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ABSTRACT 
A debunking argument has been recently levelled against normative realism. According to 
this line of reasoning, most of our normative beliefs have been strongly influenced by 
evolutionary forces. As evolution is a non-truth-tracking process, this influence may lead 
our normative beliefs off track. If so, normative realists need to provide an explanation of 
how it is possible that our normative beliefs track stance-independent truth, or of how their 
falsity could be spotted, when evolution powerfully drives us to certain judgments. The 
article assesses this argument, and tries to show that it is not a real threat to normative 
realists. Two arguments are employed. First, it is not the case that most of our normative 
beliefs are evolution-driven. There are relevant normative views – for instance, a principle 
of impartiality – which are quite recalcitrant to evolutionary explanations. Second, if the 
supervenience of normative on the non-normative holds, then most of our current 
normative beliefs track truth in the actual world and in the closest possible worlds. As a 
consequence, the debunking argument amounts either to the trivial remark that the truth 
of few beliefs is unsafe, or to a standard sceptical argument focusing on the merely logical 
possibility of epistemic errors. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

According to the so-called debunking argument, most of our normative 
beliefs are strongly influenced by evolutionary forces. As evolution is a non-
truth-tracking process, this influence may lead our normative beliefs off track. 
If so, normative realists need to provide an explanation of how is it possible 
that our normative beliefs track stance-independent truths, or of how their 
falsity could be spotted, even though evolution powerfully drives us to certain 
judgments.  
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Contrary to appearances, the debunking argument is not a real threat to 
normative realists. Two arguments support this conclusion. First, it is not the 
case that most of our normative beliefs are evolution-driven. Indeed, there are 
relevant normative views – for instance, a principle of impartiality – which are 
quite recalcitrant to evolutionary explanations. Second, if normative truths 
supervene on non-normative truths, then most of our current normative 
beliefs track truth in the actual world, and in the nearest possible worlds. If so, 
the debunking argument either amounts to the trivial remark that the truth of 
few normative beliefs is unsafe, or it reduces to the standard skeptical 
argument focusing on the mere logical possibility of epistemic errors. In both 
cases, it cannot be a real threat to normative realism. 

There is a growing discussion on the debunking argument.1 In § 2, I 
provide a detailed presentation of the debunking argument, mapping it onto 
the present debate. In § 3 I reject  the debunking argument, showing how 
some of its premises are not valid. In § 4  I draw a general conclusion, as 
follows. The debunking argument is not a real threat to realists, because either 
it is a very weak challenge to the epistemic status of some specific normative 
views, or it is a mere repetition of usual skeptical doubts. In both cases, realists 
can easily reply, either by listing views able to resist debunking or by deploying 
the usual anti-skeptical arguments.2 

2. THE DEBUNKING ARGUMENT FULLY SPECIFIED 

2.1. A general version of the debunking argument 
 

1 See (Carruthers and James 2008; Clarke-Doane 2012, 2016; Crisp 2006, 89–90; Dworkin 
1996, 2011, chaps. 2–4; Enoch 2011, 164–5; FitzPatrick 2014; Fletcher 2007; Greene 2008, 
2013, Part II; Handfield 2016; Huemer 2008; Kahane 2011; Kitcher 2006; Lazari-Radek and 
Singer 2014, 178–84, 195–6; Lillehammer 2003; Mogensen 2015a, [b] 2015; Nagel 1997, chaps. 
1, 2, 6, 7, 2012, chaps. 4–5; Nozick 1981, 345; Parfit 1984, 186, 308, 2011, §§ 114, 188–19, 
2017, §§ 160–4; Pinker 2006; Rachels 2003, 13–5; Rachels and Alter 2005; Shafer-Landau 
2012; Singer 1974, 516, 1982, 2011, 2005; Skarsaune 2011; Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 40–5; 
Tersman 2008, 2016; Vavova 2014, 2015, 2016; White 2010; Wielenberg 2010, 2016; Wilkins 
and Griffiths forthcoming; Woods 2016). Alvin Plantinga presented a somewhat parallel 
argument – with different aims (a critique of evolutionary epistemology); see (Plantinga 1993, 
chap. 2); other scholars have addressed the debunking arguments to religion and religious 
beliefs; see (Barrett 2011; Bering 2011; Murray 2009; Plantinga 2011; Thurow 2011) and cp. 
(Nagel 2012, 135 n. 13; Mason 2010; Shafer-Landau 2007; Wielenberg 2016; Wilkins and 
Griffiths forthcoming). I shall not consider this topic, here. 

