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Abstract

Among the conceptual ingredients of natural kinds, concerning living
creatures specially, has been the idea of essentialism. This idea however was
challenged by the evolutionary theory in biological world which provided a
new view of biological species. In order to analyze the relation between
natural kinds and essentialism, I focus on reasons motivated philosophers
to invoke the idea of natural kinds and show that this motivation was
principally epistemological, i.e. to solve inductive problems. In this view,
essentialism, in its strong from, is considered to be a redundant condition
for natural kinds, Essentialism, in its weaker sense,, is however required,
meaning that properties underlying induction must be shared by every
individual of a kind, in order to warrant the inductive inference. A
consequence of weakening essentialism in natural kinds is the possibility to
suggest a unified concept of natural kinds for various sciences, biological
and physical.
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‘Natural kinds’, as a term, is not very old. As an idea, nonetheless, it goes to
back at least to Plato, and his Phaedrus. During this long history, this idea has
been often connected to two other ideas: biological kinds and classification.
On the one side, when the best instances of what is known as natural kinds
were demanded, the answer were often the biological kinds. On the other
side, the best possible classification for the creatures was a classification of
natural kinds. Then, the groupings of creatures in the genus and species (and
even families, orders, classes, etc.) reflect the basic divisions of the nature
among creatures. Hence, the conceptual requirements of these three ideas
were more or less mutually related, in a way that the nature of species and
nature of natural kinds could not be defined independently.
Among the conceptual requirements of the species for natural kinds was
essentialism, i.e. to suppose some internal properties all of which are
available in every member of a species or kind, and the totality of them
determines the membership of an individual in a species or kind. Up to
nineteenth century, this image was somehow consistent and flawless.
However, the evolutionary idea of species, the process of speciation and the
canonical role of common ancestor challenged this image, and urged the
biologists to reconsider their idea of the species. The results were at least
two new ideas of the species: interbreeding and phylogenetic concepts of
species. As may be clear, to believe in each one implies to dismiss
essentialism on the species, since in both of them, it is a relational property
which characterizes the species: a reproductive relation in the first, and a
relation with the common ancestor in the second. Dismissing essentialism,
as a basic metaphysical idea in biology was not easy at all, but there were
not many scientists in the biological world that privileges this metaphysical
obligation over what implied by the evolutionary biology. Then, after one
hundred and fifty years, as Elliot Sober (1980) indicates, ‘essentialism on the
species is now a dead problem’.
On the other side, and among philosophers, essentialism on natural kinds is
yet a popular position. Underlining essentialism in physical science has not
been much controversial. When fundamental particles or chemical elements
are concerned, we can talk about fine-grained internal properties shared by
all the members of a kind, and only members of that kind. Developments in
biology, however, urged philosophers to take alternative approaches to
kinds:

- Some continued to defend essentialism in biology and a unified,

essentialist conception of natural kinds. Kripke (1972) and Putnam
(1975) are the known examples.
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- Some tolerated the variety of natural kinds in different areas;
preserved essentialism on non-biological kinds and left essentialism
on biological kinds.

- Some left essentialism totally, both in biological kinds and non-
biological. William Whewell (1858) was one of the forerunners of
this approach, and a contemporary version was provided by Richard
Boyd (1995).

To choose between these approaches depends on several issues. Here, I
concentrated on the points because of which natural kinds were demanded,
and two points are investigated: first the metaphysical point, in order to
articulate ontology of the nature and its constituents. This suggestion
naturally implies underlying the metaphysical considerations on natural
kinds, among which is the essentialism. The second point is epistemological.
Ordering things in kinds, regardless of metaphysical aspects, provides us
with a major epistemic gift, i.e. to form inductive generalizations. From this
point of view, and in Boyd’s (1995) terms, ‘it is a truism that the
philosophical theory of natural kinds is about how classificatory schemes
come to contribute to the epistemic reliability of inductive and explanatory
practices.” To make an inductive generalization means to generalize an
observed property in some members of a group to other not-observed
members of that group. Obviously all the groupings are not on a par, in
terms of power and accuracy. However, it is the act of grouping that allows
making inductive generalizations. Boyd and many philosophers claim that
natural kinds were demanded mostly because of the natural base they
provide for inductive generalizations. In this approach, naturally,
metaphysical considerations concerning kinds would be less important,
while epistemological considerations are privileged. Here it is claimed that
taking this approach enables us to decide on the problem of essentialism and
subsequently on biological kinds. Indeed, in so far as natural kinds are
provoked epistemologically, essentialism in its strong form is not
necessarily required, since as demonstrated in this essay, for an inductive
generalization to be reliable, there is no necessity for properties involved in
the generalization to be internal.

Nonetheless, essentialism, in a weaker form, is yet essential, i.e. it is
necessary for properties underlying the induction to be shared by all the
members of that kind, in order to guarantee the generalization. I will take
two steps, in line with the epistemological approach. First, I try to show
historically that the main concern for philosophers in the natural kinds
tradition to provoke this idea is the mentioned epistemic concern. Second, I
will show analytically that by weakening essentialism on natural kinds, this
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epistemic motivation enables us to suggest a unified idea of natural kinds,
both for biological and non-biological sciences.
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1. real Kinds
2. conventional
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4. Of Operations subsidiary to Induction

5. inexhaustible

6. Ampliative
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A. Origin or Process of Causation of the Series
4. Human Knowledge

10. Principle of limited variety
11. Natural Kinds
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