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FROM ESSENTIALISM TO INDIVIDUALISM

Chemical elements and biological species have been the two stock examples
of natural kinds from Aristotle to Putnam. Samples of lead or individuals of
the species Pan troglodytes are not only similar in various respects, but are “of
the same kind” in some much deeper sense. One way to express this deeper
commonality is to say that the members of a kind share an essence—a prop-
erty common to all the members of a kind and responsible for each member
being the kind of thing that it is. My gold watch resembles your gold navel
ring in many respects, some known to us and some not, because the atoms of
which both are composed share an essence: their atomic number. Essential-
ism in biology would suggest that my kitten Erasmus resembles Socks the
cat because they too share an essence (albeit a less well understood one).
Essentialism took on a new life in the 1970s, largely because of the work of
the philosophers Saul Kripke (1980) and Hilary Putnam (1975). Biological
species were one of the stock examples in this essentialist literature, even
though by this time essentialism was regarded by many biologists as incon-
sistent with the basic tenets of Darwinism!

The perceived antithesis between evolution and essentialism was largely
due to the work of Ernst Mayr (1959). Mayr argued that biology before
Darwin was characterized by fypological thinking in which types or kinds of
organisms had ontological and explanatory priority over concrete individu-
als. Darwinian population thinking gives populations of concrete individuals
ontological and explanatory priority instead. Elliott Sober has argued con-
vincingly that the core of population thinking is the Darwinian approach to
variation (Sober 1980). The typological approach explains the resemblances
between the individuals in a species in terms of the underlying “natural state”
of each individual, just as chemistry explains the resemblances between atoms
of the same element in terms of their shared microstructure. The typological
approach explains variations between the individuals in a species as pertur-
bations of the natural state of that species. The Darwinian approach explains
both resemblance and variation at the population level. Organisms resemble

























