2 On the connection between the debunking argument and various forms of skepticism, see 
(Bedke 2014; Clarke-Doane 2016, 27; Enoch 2011, 158–9, 163–4, 167; FitzPatrick 2014; 
Kahane 2011, 114–20; Joyce 2016b; Nagel 2012, 77; Schafer 2010; Shafer-Landau 2007, 2012; 
Sher 2001, § 3; Tersman 2008, 400–3; Vavova 2014, 2016; White 2010; Wielenberg 2010, 457). 
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Consider: 

Gallic rain: Jones believes that it rained in France today. Actually, today 
France was hit by a torrential downpour. However, Jones’s belief has not 
been caused by his perception of this fact, by reliable testimony, or by 
other proper means of acquaintance (such as TV news, newspaper 
reports, information from qualified observers, and so on). Rather, Jones 
has been hypnotized by somebody who had no knowledge of Gallic 
rain.3 

A standard reaction to Gallic rain is to declare unjustified Jones’ belief that 
it rained in France today.4 This reaction presupposes  

TRUTH DETERMINES JUSTIFIED BELIEFS (TDB): Ceteris 
paribus, a belief is justified when its truth-makers uniquely determine its 
presence. We believe what we believe because certain facts make our 
beliefs true. Had the facts been otherwise, we would have believed 
something else.5 

A consequence of TDB is that when a belief is determinedby something 
different from its truth-makers, and especially by something that does not 
covary with them, its justification may be challenged. The hypnotist’s influx 

 
3 This case is in (Dworkin 2011, 71). See also (Bedke 2014, § 3.1; Enoch 2011, 159–60; Joyce 

2005, 179–81, [b] 2016, 157–8, 162, 170–3; Parfit 2017, 265, 287–88; Shafer-Landau 2012, 17; 
Street 2008, 214–5).  

4 If Jones’ knowledge that it rained in France today is considered, then some authors would 
claim that he doesn’t properly know this fact; see (Gettier 1963; Leiter 2004; Vavova 2015, 113 
n. 4; White 2010, 596–7). Here, I shall focus only on justification; see (Bedke 2014, § 2; Clarke-
Doane 2016; FitzPatrick 2014, 890–1; Kahane 2011, 104, 108, 121 n. 4 and 8; Lillehammer 
2010, 362; Shafer-Landau 2007, 2012; Vavova 2015, 104; White 2010; Woods 2016). For a focus 
on knowledge, see (FitzPatrick 2014, 891 n. 9, 900 n. 18; Shafer-Landau 2012, 4; Tersman 2016; 
Wielenberg 2010, 441, 447, 452–3). Notice that claims about knowledge of facts such as that it 
rained in France today do not imply claims about the very existence and ontological status of 
this fact, or of facts or truths in general. I shall not consider metaphysical issues of this sort 
here, even though something will be passingly said in § 3.2; see (Enoch 2011, 153–8, 161–2; 
Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 44). For a focus on reliability, see (Clarke-Doane 2012, 2014, 2015, 
2016; Enoch 2011, 161–2; FitzPatrick 2014, 885; Handfield 2016, § 4.3; Shafer-Landau 2012; 
Tersman 2008, 2016; Vavova 2016, 9–11, 16; White 2010, 590; Wielenberg 2010, 447–8, 450–1, 
2016, § 5.4). See also (Joyce 2016b, 156). 

5 For my purposes here, a truth-maker is everything makes a belief true, and provides a 
reason for this belief – I don’t need here to specify whether such a thing is a state of affairs, an 
event, a proposition, the coherent relation of the belief with other beliefs, or its warranted 
assertability, and so on and so forth. Notice that TDB establishes a connection between truth-
makers and beliefs, not between causes of believing and beliefs. Whether these two connections 
should covary is the issue this article focuses on. Cp. (FitzPatrick 2014, 895 n. 16; Joyce 2016b; 
Vavova 2016, 3; White 2010). 
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acts as an undercutting defeater or an underminer for the belief that it rained 
in France today – i.e. as a ground for doubting that this belief is justified.6 

Consider: 

Reciprocity: Jones believes that the fact that someone has treated him 
well is a reason to treat that person well in return. This normative belief 
is actually true. However, Jones’ belief has been caused not by his 
perception of such a truth, or by reliable testimony, or by other 
purportedly proper means of acquaintance (such as rational reflection, 
deliverances of moral conscience, or intuition, and so on). Rather, Jones 
believes that reciprocity is reasonable because he inherited certain 
elementary pro-attitudes towards reciprocity, and these inherited traits, 
in their turn, are the upshots of natural selection, for reciprocal behavior 
brings about adaptive benefits. 

