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Essentialism, evolutionary explanations and human rights 
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I. Introduction 

 Evolutionary ethics is a discipline that attempts to approach ethics from a biological 
perspective, trying to give evolutionary explanations for why people hold certain moral 
approaches that they do. Morality is seen ‘as a useful adaptation that increases the fitness of its 
holders by providing a selective advantage’ (Schroeder). Besides the attempts of the descriptive 
evolutionary ethics to give the supposed descriptions for why some moral phenomena have 
evolved to be the way they are, normative evolutionary ethics goes somewhat further and tries to 
use evolution for justifying certain ethical systems. The latter project has not been very 
successful neither in moral philosophy or philosophy of biology; however, the attempts of trying 
to justify certain morally loaded behaviours and attitudes by appealing to their evolutionary and 
biological factors are still quite widespread, especially in some public lay discussions concerning 
several social and political matters. 

 In this presentation I am going to give my reasons for why I believe that sometimes 
appealing to evolutionary explanations in the moral sphere is somewhat problematic, especially 
if we adopt the essentialist position.  The flaw of essentialist thinking consists of the assumption that 
the members of a certain group (or the members of a human species in general) share certain features 

which they in fact don’t share.  Essentialism is related to evolutionary theory and human rights 
issues in three main ways. 1) The descriptive explanations about the evolutionary source and 
development of morality seems to appeal to something like a human nature of or the essence of 
the human species. 2) The essentialist assumptions that underlie the attempts of appealing to 
biological differences, group differences and human evolution when trying to justify the ways of 
application of certain human rights. 3) The tendency to make essentialist assumptions is probably 
a naturally selected trait itself.   

 In addition to essentialism, the attempts to explain the issues related to human rights by 
appealing to evolutionary/biological factors are problematic also because of the is-ought problem 
(or the naturalistic fallacy) and the mistaken assumptions about the innateness, universality and 
evolutionary roots of the cognitive and behavioural phenomena related to the (application of) 
human rights. The is-ought fallacy means deriving that something should be from the fact that 
this something was or is, i.e. making normative inferences from descriptive claims. The third 
flaw derives from bunching together the universality, evolutionary origins and immutability of a 
trait – i.e. from the fact that a trait is universal it is derived that it also naturally selected (and vice 
versa), which in turn leads to the assumption that this trait is also immutable. 
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 In the end I will analyse which are the implications of my findings for some claims 
concerning (normative) moral universalism. In the combination with the is-ought fallacy, the 
claims about some beliefs, attitudes and behaviours being universal and (hence) having 
evolutionary roots give rise to the assumption that these behavioural/cognitive traits also form 
the basis for certain rights and norms to which the universality and evolutionary origins of these 
traits give some universally justified authority. Whereas I by no means want to deny that 
morality (as all other cultural products) is ultimately (and sometimes very indirectly) based on 
certain universal and/or naturally selected human traits, the relationship of their universality and 
evolutionary roots to the normative status of rights and obligations is far less straightforward and 
much more complicated than has sometimes been assumed. 

 

II. The characterization of relevant reasoning mistakes 
 

Before I continue, I will give an overview of the reasoning mistakes which might lead to 
somewhat problematic assumptions about the evolutionary explanations of the issues related to 
the application of human rights. 

 
2.1. Essentialist thinking   

One of the main reasoning mistakes that underlie the flawed assumptions related to giving 
evolutionary explanations to the issues related to the (application of) human rights is essentialist 
thinking. According to essentialist thinking, certain categories - biological species, human groups 
etc. - have a certain essential property that all and only the members of these categories possess 
(and actually must possess in order to belong to these categories). In the case of both sorts of 
categories, essentialism is considered wrong. Essentialism concerning biological species is 
wrong for the reason that it is inconsistent with evolutionary theory. Essentialist thinking in this 
sphere might lead to certain reasoning patterns, for instance the fixity and sharp boundaries of 
biological categories – that are inconsistent with Darwinism. Essentialist thinking also stresses 
something that is common to all species members, whereas understanding natural selection as the 
main force underlying evolutionary change assumes accepting the variability between category 
members.  It has often been claimed that before the ‘Darwinian revolution’ biology was 
essentialist – biological species were seen as immutable, having sharp boundaries, the members 
of one species all having something in common. 

 Essentialist thinking is notion that is also quite often opposed to in the sphere of human 
rights, and there are several reasons for doing so. First of all, essentialist assumptions about 
human groups (men, women, homosexuals, people from different races etc.) allegedly underlie 
the formation of stereotypes, both good and bad, about these groups (see Bastian & Haslam 
(2006)). Essentialism can be associated with stigmatizing, different social attitudes and political 
decisions – and hence of course also with the application of human rights to these groups. 
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Essentialist thinking concerning human groups is mainly wrong for the reason that the groups 
assumed to possess some essential physical property, such as a certain gene common to all the 
members of a group, simply do not have this property. There is no such thing as a ‘black gene’, 
‘Russian gene’ etc.  Also, the attempts to explain the behavior of the members of a group by appealing 
to their biological essence or ‘nature’ can be seen as sexist, racist, and aiming to preserve some existing 
power structures in a society. 

