
one’s free will. 

To this end, we invited participants to reason about John’s con-
flicting acts—positive and negative, based on two tests with conflicting 
results – a brain test and a behavioral test (reflecting John’s body and 
mind, respectively). We asked participants to evaluate John’s essence, 
and to decide which of his acts were committed freely. 

Results showed that responses to these questions diverged. When 
participants judged John’s essence, they consistently sided with the 
outcomes of the brain- over the behavioral test. Moreover, participants 
invariably rated the act congruent with the brain test outcome above the 
scale’s “neutral” midpoint, whereas this was not the case for the 
outcome of the behavioral test (see SM, Table S1). Thus, not only was the 
brain test outcome considered more representative of John’s essence, 
but when judged in absolute terms, people aligned John’s essence only 

Fig. 6. Responses to the free will (A) and essence (B) questions in Experiment 2. Error bars in this and all figures are standard error.  

Fig. 7. Responses to the free will (A) and essence (B) questions in Experiment 3. Error bars in this and all figures are standard error.  
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with the brain, not the behavioral test. With a single exception (due to a 
minority of participants in Experiment 1c who perceived John as 
mentally ill), “essence” judgments were unaffected by the act’s valence 
(good or bad). Thus, participants typically aligned John’s essence with 
his brain. 

But when people evaluated John’s free will, here, they consistently 
favored “good” over “bad” acts. This is not necessarily because partici-
pants outright negated that John’s bad acts were freely willed. Indeed, 
participants rated all acts—good or bad—higher than the scale’s 
midpoint (see SM, Table S1). This is in line with previous research, 
suggesting that participants view both positive and negative acts as 
freely willed (Baumeister et al., 2009; Martin et al., 2017; Shariff et al., 
2014; Vohs & Schooler, 2008). Also in line with past research, partici-
pants in our experiments further considered John’s good acts as freely 
willed regardless of test outcomes, even when they were linked to his 
brain (i.e., body Clark et al., 2019; Nahmias et al., 2014). But when good 
acts were contrasted with bad ones, participants considered John’s good 
acts as more likely to be freely willed. Moreover, unlike the perceptions 
of John’s essence, the evaluation of his free will was independent of test. 

The discrepancy is puzzling, given that in existing accounts, the two 
characteristics of “true self”— as a (good) moral core and the home of 
one’s (biological) essence—are seen as seamlessly intertwined (e.g., De 
Freitas & Cikara, 2018; De Freitas, Cikara, et al., 2017; Heiphetz, 2019; 
Newman et al., 2014b; Strohminger et al., 2017; Strohminger & Nichols, 
2014). Since moral appraisal typically references free will (e.g., Nichols, 
2011; Nichols & Knobe, 2007; Roskies & Nichols, 2008; Sarkissian et al., 
2010) and intentionally (Barrett et al., 2016; Greene & Cohen, 2004; 
Nichols, 2011), one would have just expected John’s free will and 
essence to interact synergistically. Accordingly, participants should 
have gauged John’s free will by simply back-computing from his 
essence, and thus, arrive at similar responses to the two questions. This, 
however, is not what was found. 

It is unlikely that these conclusions obtained because people 
perceived John as suffering from a clinical abnormality. First, the ab-
normality presumption fails to explain why the evaluation of John’s true 
self depends on the outcome of the two Tests—brain and behavioral, and 
the Question—free will vs. essence. Second, the pattern above was ob-
tained even when we removed the results of participants who implied 
that John suffered from psychological abnormality. 

It is also unlikely that the results are due to the specific character-
ization of good and bad behaviors (in Experiments 1a-c) or to the abrupt 
changes in his behavior. Experiment 3 makes it clear that the same re-
sults obtain when the description of John’s specific acts and personality 
characteristics is eliminated entirely. 

Why then, did responses to the two questions (free will and essence) 
diverge? And why did responses to the essence (but not free will) 
question depend on the type of test—brain and behavior? 