Reciprocity can elicit a similar reaction as Gallic rain. Jones’ belief in 
reciprocity may be undermined, as it is not determined by its truth-makers: 
evolutionary forces cause it; it is not the rightness of reciprocity that causes it. 
Evolution acts as an undercutting defeater for the belief that reciprocity is 
right. 

Some authors generalize Reciprocity. They affirm that there are evolution-
based reasons to claim that most of 7 our normative beliefs act as Jones’ belief 
in reciprocity. From this, they derive a challenge against non-naturalist, or 
robust, normative realism (the view that at least certain normative beliefs 
report stance-independent truths, and these truths are non-natural truths).8 

 
6 See (Joyce 2016b, 147–9; Vavova 2016, 3). On undercutting defeaters or underminers, see 

(Clarke-Doane 2016, 25; Huemer 2008, 380–1; Joyce 2016b, 157; Kahane 2011, 105–6; Pollock 
and Cruz 1999, 36–7, 196–7) cp. also (Mogensen 2015a; Shafer-Landau 2012, 8; Wielenberg 
2016, § 5.2). The knowledge of the hypnotist’s influx may be distinguished from the fact that 
the hypnotist had an influx. It might be argued either that the knowledge is a defeater or that 
the very fact, even if not known, undermines the belief in Gallic rain; see (White 2010, § 2), and 
cp. (Clarke-Doane 2016; Joyce 2016b; Vavova 2016; Wielenberg 2016). In what follows, I shall 
not take this distinction into account. 

7 See n. 13 below. 
8 On the debunking argument as a generalization process, see (Mason 2010, 774; White 

2010, § 1). Generally, the debunkers maintain that their challenge hits robust internalist 
realism about practical reasons, whereas it is not clear that it can be addressed to other sorts of 
realisms, to anti-realist views, or to realism about epistemic reasons; see (Bedke 2014, § 2; 
Clarke-Doane 2012, 323, 2016, 25; Copp 2008, 189, 191–2; Enoch 2011, 161; Joyce 2005, 182, 
243 n. 5; Nagel 2012, 72, 102; Shafer-Landau 2007, 316, 2012, 4 and n. 5, 27, 31; Sinnott-
Armstrong 2006, 43; Street 2006, 111–12, 135–41, 2008, 225, 2016, 7; Shafer-Landau 2012; 
Wielenberg 2010, 456). However, some writers claim that the challenge can be addressed also 
to naturalist realism or to some forms of anti-realism; see (Bedke 2014, § 2; Enoch 2011, 165; 
FitzPatrick 2014, 891 n. 10, 901 n. 20; Kahane 2011, 112–3, 122 n. 31–32; Parfit 2017, § 161; 
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The objection is that non-naturalist normative realism is unable to explain 
away the undermining impact of evolutionary forces on the justification of our 
normative beliefs. Among others, M. Ruse, R. Joyce, and more recently S. 
Street have proposed specific versions of this objection.9 This argument is 
often called the evolutionary debunking argument, as its main upshot is to 
debunk a realist understanding of normative beliefs. The authors who endorse 
it are called the debunkers. A debunking explanation of a view is an 
explanation that does not entail that the explanans is true, or even likely to be 
true, and this authorizes doubts on the justification of the explanandum, 
thereby explaining it away.10 If our normative beliefs, the debunkers claim, can 
be explained as the upshot of evolutionary forces, then no reference to their 
truth-makers is needed to account for them. Hence, normative realism – 
understood as the view that normative truths are possible, and indeed relevant 
– is unsupported. 