  The relationship between essentialism and evolutionary theory is paradoxical for two 
reasons, as evolution might play a two-fold role in essentialism concerning human groups: it may 
1) occur in essentialist explanations about human groups, their features, behavior, interests etc.; 
2) causally contribute to the formation of essentialist reasoning about human-groups in the first 
place. The first role via which evolutionary explanations themselves might become part of 
something like essentialist thinking about human groups1 (or even human species as a whole) is 
carried out by these explanations referring to something like functional universals that have 
evolved in the process of human evolution, presumably possessed by most members of a human 
group and part of the characterization of the essence of that group. Essentialist assumptions 
about the category of women, for instance, might lead to the beliefs that the rights or entitlements 
that women should be eligible to are related to their physiology and ’evolutionary function’ to 
take care of children. To characterize the second role, we can say that while being inconsistent 
with evolutionary theory, essentialist thinking itself has sometimes been described as a naturally 
selected trait, having a certain function for people’s everyday life, but I will come back to this 
point later when characterizing the notion called psychologically essentialism in a more detailed 
way. 

 There is one clarification that has to be made. Quite often in the context of human rights 
talk, essentialism is opposed to social constructionism. Gay-Lesbian rights advocate Diana Fuss 
(1989) writes: “Essentialism is most commonly understood as a belief in the real, true essence of 
things, the invariable and fixed properties which define the ‘whatness’ of a given entity. 
Essentialists in this sense believe that things like sexuality, race, gender etc. are something 
inborn, fixed, and have a real biological basis. Social constructivists believe that these labels are 
more of a cultural construct than based on biological reality. However, here I would like to warn 
against possible confusions. Believing that the features that we use for categorizing people into 
different sexes, races etc. have at least to a certain amount a biological basis does not necessarily 
make us essentialists about these groups. For instance, believing that homosexuality has a 
biological basis does not mean that there is something like a singular ‘homosexuality’ gene 
which serves as the essence of the group of homosexuals and is causally responsible for the 
typical traits of the members of that group, making the group homogeneous, immutable and 
having sharp boundaries. Secondly, being social constructivist does not necessarily exclude 
holding somewhat essentialist assumptions about a kind – in principle we could believe that the 
label ‘women’ is basically a social construct while still believing that this group has a culturally 

                                                           
1
 The same actually also applies to animal groups (species) and animal evolution.  
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evolved essence which makes all women similar in some respects. Sometimes even feminists 
have been accused of essentialism for the reason that when fighting for women’s rights they 
assume all women to be interested in the same rights (and obligations).  

 

2.2. The is-ought problem and naturalistic fallacy 

The is-ought problem and naturalistic fallacy are closely related, the former introduced by David 
Hume in this ‘A Treatise of Human Nature’ (1738-40). The is-ought problem states that there is 
a significant difference between positive statements (about what is) and prescriptive or normative 
statements (about what ought to be) and there is no obvious move from descriptive statements to 
prescriptive ones. (Edwards & Graulund 2013: 10) According to Hume, the naturalistic fallacy 
means deriving normative statements from empirical facts, i.e. defining “good” with reference to 
other natural (empirically verifiable) properties (Schroeder).  

 Referring to both the is-ought problem and the naturalistic fallacy has been used to 
criticize the normative version of evolutionary ethics. As Stephen Jay Gould asserts, ‘the most 
that evolutionary studies can hope to do is set out the conditions under which certain morals or 
values might have arisen, but it can say nothing about the validity of such values, on pain of 
committing the Naturalistic Fallacy’ (Gould 1999, referred to in Teehan 2004). Concerning the 
current context, we can see the is-ought and naturalistic fallacy been made in the arguments that 
try to appeal to traditions and/or evolutionary roots of certain behaviours of social states of 
affairs. It is of course not to say that all the behavioural and attitudinal patterns that are 
traditional or have evolutionary roots are bad, but it is not sufficient to infer that something 
should be in a certain way on the basis it has always been like this.  

 As it is very easy to find examples of the traditions with a long history that have been in 
at least some geographical areas doomed wrong these days – think about slavery and witch-hunt 
for instance, appealing only to traditions is not seen as a very convincing debating strategy 
anymore. However, referring to the possible evolutionary roots or functions of 
cognitive/behavioural patterns is still quite often done to bolster the arguments for justifying 
these patterns. Take for instance the parental investment theory according to which evolutionary 
pressures account for sex differences in infidelity. According to this theory, the sex that invests 
less in the offspring has more to gain from indiscriminate sexual behaviour. This means that 
women, who typically invest more time and energy into raising the offspring, should be choosier 
when it comes to mate selection and should desire long-term, monogamous relationship. 
(Peterson & Hyde 2011; Trivers 1972) Men who have less parental investment are driven 
towards indiscriminate sexual activity with multiple partners as this activity increases the 
likelihood of their reproduction, and this is also the evolutionary pressure that drives more men 
to seek sexual activity outside of their own relationship. (Peterson & Hyde 2011) Also, think 
about the claims according to which xenophobia has evolved as an adaptive trait.  
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     Appealing to evolutionary explanations when justifying morally dubious behavioural 
patterns and attitudes might negatively affect the people whose rights might be violated by these 
behaviours and attitudes. For instance, the parental investment theory can lead to double 
standards about sexual freedom of different sexes. Believing that xenophobia is an evolutionary 
adaptation might lead people to thinking that it is something ‘natural’ that is all right to 
perpetuate. This is exactly where the ‘is-ought fallacy’ comes into play – there are lots of 
morally condemned behaviours and attitudes (such as abusing and killing stepchildren for 
instance) that might have evolutionary roots. There is nothing wrong with trying to give 
descriptive accounts of evolutionary history of these traits; however, making normative decisions 
about these traits is a huge step further and often rather unjustified. The reason why evolutionary 
explanations are sometimes seen as a justifying factor might also be related to the next reasoning 
mistake that I am going to describe – the assumption that naturally selected traits are also 
immutable, that means developmentally fixed through learning2. If a trait is innate and 
insensitive to learning, then we also should not demand a person to change that trait and not 
blame him/her for having it. However, as I will demonstrate in the next subsection, the 
assumptions about the mutual implication relations between universality, immutability and 
evolutionary roots are not as strong as is sometimes assumed.    