We suggest that these conflicting results reflect different competing 
facets of a common construct—the “true self”. The possibility that re-
sponses to the “essence” questions reflect John’s true self is in line with 
the past findings, suggesting that the true self arises from essentialist 
reasoning (De Freitas & Cikara, 2018; De Freitas, Cikara, et al., 2017; 
Heiphetz, 2019; Newman et al., 2014b; Strohminger et al., 2017; 
Strohminger & Nichols, 2014). Since per biological essentialism, one’s 
essence is aligned with the body (Newman & Keil, 2008; Springer & Keil, 
1991; Waxman et al., 2007), the judgments of one’s essence—the true 
self—are thus expected to reference the body. The consistent preference 
to identify John’s essence with the brain test (which explicitly references 
the body) is in line with this possibility. These results also agree with our 
past research, showing that, when psychological traits “show up” in a 
brain test, people are more likely to consider these traits as inborn 
(hence, as more indicative of one’s biological essence) compared to the 
when the same traits are gauged behaviorally (Berent, Barrett, & Platt, 
2020; Berent, Platt, & Sandoboe, in press). Together, these results seem 
to suggest that, when participants consider one’s (biological) essence, 
they view the true self as materially embodied. 

We suggest that, notwithstanding the different outcomes, responses 
to the “free will” question may well have likewise targeted the true self. 
As noted in the Introduction, a priori, this is certainly not the only 
possible prediction. Participants could have based their judgment of free 
will on the “essence” probe, or alternatively, considered only which of 
John’s acts was committed freely—without referencing John’s true self. 
But our results are inconsistent with these scenarios. Had participants 
sided with “essence”, they should have favored the brain results. Simi-
larly, had they considered the self’s free will (rather than the true self, 
specifically), they should have been equally likely to select both acts, as 
free will is demonstrably relevant to both positive and negative acts 
committed by agents (Baumeister et al., 2009; Martin et al., 2017; 
Shariff et al., 2014; Vohs & Schooler, 2008). Neither of these conclusions 
is borne out. 

We thus submit that free will judgments targeted John’s true self. We 
speculate that participants were intrigued by John’s erratic behavior, 
and they sought to determine John’s underlying moral core by refer-
encing John’s true self—his good moral core. The appraisal of John’s 
true self, then, led them to be more likely to consider his good acts as 
freely willed. These findings, then, open up the possibility that one’s true 
self is not only morally good but is further explicitly identified with 
one’s free will. 

But if responses to the “free will” and “essence” questions both 
referenced the same tacit construct—the true self, then why did re-
sponses to the two questions diverge? 

We suggest that the divergence emerged because these two questions 
differentially weigh the information presented by the test with respect to 
the embodiment of John’s attributes and their valence. In line with this 
proposal, responses to the two questions differed only when the test 
outcomes were distinct (in Experiments 1 & 3), and this was the case 
even when information about John’s character was eliminated (in 
Experiment 3). But when the test was removed (in Experiment 2), re-
sponses to the free will and essence questions converged, as they both 
preferentially referenced John’s better self. 

We thus conclude that the two questions—the essence and free 
will—each reference the same tacit notion of the “true self”, but they are 
informed by distinct computations. Each such computation, in turn, 
differs on how it ranks the goodness of the true self and its embodiment. 
The computation of (biological) essence only requires that the true self 
be materially embodied (goodness is not obligatory); that of free will 
only requires that the true self be good (its disembodiment is not 
obligatory); the ranking is restated in (1), below). Thus, when the test 
results pitted goodness and embodiment against each other, the two 
constructs bifurcated, thereby revealing their underlying tension. 