 
2.2. A detailed version of the debunking argument 

A detailed version of the debunking argument sketched in § 2.1. above  can 
be detailed as follows (arabic numbers refer to content relations among 
correlated claims. Logical inferences among the steps of the argument are 
indicated in brackets, when necessary): 
 

 
Shafer-Landau 2012, 14, 25; Street 2006, 139–41, 163 n. 57, 2008, 224–5, 2016, 8). For a 
parallel challenge against normative realism about epistemic reasons, see (Street 2009) on 
which see (Enoch 2011, n. 54 to ch. 7; Evers 2015; Parfit 2011, vol. 2, § 114), and cp. (Kahane 
2011, 107). For an extension of the evolutionary challenge to mathematical realism, see (Clarke-
Doane 2012); see also (Enoch 2011, 160; Woods 2016) On the debunking argument, 
cognitivism and non-cognitivism, see (Joyce 2016c; Mason 2010). On the debunking argument 
and objectivism, see (Kahane 2011). 

9 This objection may be reviving some worries emerged since the very appearance of 
evolutionary accounts of our views of normative reasons, possibly beginning with Darwin 
himself; see (Joyce 2005; Kahane 2011, 103, 105; Lazari-Radek and Singer 2014, 174–6; 
Lillehammer 2010; Ruse 1986, 252–4; Vavova 2014, 1). Here, I am going to focus on Sharon 
Street’s formulation: see (Street 2006, 2008, 2009, 2016). See also (Gibbard 1990, 107–8, 2003, § 
13; Greene 2008; Huemer 2008, 376–7, 384; Joyce 2000, 2001, 158, 2005, 179–219, 2008, [a] 
2016, [d] 2016; Kitcher 2006; Levy 2006; Ruse and Wilson 1986; Singer 2005, 345, 347–51, 
2011, 62–3, 68–72, 84–5, 150, 194–6, 204; Sober 1994a; Wilkins and Griffiths forthcoming).  

10 See (Mason 2010, 771; Tersman 2008, 395, 2016, § 3.2; Woods 2016, § 3). The 
debunking argument should be distinguished by more general challenges, as the mention of 
elements prompting reassessment of one’s own grounds for belief, or the presence of reasonable 
disagreement; see (Handfield 2016, § 4.5.2; Mogensen 2015a; Sher 2001, § 4; Vavova 2016; 
White 2010, 577–9, 587, 605–8). For very general versions of the debunking argument, see 
(Leiter 2004; Kahane 2011; Mason 2010; Shafer-Landau 2012, 26; Sher 2001, § 1). 
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Debunking Argument 
 

Assume that the following claims are true: 

1. EVOLUTION: i. Natural selection causes the emergence of traits 
(such as the tendency to put forward and endorse certain kind of views 
about normative reasons) contributing to the reproductive success of 
their holders.11 ii. Adaptive fittingness (i.e. contribution to reproductive 
success) is the only factor able to determine selection. Natural selection 
is a non-truth-tracking process.12 

2. EVOLUTIONARY NORMATIVITY: Most of our normative beliefs 
– the ones “most deeply and widely held […] across both time and 
culture” (Street 2006, 116) – are very likely naturally selected – or 
partially and successively modified versions of similar previous 
normative beliefs, more simple and elementary, which are very likely to 
have been naturally selected.13 Our actual normative beliefs may have 
been developed out of cultural influences or prompted by rational 
reflection. However, their content has been somewhat indirectly 

 
11 Here, I am not concerned with possible alternative accounts of natural selection, nor do I 

mean to challenge the validity of such different accounts. For some presentations of them, see 
(Alexander 1987; Barkow, Cosmides, and Tooby 1992; Buss 2011; Dawkins 2006; Gibbard 
1990, 24, 26–8, chap. 4, 7, 8; Haidt 2001, 2012; Kitcher 2011; Mackie 1978; Ridley 1997; Singer 
2005, 333–42, 2011, chaps. 1, 2; Sober 1985; Wright 1994; Wilson 1993). These accounts are 
usually taken for granted by the debunkers, and I shall do the same here (but see the 
reservations on the implications drawn from them voiced in § 3 below). The debunking 
argument focusses on the consequences of assuming that at least one of these accounts could be 
true. It does not inquiry whether this assumption is plausible or not. See (Clarke-Doane 2012, 
339, 2016; Copp 2008, 186, 190; Gibbard 1990, 29–30; Joyce 2016b; Kahane 2011, 111; Street 
2006, 112–3, 127–8; Skarsaune 2011, 233–4; Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 40–3; Vavova 2015, 104).  

12 See (Bedke 2014, § 2; Greene 2003; Joyce 2005, chap. 6, [b] 2016; Kahane 2011, 111; 
Mason 2010, 773–4; Rachels and Alter 2005, 315; Ruse 1986, 252, 2006; Shafer-Landau 2012, 
22; Street 2006, 157–8 n. 13).  