   

 2.3. The mistaken assumptions about the innateness, universality and evolutionary roots of 
the biological/cognitive phenomena related to the (application) of human rights 

Essentialism is closely related to the notion of universality, as positing an essence to a category 
means that we assume all the category members universally to possess some trait. However, 
sometimes essentialist predispositions might lead us to making flawed inferences about the 
universality of a trait – we might assume the trait to be more common than it actually is. And 
even if the trait really is universal, we might be led to further flawed inferenced about the trait’s 
other properties, such as its supposed innateness/evolutionary roots or its immutability. 

 My discussion about these flaws is inspired by Griffiths’s article “What is innateness?” 
(2002). In the literature of cognitive science, the most common meaning of this term is ‘not 
learned’. Its extension highly overlaps with the concept ‘naturally selected’, but these terms are 
definitely not synonymous as some traits can be naturally selected and yet depend on learning.  
Samuels refers to an example by Mameli and Bateson (2006): it is plausible that fish-catching in 
the osprey eagle evolved as a consequence of natural selection, 'yet the ability to of an individual 
bird to successfully snatch healthy fish from the water’s surface is not innate, since it results 
from a protracted period of learning’ (Samuels 2007: 31). In this situation, having an 

                                                           
2
 It does not mean that these traits are seen absolutely immutable by whichever means. What is meant by 

developmental fixity is that the traits will express themselves in the course of normal development. If we try to 
change the expression of the traits or even suppress their expression, this will make the organism deviate from its 
normal, natural state.   
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evolutionary explanation is insufficient for innateness – distinguishing between innate traits and 
non-innate traits (be they naturally selected or not) would have to depend on the notion of 
learning.  

 In the above-mentioned article Griffiths (2002) suggests giving up the term ‘innate’ as a 
fundamentally confused one. He claims that this term confounds under one term several different 
properties which are indicative of the trait being innate. Here is the list of these properties that 
Samuels (2007) I-properties 

1)  having an (adaptive) evolutionary explanation; 
2) being insensitive to variation in “extrinsic” factors in development; 
3) being present at birth or inborn; 
4) being “universal” in a couple of senses: 

a) being pancultural (i.e. present in all human cultures); 
b) being monomorphic (i.e. a trait that takes only one form among members of a species) 

5) not being acquired by learning; and 
6) unchanging through development. 

(Source: Griffiths 1997, Samuels 2007) 

 
 According to Griffiths, these properties are both logically and empirically independent, 
and there are many actual cases where they occur separately from each other. He claims that the 
conflations associated with the ‘innateness’ concept lead to undesirable outcomes: a trait is said 
to be innate because it has one property associated with the ‘innateness’ concept, and is then 
assumed, without sufficient warrant, to possess others. Griffiths uses an example that comes 
from classical ethology to illustrate this phenomenon: Konrad Lorenz and his colleagues freely 
drew inferences from a trait’s possessing one I-property, such as having an adaptive evolutionary 
explanation, to its possession of others (e.g. universality or insensitivity to environmental 
factors) (Griffiths 2002). To put it bluntly – according to Griffith – if we believe that something 
is naturally selected, we infer that the trait is innate, and if it’s innate, it also has to be universal 
and insensitive to environmental factors.  
 I generally agree with Griffith – these ‘I-properties’ are indeed associated with the 
innateness notion, and they are empirically dissociable from each other. However, I think that 
making unwarranted inferences about the presence or absence of some I-properties on the basis 
of presence or absence of other I-properties might not necessarily be the result of all these 
properties being associated with the ‘innate’ concept as the basic underlying concept. Even if in 
some cases confounding I-properties is the result of their association with the ‘innate’ concept, 
sometimes it might be that we are ultimately interested in an I-property itself without it being 
mediated to us by that concept. For instance, on the basis of the species-typicality (universality) 
of a trait we might infer that the trait is naturally selected and part of the natural ‘design’ of that 
species. We do not have to be interested in a separate ‘innate’ concept at all. It might be that for 
me species-typicality serves as an I-property of ‘naturally selected’, for instance, not that they’re 
both I-properties of ‘innate’. So Griffiths’s argument against the ‘innateness’ concept which 
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appeals to different I-properties being confounded under that concept could just as well be 
targeted against ‘naturally selected’ and I will address the mistaken reasoning related to both 
these notions together.  
 Griffiths says that the innateness concept represents ‘a key aspect of folkbiology’, namely 
folk essentialism, i.e. the I-properties are usually ascribed to the traits that are assumed to derive 
from the innate essences of species members and in normal conditions to develop according to 
the innate potential3 of these members (hence the assumption about the developmental 
immutability of innate/naturally selected traits). Essentialism in turn is related to the trait’s 
universality which is often seen as the indication that a trait is innate or naturally selected. As I 
said in the beginning of this subsection, sometimes we make flawed assumptions about the 
universality of a trait and our essentialist tendencies make us consider the trait to be a lot less 
common than it actually is. However, even if the trait is indeed universal (found in almost or all 
cultural contexts), this in itself does not imply that the trait is innate or naturally selected. Instead 
of that, it might be the result of some learning conditions providing cross-culturally universal 
mental representations. For instance – let’s say that we find traces of xenophobia cross-culturally 
(which is probably very likely the case). This does not necessarily mean that xenophobia is an 
innate or naturally selected trait – it might be the result of the social transfer of suspicious and 
hostile attitudes towards strangers, passed on from parents to children and deriving from some 
negative warning experiences that (the ancestors of) people cross-culturally have experienced. 
  We cannot necessarily associate universality with innateness or being naturally selected. 
However, even if a trait is innate or naturally selected, this does not necessarily imply the 
immutability i.e. developmental fixity of the trait. Assuming that it does (as has often been done) 
would add even more justifiability to a ‘naturally selected’ behavioural or cognitive trait that has 
relevance for the issues related to the (application of) human rights. Immanuel Kant allegedly 
suggested an ethical formula ought implies can, which means that an agent, if morally obliged to 
perform a certain action, must logically be able to perform it. Hence, the reasoning might go as 
follows: if a behavioral or attitudinal trait is naturally selected and hence also unchanging 
through development and insensitive to external factors, we cannot demand a person to be 
different in respect of that trait. In that case we have a situation where things ought to be as they 

