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Griffiths is a Fellow of the American 
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‘Biological essentialism’ and ‘genetic 
essentialism’ are regarded as false and 
pernicious doctrines, especially when 
applied to human beings. But ‘essentialism’ 
can mean many things. Ideas proudly 
paraded as anti-essentialist in some 
disciplines would count as essentialist in 
others. This lecture reviews scientific 
findings about essentialism as a 
psychological phenomenon. It explores the 
very different reasons why the biological 
sciences, the social sciences and the 
humanities have all come to identify 
‘essentialism’ as a problem.

This  event is a joint Philosophy and 
History of Science event. It is also the 
inaugural event of the Philosophy of 
Sciences working group for the PEiPL 
(Philosophical Engagement in Public Life) 
network.

What is Biological Essentialism?

Paul Griffiths is an ARC Laureate Professor of Philosophy at The 
University of Sydney. 
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