13 The qualifiers ‘most of’ and ‘at least in part’ in 2 account for the fact that an evolutionary 
account of our cognitive abilities, and hence of our views of normative reasons, does not need 
to posit that every observable trait of our reasoning normative faculties directly derives from 
natural selection. A room for other non-selective or partially selective causes may be allowed: 
cp. (Bedke 2014, § 2; Dworkin 2011, chap. 4; Enoch 2011, 165; Gibbard 1990, 28–30; Kahane 
2011, 118; Street 2006, 113, 2016, 2). On the distinction between evolutionary explanations of 
(the disposition to voice) specific judgments and evolutionary explanations of broader 
normative capacities, see (Boniolo 2006, 28; FitzPatrick 2014; Wielenberg 2010, 444). Here, I 
do not consider the evolutionary debunking arguments addressed to our general capacity to 
have normative beliefs; see, for instance, (Haidt and Joseph 2004; Handfield 2016, § 4.1; Joyce 
2005). My arguments are not to be understood as providing a direct rebuttal of these 
arguments; see (Bedke 2014, § 2). See also (Joyce 2016e). 
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influenced by previous naturally selected normative tendencies. An 
evolutionary story is the best explanation of our views about normative 
reasons, and of their continuity with more elementary normative 
judgments spread also among non-human animals, which can be seen as 
proto-versions of the more refined normative views entertained by 
humans. The latter have been directly selected, and their presence 
indirectly influenced finer and later refinements of them. This influence 
cannot be purged through rational reflection, at least if claim 7 below is 
true, as nothing – no independent starting point, no perspective, no 
theoretical first principle – can be immune to the distorting influence of 
evolutionary forces.14 

2a. DETERMINATION: Natural selection uniquely determines the 
content of most of our normative beliefs. We believe what we believe 
because we evolved as we evolved. Had some of the evolutionary factors 
been different, we wouldn’t have the same set of normative judgments 
we now make. Consider a possible world where evolutionary forces were 
different from those acting in the actual world. Call such a world a 
distant evolutionary possible world. In each and every distant 
evolutionary possible world the normative basic views of non-human 
and human animals could be different from those obtaining in the 
actual world. As a consequence, in each and every distant evolutionary 
possible world the full-fledged, reflexive, and refined normative views of 
human beings would be different from those we have in the actual 
world. (By 2.)15 

3. SUCCESS: Most of our normative beliefs are true.16 

 
14 See (Copp 2008, 187–90, 193; Joyce 2005; Kitcher 1993, 2006; Ruse 1986; Sober and 

Wilson 1998; Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 43; Street 2006, 124, 2008, 209). On the continuity 
between non-human and human animals’ normative views, see (Waal 1996); see also (Clarke-
Doane 2012, 318–9; Kahane 2011, 107, 119; Sher 2001, 74–5; Skarsaune 2011, 230; Street 
2009, 226, 234; Vavova 2015, 104). Doubts about 2 have been raised; see, for instance, 
(FitzPatrick 2014, 886–89, 893–4, 899–901; Parfit 2011, vols. 2, 535; Shafer-Landau 2012, 7 and 
n. 6, 19–20, 24–5). 

15 See (Street 2006, 119–21, 2016, 2). (Lillehammer 2010, 366) traces 2a back to (Darwin 
2004, 122). For the idea of a distant possible evolutionary world, see (Enoch 2011, 173–5; 
Vavova 2016, 9). Cp. also n. 59 below. 

16 Cp. (Sinclair and Leibowitz 2016, § 1.3). SUCCESS is a tenet endorsed by many realists – 
see (Brink 1989, 17–22; Enoch 2011, 4; Fitzpatrick 2008, 161; Rosen 1994, 281; Sayre-McCord 
2015); for a more nuanced view, see (Shafer-Landau 2003, 16–17; Skarsaune 2011, 236). 
However, SUCCESS may be understood as a neutral tenet – as the idea that under the first-
person practical perspective, we cannot but believe that some of our normative beliefs are true, 
without thereby assuming a realist view of truth: see (Street 2006, 110–11, 141, 152, 2016, § 1, 
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4. NORMATIVE REALISM: a. descriptivism: normative assertoric 
claims (i.e. claims concerning reasons; from now onwards Nc) are to be 
interpreted literally, and, when so interpreted, they offer descriptions of 
their objects; b. success: some Nc offer accurate descriptions (i.e. they 
state genuine facts) and are therefore true; c. cognitivism: sincere Nc 
express beliefs about their objects; d. metaphysical normative realism: 
there exist entities corresponding to some of the terms and claims 
conveyed by Nc; e. robust normative realism: the entities mentioned sub 
d. are robustly mind- or stance-independent: they are independent of 
our beliefs, attitudes and thoughts about them (even though not 
necessarily unrelated to some attitudes), and causally inert; f. 
epistemological optimism: some of our current beliefs, as expressed in 
some Nc, are  justified.17 