                                                           
3
 As Gelman & Hirschfeld put it, ‘Innate potential is the belief that a set of characteristics will unfold with 

maturation, even though they show no sign at birth (Gelman & Hirschfeld 1999: 417). For example, a lion cub has 
the potential to grow into something large and fierce, even though it is small and helpless at birth’ (Ibid.). Deviating 
from this developmental path is seen as going against one’s nature, resulting in something abnormal. Note that 
’present at birth’ is one of the I-properties that people, according to Griffith, associate with the notion of ’innateness’ 
(and hence also the notion of ’naturally selected’), and sometimes they make flawed assumptions that being innate 
necessarily means being present at birth – innate traits can actually appear later in life (think about secondary sexual 
characteristics that appear at sexual maturity). Note also that the assumptions about the fixed development in normal 
conditions adds more to the faith that traits should develop as natural selection (naturally selected innate potential) 
has intended it to be - deviating from this developmental path is seen as going against one’s nature, resulting in 
something abnormal. For instance, if certain social attitudes and the resulting behaviours are assumed to have 
evolutionary roots, trying to change these attitudes and behaviours might be seen as something that leads away from 
normal states of affairs to the collapse of society etc.   
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are as they cannot be changed anyway, and we could reach at the conclusion that naturally 
selected traits are the way they should be. However, as was said above, this might be a flawed 
conclusion as being naturally selected does not necessarily mean being immutable. Many 
behaviours and attitudes, even if they have evolutionary roots, can be changed or at least 
avoided, especially if we become aware of the fact that the behavior or attitude under question is 
inadequate or wrong for some reason. 
 As a summary of this subsection I would like to say that our essentialist tendencies might 
make us assume that the properties of group members are universal whereas they’re actually not; 
even if these properties are universal, they might not be innate/naturally selected; even if they are 
innate/naturally selected, they might not be developmentally fixed. This all suggests that 
evolutionary explanations are not good candidates for bolstering essentialist (normative) 
decisions about the behavioural and cognitive traits relevant for human rights issues. 
 

 
III The aspects of the relationship between essentialism, evolutionary 
explanations and the issues related to the human rights sphere 
 
In what follows, I will give an overview of several aspects of the relationship between 
essentialist thinking, evolutionary explanations and the issues of human rights, and the ways in 
which the reasoning mistakes described above are include in the debates about this relationship. 
 