(1) The hypothesized ranking of goodness and embodiment con-
straints in the evaluation of essence and free will  

a. Essence: embodiment > goodness  
a. Morality (free will): goodness >(dis)embodiment 

This tension between the “embodied” and “disembodied” true self is 
also evident in the literature. One set of results suggests that the true self 
is immaterial. For example, people believe that the self continues to exist 
even when the person’s memories are implanted in a robot (Blok, 
Newman, Behr, & Rips, 2001). In fact, people extend the notion of the 
true self even to entities that are devoid of any material instantiation at 
all—to groups (true nations, universities, and bands; De Freitas, Tobia, 
et al., 2017) and emotions (e.g., happiness, Phillips, De Freitas, Mott, 
Gruber, & Knobe, 2017). Other results, however, suggest that the ma-
terial body does inform reasoning about the true self. For example, 
people are more likely to conclude that a person’s true self transfers to a 
robot if the transplant includes the person’s brain (compared to their 
memories alone, Blok et al., 2001). Similarly, if a transplant preserves 
the body, people believe implicitly that the self persists (even if memory 
is lost, Nichols & Bruno, 2010). 
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We thus suggest that, when people consider John’s free will, people 
evaluate John’s goodness, irrespective of his material body; when they 
consider his essence, they inspect his body. Consequently, when 
considering free will, they conclude that John is good, irrespective of 
whether the evidence for goodness is explicitly linked to the body (by 
the brain test) or not (behaviorally); but when they consider John’s 
essence, here, it is his material properties that are paramount, and for 
this reason, the outcomes of the brain test trump. These results suggest 
that our tacit notion of the true self is not unitary. 

To be clear, these conflicting tacit notions of the true self need not 
correspond to people’s explicit judgments. Indeed, when asked to 
explicitly reflect on who they are, we would fully expect people to insist 
that their true self is unitary, and even resist claims to the contrary. Our 
results, however, suggest that people’s tacit notions of the true self 
might be conflicting. If so, our explicit psychological belief in a true 
unitary “me” may be illusory. 

The contrast we have unveiled between our explicit notion of the 
true self as unitary, and the distinct, and at times, conflicting compu-
tations that inform its tacit evaluation mirrors the well-known dissoci-
ation between explicit and implicit evaluation of social attitudes (e.g., 
Dasgupta, 2004; Kurdi et al., 2019; Phelps et al., 2000). As in the eval-
uation of social stereotypes, conclusions regarding the true self diverge, 
depending on how these attitudes are gauged. 

The finding that our participants tend to associate the outcomes of 
the brain test with one’s inborn essence also bears on another large 
literature, showing that laypeople place undue weight on brain expla-
nations of behavior (Fernandez-Duque, Evans, Christian, & Hodges, 
2015; Gruber & Dickerson, 2012; Hook & Farah, 2013; Hopkins et al., 
2016; McCabe & Castel, 2008; Michael, Newman, Vuorre, Cumming, & 
Garry, 2013; Minahan & Siedlecki, 2016; Rhodes, Rodriguez, & Shah, 
2014; Schweitzer, Baker, & Risko, 2013; Weisberg et al., 2018; Weisberg 
et al., 2008; Weisberg et al., 2015.). The possibility that people believe 
that brain results reflect their inborn essence offers an explanation for 
the seductive allure of neuroscience. 

Our present results are limited, inasmuch as they obtain from 
Western Educated Industrial participants who are possibly Rich and 
Democratic (Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010); whether these 
conclusions would apply elsewhere, to small scale societies, remains to 
be seen. These limitations are particularly pressing given that past 
research has found that laypeople’s notion of the true self is shaped by 
their own value judgments (Newman et al., 2014a). The possibility thus 
arises that the preferences we have unveiled here might be limited by 
the value judgments of our participants. 

These limitations notwithstanding, our conclusions call laypeople’s 
intuitive psychology into question. Laypeople believe that they under-
stand the basic workings of the psyche, and they center these narratives 
around a single unitary notion of the self. The present results suggest 
that this understanding of the psyche is inaccurate. Rather than holding 
a single “true self”, people seem to tacitly entertain multiple conflicting 
notions. These notions might arise from two distinct principles of intu-
itive psychology—Dualism and Essentialism. Dualism might guide the 
belief in a good moral core that is independent of the body; the 
grounding of our essence in the body might arise from Essentialism. 
Whether Dualism and Essentialism are indeed the causes of these inac-
curate narratives awaits further research. It appears, however, that just 
as the ancient Greeks feared, the psychological stories people tell about 
themselves might be fundamentally skewed (Berent, 2020). 
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