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Book excerpt: The essentialist’s delusion of discontinuity. 
 
Evolution is now universally accepted as a fact by thinking people, so one might have hoped 
that essentialist intuitions in biology would have been finally overcome. Alas, this hasn't 
happened. Essentialism refuses to lie down. In practice, it is usually not a problem. Everyone 
agrees that Homo sapiens is a different species (and most would say a different genus) from 
Pan troglodytes, the chimpanzee. But everyone also agrees that if you follow human ancestry 
backward to the shared ancestor and then forward to chimpanzees, the intermediates all along 
the way will form a gradual continuum in which every generation would have been capable of 
mating with its parent or child of the opposite sex. By the interbreeding criterion every 
individual is a member of the same species as its parents. This is an unsurprising, not to say 
platitudinously obvious conclusion, until you realise that it raises an intolerable paradox in the 
essentialist mind. Most of our ancestors throughout evolutionary history have belonged to 
different species from us by any criterion, and we certainly couldn't have interbred with them. 
In the Devonian Period our direct ancestors were fish. Yet, although we couldn't interbreed 
with them, we are linked by an unbroken chain of ancestral generations, every one of which 
could have interbred with their immediate predecessors and immediate successors in the 
chain. In the light of this, see how empty are most of those passionate arguments about the 
naming of particular hominid fossils. Homo erectus is widely recognised as the predecessor 
species that gave rise to Homo sapiens, so I'll play along with that for what follows. To call 
Homo erectus a separate species from Homo sapiens could have a precise meaning in 
principle, even if it is impossible to test in practice. It means that if we could go back in our 
time machine and meet our Homo erectus ancestors, we could not interbreed with them. But 
suppose that, instead of zooming directly to the time of Homo erectus, or indeed any other 
extinct species in our ancestral lineage, we stopped our time machine every thousand years 
along the way and picked up a young and fertile passenger. We transport this passenger back 
to the next thousand year stop and release her (or him: let's take a female and a male at 
alternate stops). Provided our one-stop time traveller could accommodate to local social and 
linguistic customs (quite a tall order) there would be no biological barrier to her interbreeding 
with a member of the opposite sex from 1,000 years earlier. Now we pick up a new passenger, 
say a male this time, and transport him back another 1,000 years. Once again, he too would be 
biologically capable of fertilising a female from 1,000 years before his native time. The daisy 
chain would continue on back to when our ancestors were swimming in the sea. It could go 
back without a break, to the fishes, and it would still be true that each and every passenger 
transported 1,000 years before its own time would be able to interbreed with its predecessors. 
Yet at some point, which might be a million years back but might be longer or shorter, there 
would come a time when we moderns could not interbreed with an ancestor, even though our 
latest one-stop passenger could. At this point we could say that we have travelled back to a 
different species. The barrier would not come suddenly. There would never be a generation in 
which it made sense to say of an individual that he is Homo sapiens but his parents are Homo 
erectus. You can think of it as a paradox if you like, but there is no reason to think that any 
child was ever a member of a different species from its parents, even though the daisy chain 
of parents and children stretches back from humans to fish and beyond. Actually it isn't 
paradoxical to anybody but a dyed-in-the-wool essentialist. It is no more paradoxical than the 
statement that there is never a moment when a growing child ceases to be short and becomes 
tall. Or a kettle ceases to be cold and becomes hot. The legal mind may find it necessary to 
impose a barrier between childhood and majority — the stroke of midnight on the eighteenth 
birthday, or whenever it is. But anyone can see that it is a (necessary for some purposes) 
fiction. If only more people could see that the same applies to when, say, a developing 
embryo becomes 'human'. 