3.1. Evolution as the source of morality and human rights 
 
The first aspect of the relationship between the sphere of human rights and evolution are the 
attempts to explain the source of human rights by appealing to evolutionary history and 
biological properties of humans. Gibbons & Skinner (2004), for instance, claim that the 
’invariant core to the law’ is attributable to the biological processes and states occurring in a 
human brain. Each human who has a brain possesses something like a justice detector. Law is 
invariant across the species and in this respect it can be compared to language the way it was 
described by Noam Chomsky. (Gibbons & Skinner 2004) Fruehwald (2009) claims that human 
rights are based on anthropocentric truths, the ’truths that are true only because of the kinds of 
minds that we happen to have and the cultural world in which our minds developed’, and hence 
these rights ’arose from human nature. […] The Fundamentals of rights derived from how our 
brains evolved with the details arising from how a particular culture reacted to differing 
geography, ecology, and social conditions affected survival’(Fruehwald 2009). As we can see, 
even in evolutionary and biological accounts of human rights it is assumed that these rights and 
the basic concepts related to them derive from something like the ’human essence’ or the 
features that are universally and cross-culturally present in the brains of all or most (normal) 
humans. 
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 The first reasoning mistake that makes this account doubtful is essentialism. It is very 
difficult to define ‘human nature’ or even something that characterizes ‘human brain’. Is there 
really such thing that all human brains have in common and that gives rise to the ‘invariant core 
to the law’? Can we really say that all humans with brains have a justice detector? What about 
people with mental disorders or people born without brains? If we add the qualification that 
human rights and morality are derive from ‘normal’ brain, then how to define a normal brain? 
How can we say that the invariant core of the law is the product of normal brains if the normality 
seems to be highly variable, across different cultures and different timely eras?  
 The second main question with trying to give evolutionary history of morality and human 
rights is what counts as a naturally selected unit here? In the debates concerning evolutionary 
epistemology this is questions is called a “grain problem”. What are the problems to which 
certain adaptations are solutions? Sterelny & Griffiths give the following example of the grain 
problem. ‘Is the problem of mate choice a single problem or a mosaic of many different 
problems? These problems might include: When should I be unfaithful to my usual partner? 
When should I desert my old partner? When should I desert my old partner? When should I help 
my sibs find a partner? When and how should I punish infidelity? /…/ If (but only if) there is a 
single cognitive device that guides an organism’s behavior with respect to issues of mate choice, 
then mate choice is a single domain, and these are all different aspects of the same problem. It is 
not the existence of a single problem confronting the organism that explains the module, but the 
existence of the module that explains why we think of mate choice as a single problem.” 
(Sterelny & Griffiths 1999: 328 – 329) 
 Translating the grain problem into the language of morality and human rights I would 
like to ask what count as naturally selected solutions to environmental problems in this context? 
A ‘universal sense of justice’? Specific rights? A system of rights? What can we say about the 
evolutionary function and fitness advantages of a ‘universal justice detector’ or ‘fundamentals of 
rights’ in the face of extreme moral relativism? What is left of this ‘universal justice’ if we 
remove the differences in the attitudes concerning certain relevant environmental ‘problems’? 
What if my ‘sense of justice’ makes me think that something that is going on in another 
community is very unfair? Do we have different evolutionary responses to the different problems 
that we encounter in our environment and if yes, which are the relevant problems again? If the 
members of a community change their minds about what is just, does this mean that they have 
changed their adaptive strategies?   
 While I do think that there is something like a naturally selected sense of justice that 
even, arguably, some animals possess, and that ultimately the development of our moral systems 
is indeed based on some very general naturally selected cognitive structure, it is going way too 
far to claim that something like modern moral principles or human rights could be naturally 
selected or be the units of natural selection. Even if we had something like moral modules that 
have evolved as the response to certain environmental problems tens of thousands of years ago, 
considering that human culture and activity have shaped our environment immensely since then, 
we are facing very different problems and our strategies for responding to these problems differ 
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radically from how it was done back then, hence these modules would be quite useless 
nowadays. For instance, claiming that our modern Western mating behaviour is naturally 
selected is almost as ‘good’ as claiming that women’s feet were ‘naturally designed’ to wear 
high heels or our hands were ‘naturally designed’ to write. 
 What are the consequences of the current discussion for moral universalism, the view 
according to which there are certain norms that should have universal authority? My claim is that 
we cannot appeal to the supposed evolutionary origins of morality when arguing for moral 
universalism. This is, first of all, because we obviously want to avoid the is-ought fallacy. 
Secondly, even if being naturally selected did imply the normative status of traits, this would still 
not mean that the evolutionary origins of morality would lead to moral universalism, the reason 
being that moral universalism is a view about laws, norms, rights and ethical systems – none of 
which are likely the units of natural selection, even if their formation might be ultimately based 
on some general naturally selected cognitive framework. Assuming that our morality derives 
from the cross-culturally and cross-generationally universal human nature and invariant core of 
the law is a result of essentialist thinking and overgeneralizing on the basis of one’s own cultural 
experience. Going further and assuming that due to the evolutionary roots, our moral system is as 
good as it could be, is a sort of Panglossian4 is-ought fallacy. Note that this all does not exclude 
the possibility of moral universalism, or the possibility that our moral system really is the one 
possessing universal authority; it is just that evolutionary explanations are not good candidates 
for giving justifications of this authority.  
 
   
 3.2. The attempts of appealing to biological and evolutionary factors when justifying the 
application of human rights 
 
The next aspect of the relationship between essentialism, evolutionary theory and human rights 
are the attempts of appealing to biological differences, group differences and human evolution 
when trying to find justification for the ways of how certain human rights should be applied. The 
Declaration of Independence states that “all Men are created equal, that they are endowed by 
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit 
of Happiness.” According to an article in Western Journal of Medicine (WJM 1977), nowadays 
“created equal” is beginning to have wider implications. ‘Equal rights are being applied to many 
other things and further, equal rights are coming to be considered equal entitlements – equal 