5. TRACKING AS SENSITIVITY: A belief tracks a truth when, in a 
possible world where truth-makers were different, the belief would 
change accordingly. If a belief that p exists in the closest possible world 
where p is false, this beliefs is insensitive.18 

 
2017). This is the reason for which I listed the neutral version of SUCCESS as claim 3 and the 
realist one as claim 4b. 

17 Cp. (Sinclair and Leibowitz 2016, § 1.3.). Antirealists can agree that normative truths are 
independent of specific or particular actual, or even hypothetical, attitudes, but not of the whole 
set of attitudes or stances; see (Clarke-Doane 2012, 318; Kirchin 2012, 22; Nagel 2012, chap. 5; 
Shafer-Landau 2003, 15–7; Street 2006, 110, 111, 137–8, 152, 156 and n. 2, 2008, 208, 214, 218, 
223, 2009, 213–6, 2016, 3–6 and especially n. 8, 2017; Wedgwood 2007). Normative realism as 
understood here is wider than moral or evaluative realism, and the latter are to be considered 
as subsumed under the former. In the scholarship on the debunking argument, some authors 
focus on moral realism (Copp 2008; Wielenberg 2010), some on evaluative realism (Street 
2006), some others on normative realism (Bedke 2014, § 2; Street 2006, 2008, 209, 218, 222). 
For debunkers’ take on realism, see (Clarke-Doane 2012, 315–8; Copp 2008, 191; Handfield 
2016, § 4.1; Kahane 2011, 103–4; Shafer-Landau 2007, 2012, 1; Skarsaune 2011, 238–42; Street 
2006, 110–12, 2016; Tersman 2016, § 3.2; Vavova 2015, 106, 113 n. 2; Woods 2016, § 1). On 
realism in general, see (Brink 1989; Enoch 2011; Fitzpatrick 2008; Kirchin 2012; Kramer 2009; 
Rosen 1994; Sayre-McCord 2015; Shafer-Landau 2003; Wedgwood 2007). On the issue of the 
causal powers of moral facts, see (Shafer-Landau 2007, 317–22, 2012, 27–8). 

18 On the idea of tracking the truth, see (Nozick 1981). For the application of this idea to 
the present topic, and for the notion of ‘sensitivity’, see (Bedke 2014; Clarke-Doane 2012, 318–
9, 2016, 26; Crisp 2006, 94; Enoch 2011, n. 11 to ch. 7; FitzPatrick 2014; Joyce 2005, 183, [b] 
2016; Kahane 2011, 105; Lillehammer 2010, 365; Mogensen 2015b, § 4.2.; Ruse and Wilson 
1986, 186–7; Shafer-Landau 2012, 2–3, 15–20; Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 46; Street 2006, 132; 
White 2010, 580; Wielenberg 2016, § 5.3).  
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6. JUSTIFIED BELIEFS TRACK TRUTHS: Ceteris paribus, a belief is 
justified when it tracks its truth-makers. Insensitive beliefs lack sufficient 
justification.19 

6a. REALIST TRACKING: Most of our normative beliefs track stance-
independent normative truths. Then, they are justified. (By 4, 5, and 6.) 