                                                           
4
 Panglossian thinking is characterized by the view that all is for the best in this best of possible worlds. In other 

words, we live in the best of possible worlds and everything that happens, happens for the best reason. On the one 
hand this could be seen as an extremely optimistic stance. On the other hand it could also be interpreted as 
pessimistic in the sense that if we are already living in the best of possible worlds, nothing could be better (i.e. 
nothing could improve). In the context of philosophy of biology, Panglossianism has been associated with extreme 
adaptationism that Humphrey describes as a view according to which ‘whatever exists as a consequence of evolution 
must have function’ (Humphrey 2002: 68). In reality, some traits are byproducts of real adaptations, some traits are 
the result of random genetic drift etc. Evolution is a dynamic process and does not offer ultimately perfect solutions 
that could not be better.     
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rights and equal entitlements to such things as housing, income, education, health and health 
care, and even to a certain freedom from risk – things which in turn seem to be becoming 
equated with the concept of life, liberty and pursuit of happiness.’ (WJM)  
 The same article calls this situation the ‘egalitarian fallacy’ and claims that ‘this 
progression “created equal” to today’s egalitarianism with all of its equal entitlements involves a 
fundamental change in meaning which runs counter to reality and must therefore prove to be 
unworkable.’. It goes further by saying that the reasons for this are biological, as ‘each person 
differs genetically, experientally and in individual purposes and goals in life.’ (WJM) The article 
states that it is fallacious to assume that these could ever be the same for everyone of for 
humanity, or that everyone is born equal and therefore should have exactly the same things in 
life. It suggests that the solution could be the new humanism that ‘places individual person at the 
center of the stage, and seeks individual personal fulfillment within the framework of the closed 
biosphere as the goal. /…/ It is time that human nature and the nature of human society be 
recognized as the biological things they are’. (WJM)      
  This passage amply illustrates the excitement generated by the attempt to biologize our 
culture and other human affairs – the tendency already underway following the general 
acceptance of Darwin’s theory, and which got a vigorous boost following the revolutionary 
discoveries and progress in the field of genetics. There have been attempts to reduce all the 
physical, behavioural, psychological and other traits to underlying genes, and after the Modern 
Synthesis merged the ideas of Darwin and Mendel, evolutionary theory together with genes 
seemed to explain everything there is (and according to some authors also everything there 
should be) in the human world. What was said in the las passage about each person differing 
genetically, experientally etc. sound like obviously anti-essentialist claims to make. However, as 
already the second part of the passage suggests, there is always the danger of falling into 
biologically deterministic essentialism when trying to rely on biological and evolutionary factors 
for justifying the application of human rights. In theory, it is nice to think that people are each 
individually eligible for different entitlements or even rights, depending on their individual 
(biological) traits, but in practice relying on biological properties might lead to forming groups 
on the basis of these properties, whereas the members of different groups are assumed to have 
different group-specific interests and are eligible for different entitlements, depending on their 
biological properties. Being interested in the biological property defining the group might start 
prevailing biological properties of individuals, whereas these defining properties will come to be 
seen as the essences of these groups.  
 In addition to forming groups on the basis of biological properties, evolutionary factors 
enter into the essentialist inferences and assumptions about the group members. Before 
Darwinism it was assumed to be God who had designed things the way they should be, and what 
was supposed to be natural was believed to derive from how God had intended it to be. After the 
advent of Darwinism, evolution took the role of the Designer, so that now it was supposed to be 
evolutionary function against which naturalness was measured. Quite often it is the function of 
reproduction that enters the essentialist assumptions about groups, and the talk about ‘natural’ 
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relies on whether and how the species-specific reproductive function is fulfilled. In public 
discussions even in societies with egalitarian legislation we often hear arguments about how  
men  and  women,  since  they  are  biologically  different  and  possess  different  naturally 
selected features and evolutionary roles, also (should) have different interests and goals, which 
makes gender equality something like an artificial nonsense. Another quite telling example are 
the arguments against gay relationships – before Darwinism it was quite often claimed that these 
relationships are ‘unnatural’ because this is not what God intended. Nowadays, in the debates 
about gay marriages, we quite often hear the argument that same sex relationships are ‘unnatural’ 
because gay couples cannot fulfil the normal evolutionary function of human species to 
reproduce with each other.   
 What is wrong with appealing to biological and evolutionary functions of humans and 
human groups when making decisions about which rights and entitlements they should be 
eligible to? With the rise of genetics, these are mostly genes that have taken over the role of 
essential properties. However, as has already been said, this genetic essentialism is wrong and 
there are no common genetic properties that all the members of salient human groups share. 
(Some analytic philosophers, such as Saul Kripke and Hilary Putnam, actually did claim that 
the biological kinds like ‘lemon’ or ‘tiger’ have genetic essential properties similarly to how 
chemical kinds have atomic numbers as their intrinsic essences, and that these genetic essences 
are there for scientists to discover. Obviously, philosophers of biology vehemently refuted the 
idea.) Dar-Nimrod & Heine (2011) characterize genetic essentialism as a cognitive bias 
‘elicited when people encounter arguments that genes are relevant for a behavior, condition, or 
social group’; after learning about genetic attributions for various human conditions, these 
conditions ‘are more likely to be perceived as a) immutable and determined, b) having a 
specific etiology, c) homogeneous and discrete, and d) natural, which can lead to the 
naturalistic fallacy’. This also illustrates how genetic factors contribute to the conflations 
related to universality, evolutionary roots and immutability of traits that I talked about in 
subsection 2.3. If a human trait is assumed to be based and expressed due some underlying 
‘gene’ causing it, and if this trait is ascribed to a certain human group due to stereotypical 
thinking, then it is assumed that this trait is something intrinsically and naturally characteristic 
to the members of the group, something that is unlikely to be changed. And this natural 
immutability of the traits and the groups that bear these traits is also assumed to justify why 
certain social relationships should stay as there are. Among other things, essentialist view of 
genes leads to flawed genetic determinism which creates too simplistic picture of the gene-trait 
relationships and undermines the importance of other factors (such as environmental 
influences, upbringing etc.) that also play a role in the development of a human and the 
expression of his/her traits. 
  
 What can we say about moral universalism in the context of this discussion? How to 
justify the existence of universally valid human rights while at the same time avoiding the 
egalitarian fallacy, and how to make biology-based claims against the ‘egalitarian fallacy’ 
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while not falling into biological determinism and/or biological essentialism concerning human 
categories? If we want to distinguish between the universal rights that should be accessible to all 
humans and entitlements to which people are diversely eligible due to their biological 
differences, we should have some sort of criterion for distinguishing rights from entitlements. Is 
the right to marry a universal right or entitlement? What about the right for privacy (African 
convention of human right, for instance, does not involve this right)? While agreeing with the 
claim that the meaning of the notion ’human rights’ might have become too loose, so that it 
becomes very difficult or even impossible for the society to make these rights universally 
accessible to all its human members, I am highly doubtful about the prospect of making the 
distinction criterion between rights and entitlements, or diversity in eligibility to entitlements, 
(solely) dependent on biological factors. This is mostly because of the flaws of biological 
determinism which gives too heavy weight in human behavior to the biological properties of an 
individual, assuming, for instance, that most of an individual’s behavior is determined by his/her 
genes. Other reasons include the flaws of essentialist thinking and those I have already described 
in detail.  
 