7. OFF-TRACKING: Consider a possible world where a. evolutionary 
forces are the same, but b. normative truth-makers are different from 
the ones obtaining in the actual world. Call this world a distant 
normative possible world.  Claims 1.ii, 2a, and 5 above give reasons to 
think that in each and every distant normative possible world our 
normative beliefs would remain the same. To put it otherwise, it is not 
necessarily true that a distant normative possible world must be a 
distant evolutionary possible world. Thus, there are reasons to think 
that evolutionary forces do not track attitude-independent normative 
truths, and indeed systematically keep the beliefs they cause off-track – 
thereby making them unjustified.20 

From now onwards, I shall call claims 1, 2, 2a the evolutionary claims, 
whereas 4, and 6a will be referred to as the realist claims. These claims provide 
the ground to mount the following: 

DARWINIAN DILEMMA AGAINST NORMATIVE REALISM 
(DDR): If the evolutionary claims, the realist claims and claim 7 are 
true, then claim 3 is to be false – or better, it is unwarranted: we cannot 
be justified in maintaining that (most of) our normative beliefs are 

 
19 TDB (stated in § 2.1. above) and claim 6 in the main text are related in obvious ways. 

The former involves the latter, even though the latter does not entail the former. If a belief is 
determined by its truth-makers, then it tracks the truth. However, tracking is not full-fledged 
determination. In order to have tracking we only need necessary co-variance. Of course, 
determination, and especially causal determination, entails necessary co-variance. However, it 
remains to be proved that necessary co-variance requires, or entails, determination, or even 
causal determination; on this see (Joyce 2016b). A criticism of 6 is in (Vogel 2007); cp. (Shafer-
Landau 2012, 2–3; White 2010, 581). 6 would be resisted by epistemic internalists, especially by 
coherentists; see (Handfield 2016, n. 14). 

20 See (Handfield 2016, § 4.3; Street 2006, 121, 124–5, 140); see also (Evers 2015, 3670; 
Huemer 2008, 379; Kahane 2011, 105; Shafer-Landau 2012, 15). The idea of a distant 
normative possible world is implicitly referred to in (Street 2006, 133). More explicit treatments 
are in (Joyce 2001, 163; Ruse 1986, 254; Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 46; Street 2008, 208). See also 
(Bedke 2014, § 2; Dworkin 2011) and references at n. 60 below. My presentation of the 
debunking argument is indebted to (Bedke 2014, § 1; Shafer-Landau 2012, 4–5, 9; Vavova 
2014, 2015, 107–8; Wielenberg 2010, 454, 462). 
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true.21 The evolutionary claims show that our normative beliefs do not 
track stance-independent truths, because they would change in a distant 
evolutionary possible world, independently of normative facts of the 
matter – namely, they would track our attitudes, rather than stance-
independent truths. Hence, in light of claim 6a above, our normative 
beliefs are not justified. As a consequence, either we deny the 
evolutionary claims, the realist claims, and claim 7, or we deny that we 
have sufficient justification for our normative beliefs – i.e. that we have 
sufficient justification to hold claim 3. To put it more simply, either we 
deny the evolutionary claims, the realist claims, and claim 7, or we deny 
claim 3.22 However, the evolutionary claims and claim 7 seem 
independently compelling. Accordingly, we should reject claim 3. But 
this would be an implausible skeptical result.23 We could avoid 
skepticism by discarding the realist claims. The evolutionary claims, 
claim 3 and claim 7 can be consistently true, if a different view of 
justification and truth is endorsed. Consider the following alternative 
versions of claims 4 and 6a above: 

4*. ANTI-REALISM: Truth is a function of agents’ normative attitudes 
or stances.24 

6a*. ANTI-REALIST TRACKING: Most of our normative beliefs 
reliably track stance-dependent normative truths. Then, they are 
justified. (By 3, 4*, 5, and 6.) 

Claims 4* and 6a* can block skepticism. If normative truth is a function of 
our attitudes and stances, then it is also a function of the evolutionary 
influences on them. Accordingly, evolution and truth easily align.25 If forces 
blind to stance-independent truths have caused our normative beliefs, then 

 
21 A focus on justification is in (Joyce 2005, 179–82, 215; Copp 2008, 191, 193, 197; Sober 

1994b, 107). By contrast, Street often puts the dilemma in terms of truth and falsity; see (Street 
2006, 125, 2008, 2016). See n. 5 above, and (Clarke-Doane 2012, 323 n. 28; Nagel 2012, 103; 
Rachels 2003, 14; Shafer-Landau 2007; Wielenberg 2010, 442, 454 n. 48, 462). 

22 As (Kahane 2011, 110) points out, there is a difference between a normative view being 
unjustified and the belief that this view is justified being unjustified (between first-order error 
and second-order evidence of error). The debunking argument concerns the latter belief. From 
now onwards, I shall let this difference unnoticed; cp. also (Alston 1980; Vavova 2016, 4–5, 9; 
White 2010, 577–8, 581, 600–1). 