 
3.3. Psychological essentialism 

 
Psychological essentialism is the third aspect of the relationship between essentialist thinking, 
evolution and the issues related to (the application of) human rights. The third aspect is closely 
related to the second one and concerns the formation of essentialist representations of human 
groups. The term ‘psychological essentialism’ was first introduced by Medin & Ortony (1989) 
and it is an allegedly innate/naturally selected reasoning tendency to see certain categories as 
essence-based natural kinds. As was already said above, the essentialist assumptions about 
human categories might lead to certain beliefs about how to apply human rights: the biological 
differences between different human groups and the functional universals that the members of 
these groups are assumed to fulfil underlie the assumptions about which rights and/or 
entitlements the members of different groups wish and/or are eligible to. Essentialist assumptions 
about the category of women, for instance, might lead to the beliefs that the rights or entitlements 
that women should be eligible to are related to their physiology and ’evolutionary function’ to 
take care of children. In the past the people of different races were thought to be eligible for 
different treatments and entitlements because of the essential biological properties that the 
members of different races were assumed to possess. 
 In addition to the flaws of essentialism that have already been discussed, it might also 
lead to the formation of mutually exclusive human categories with sharp boundaries, whereas 
certain traits are associated with certain categories. The members of a category are supposed to 
have certain characteristics that make them proper, normal members of the group. If a person 
belongs to a group A, formed on the basis of one random biological property, and expresses the 
traits that are usually characteristic of the members of the group B, then the person is not 
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considered to be a proper member of the group A (maybe also because the person does not 
express the properties that are associated with the group A’s evolutionary functions). In the 
essentialist world people are assumed to belong somewhere, otherwise the cognizers are in 
trouble. When encountering someone, making predictions about their behavior, deciding which 
would be a normal way for him/her to act, we are relying on the information about the 
categories that our mind already ‘possesses’. If there is someone about whom we are not quite 
sure into which box we should put them, we might be in trouble as we are not supported by the 
safety of essentialist generalizations that we would start making after having put the newly met 
person in some familiar category. 
 Putting people into categories on the basis of some biological feature (such as skin 
coulour for instance) and then start making essentialist assumptions about these categories is 
problematic already for the reason that people possess very many traits and there can be 
infinitely many possible similarity relations between two people. Grouping together people on 
the basis of some random physical feature might result grouping together people whose only 
specific similarity to each other is that random feature and nothing else. There is a danger of 
homogenizing that possibly very varied group, making unjustified inferences, predictions and 
overgeneralizations about its members. These simplistic essentializations lead to false 
inferences, predictions and expectations about the group members, resulting in 
misunderstandings between the group members and the person essentializing the group5. In the 
long run, this is good for neither party. One interesting socio-psychological phenomenon to 
bring out is that while it is perfectly possible to essentialize one’s own group, it is more likely 
done to others. Groups outside our own seem more homogeneous than our own group (if we’re 
willing or prone to form ‘our group’ in the first place). 
 Despite the criticism of psychological essentialism, brought out so far, it has been 
claimed to have an evolutionary function for a reason. Namely - it is assumed to underlie 
people’s urge to search for inner structures and relations that lay behind the outer surface of the 
objects and entities that people come across, it helps us structure our experience and 
contributes to learning (we learn something about categories and make inferences about the 
newly-encountered individuals on the basis what we already know about that category). Also, 
psychological essentialism is quite a universal thinking bias, probably most people with normal 
cognitive capacities experience it during their lifetime, or would it be fairer to say that our 
everyday thinking is to a quite large extent essentialist? Does this mean that we should accept 
the results and inferences that psychological essentialism leads us to? (For instance 
essentializing the groups of foreigners, assuming that they are all similar, sharing features that 
are in their ‘genes’ and hence unchangeable.) No it does not, for the reasons that have been 
given in the subsections describing thinking fallacies.  
 We already know that at least concerning human groups and animal species, essentialist 
thinking is wrong. Adaptations are not always the best logically possible solutions, such as 

                                                           
5 Note that the  person doing the essentialization could easily be herselt/himself the object of essentilization at the 
same time. It is quite a likely situation that people are mutually essentializing each other.   
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cognitive structures capable of possessing omniscient knowledge. Sometimes adaptations are 
merely relatively optimal, given the situation. Cosmides & Tooby (1994) claim that human 
brain has evolved to reason adaptively, rather than truthfully or even rationally. Cognitive bias 
may have ‘evolved as a mechanism to reduce the overall cost of cognitive errors as opposed to 
merely reducing the number of cognitive errors, when faced with making a decision under 
conditions of uncertainty.’ [ref. needed] For instance, instead of having developed a 
mechanism for unmistakably differentiating between poisonous berries and non-poisonous 
berries some animals have evolved the mechanism of avoiding eating all red berries in order to 
reduce the risk of eating a poisonous berry. Similarly – psychological essentialism might work 
well in certain situations without always leading to true results.  
 False assumptions should not serve as a basis for applying human rights to the groups 
about which the fallacious assumptions are made; descriptive universality of psychological 
essentialism does not say anything about its universal normative status. Should we then say 
that we cannot demand people to drop psychological essentialism as it is naturally selected, 
innate and hence also immutable? This is where the discussions about the third reasoning 
mistakes come into play. The fact that a trait or reasoning patterns has evolutionary roots does 
not imply that it is ‘insensitive to extrinsic factors’ and ‘unchanging through development’. 
Even if we will not completely drop psychological essentialism (that would not be necessary or 
even useful) – becoming aware that we are evolutionarily prone to make this reasoning fallacy 
might help us try to analyse in certain situations whether we are not being the victims of 
psychological essentialism in our decisions. If there is a possibility that we might be, we 
should try to avoid it. Which is the relevance of the discussion about psychological 
essentialism for the arguments analysing moral universalism? Becoming familiar with the 
notion of psychological essentialism might give us a descriptive account of how this notion 
might have contributed to the formation of essentialist assumptions about certain norms and 
rights as having universal authority. However, yet again we can see that appealing to 
evolutionary explanations contributes nothing to normative justifications of these rights.   
 
 

4. Conclusion 
 
In this paper I analysed the relationship between evolutionary explanations, essentialist 
thinking and the issues related to understanding human rights and their application. I 
demonstrated that appealing to evolutionary explanations when justifying (the application of) 
certain human rights is somewhat problematic, especially if we adopt the essentialist position. 
Two other reasoning mistakes that contribute to the flawed assumptions about the relationship 
between the normative sphere of human rights and the descriptive sphere of evolutionary 
explanations are the is-ought problem/naturalistic fallacy and the mistaken belief that if 
something is universal, it must be innate/naturally selected, and if something is innate/naturally 
selected, it is unchanging through development (in normal circumstances). 
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 The first aspect of the relationship between essentialist thinking, evolution and human 
rights issues are the attempts to explain the source of human rights by appealing to 
evolutionary history and biological properties of humans – to the invariant core to the law or 
universal justice detector which are seen as something like naturally selected functional 
universals, characterizing human nature. One of the problems of this project is related to its 
essentialist assumptions. It is very difficult if not impossible to find defining features of human 
nature or human brain, hence it is also difficult to talk about universal justice detectors etc. 
which have derived from ‘human nature’ or ‘human brain’. The second problem is the grain 
problem – if morality has evolutionary origins, then what count as adaptations, units of 
selection and ‘environmental problems’ in this context? Given that the environment has 
immensely changed (changed by humans) over not-so-long time in evolutionary sense, it is 
unlikely that we could take specific norms or complicated moral systems as adaptations, 
naturally selected as the responses to environmental problems. The attempts to give descriptive 
explanations of the evolutionary origins of ethics do not add much to the normative view of 
moral universalism: firstly because assuming otherwise would be committing the is-ought 
fallacy; secondly, moral universalism concerns specific rights, norms and ethical systems – 
none of which could likely be seen as naturally selected adaptations. 
 The second aspect of the relationship between evolutionary/biological explanations and 
the assumptions about (the application of) human rights are the attempts of making the 
eligibility to certain rights (or entitlements) dependent on biological differences and 
evolutionary factors, thus biologizing human nature and human society. First of all it is 
difficult to decide which are these universal rights that all the people should really be eligible 
to, and how to distinguish them from non-universal entitlements that not everyone is eligible 
to. We might make flawed essentialist assumptions about the universality of certain rights, 
based on our own experience. Secondly, it is difficult to choose the biological properties which 
should serve as the basis for applying certain non-universal rights and entitlements. There is a 
danger of bunching together people on the basis of one physical property, and then starting to 
make overgeneralizations about the group-specific rights (entitlements) and obligations of the 
possibly very variable members of the group. In modern days, genes are often assumed to 
serve as the essential properties of groups. Genetic essentialism is wrong for the reasons that 1) 
salient human groups do not share a common genetic essence; 2) genetic essentialism leads to 
the deterministic view which underplays the importance of non-biological factors during the 
human development. Reducing what is normal and acceptable for group members on the basis 
of how it helps them to fulfil their evolutionary function is also the result of flawed 
essentialism and is-ought fallacy. On the whole, we cannot appeal to biological differences and 
evolutionary functions when discussing the issues of moral universalism as it would include 
flawed biological determinism, difficulties with distinguishing universal rights from mere 
entitlements, is-ought fallacy and essentialist assumptions according to which our own ethical 
system, rights and norms are more universal than  they actually are.  
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 The third aspect of the relationship between essentialism, evolutionary theory and 
human rights issues is the fact that essentialist thinking itself probably has evolutionary roots. 
There is much that is wrong with essentialism. Essentialist thinking might result in forming 
mutually exclusive human categories with sharp boundaries and having expectations about 
how a proper member of a certain category is supposed to act and which traits to possess. 
Simplistic predictions and inferences about the members of an essentialized group lead to 
misunderstandings between the group members and the person essentializing the group. 
Essentializing is more likely done to the people outside our own group, i.e. to ‘the others’ – 
people of other race, gender, nationality etc. Besides leading to the flawed assumptions about 
human categories, psychological essentialism probably also has its beneficiary evolutionary 
functions – for instance, it helps to structure experience and contributes to learning. However, 
this still does not mean that we should accept the results of psychological essentialism. Even 
these cognitive traits that are evolutionary adaptations might not lead to ‘true’ representations 
of the world; psychological essentialism is a fallacious tendency and false assumptions should 
not serve as a basis for applying human rights to the groups about which the fallacious 
assumptions are made. We also cannot justify psychological essentialism on the basis that as a 
naturally selected trait, psychological essentialism is developmentally fixed – the former does 
not necessarily imply the latter and if we become aware about our evolutionary tendency to 
hold false essentialism about groups, we should consciously try to avoid psychological 
essentialism in the situations where holding it would might not be adequate.   
 In the end I would like to conclude that the discussions about psychological 
essentialism illustrate well that whereas having a descriptive account of this notion might lead 
us to understand the mechanisms by which certain rights are assumed to have universal 
authority (which they in fact may not have), the descriptive accounts contribute nothing to 
justifying these rights. NB! This all is not to say that moral universalism is false or untenable 
view – it is just that evolutionary explanations referring to 1) evolutionary origins of rights, 2) 
humans’ biological features or evolutionary functions as the basis for applying rights, and 3) 
evolutionary roots of essentialist thinking that underlies some assumptions about how rights 
should be applied, do not count as adequate justifications of moral universalism.  
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