23 See (Copp 2008, 187, 191–2, 194, 196; Lillehammer 2010; Joyce 2016b; Street 2006, 122, 
140, 155, 2008, 208, 210, 215, 2016, 6; Vavova 2015, 105). 

24 4* is a minimal formulation of anti-realism, the only needed to my purposes here. 
25 See (Copp 2008, 187; Street 2006, 135, 152–5, 2008, 208–9, 225, 2016, 2, 6); cp. also 

(Kahane 2011, 112; Lillehammer 2010, 374–7; Nagel 2012, 71–2, 102–3, 105; Shafer-Landau 
2012, 13–4). A similar anti-realist strategy is in (Sher 2001, § 6). 



115     Evolutionary Debunking of Normative Realism 
 

normative realism cannot be true. Then, either we endorse skepticism, or we 
should provide an explanation of how both evolutionary accounts and 
normative realism can be true. Positing a happy coincidence (we have been 
caused to believe the truth by forces blind to truth, as a matter of sheer luck) is 
deeply implausible.26 Claiming that natural selection is causally dependent 
from stance-independent normative truths, whose perception produces 
adaptive benefits, would amount to deny claim 1ii. Then, either the 
evolutionary claims or the realist claims should go. If the former are taken as 
prima facie plausible, then the latter should go. If an evolutionary explanation 
of our normative beliefs is possible, then normative realism is debunked. If 
realism is endorsed, an evolutionary explanation of our normative beliefs 
should be rejected. Claiming that there is no relation between evolutionary 
forces and realist truth amounts to surrender, and to letting normative truth 
unexplained.27 

The debunking argument and the ensuing dilemma rest on two crucial 
premises – claims 2a and 7 above. In the following section, I argue that these 
premises are not inescapable. As a consequence, the case against normative 
realism that the debunkers produce is weaker than it might appear. 

3. CHALLENGING THE PREMISES OF THE DARWINIAN DILEMMA 

In this section, I claim that, as stated above, 2a is false, and only a much 
weaker version of it is true (I shall call 2a* the weaker version of 2a), whereas 7 
is false in any possible statement of it. If I am right, then the debunking 
argument has a much weaker impact on normative realism than many 
debunkers thought. 

 

3.1. Impartiality cannot be debunked. Vs. 2a. 

 
26 See (Street 2006, 142–4, 2008, 208, 211, 214). On the claim that a mere coincidence 

between evolutionary-driven beliefs and their truth is too much of a fluke – it is an unlikely luck 
– to be a viable hypothesis, see (Bedke 2014; Clarke-Doane 2012, 321–3, 2016, 30; Dworkin 
1996, 125, 2011; Enoch 2011, 160, 164–8; FitzPatrick 2014; Mogensen 2015b, § 4.2.; Shafer-
Landau 2007, 2012, 2–4, 9–32; White 2010, 589, 592–605; Wielenberg 2010, 458–61, 2016, § 
5.5). 

27 See (Street 2006, 2008, 2009, 232–6, 240–2, 2016); cp. also (Clarke-Doane 2012, 315; 
Enoch 2011, 163, 166–8, n. 20 to ch. 7; Tersman 2016, § 3.2). 



116     GIANFRANCO PELLEGRINO 
 

2a is an extremely ambitious empirical claim.28 It concerns the impact of 
evolution on the emergence and the content of most of our normative views. 
Its role in the debunking argument depends on two of its features. First, 2a 
establishes the scope of the influence of evolutionary forces on our normative 
views. The thought is that most of our normative views are influenced by 
evolution. This makes the issue urgent for realists, as they cannot escape the 
request to explain how these normative views can be true, despite the causes of 
them not tracking stance-independent truths (as it is suggested by the view of 
the evolutionary process expressed in 1.ii.). Second, 2a establishes that 
evolutionary forces are the unique determinant of most of our normative 
views. As Streets often affirms, this does not amount to rule out non-
evolutionary factors of our normative views, such as rational reflection, 
cultural change, and the like. However, the thought is that a change in the 
evolutionary background necessarily determines a change in the normative 
views. In my statement of 2a in § 2 above I put this idea in terms of the 
following counterfactual: in a distant evolutionary possible world, people’s 
normative views would be different from the ones we have in the actual world. 
In this subsection, I take on only the first feature – the scope claim. I consider 
the second feature – the counterfactual claim – in the next subsection.29 

The reasoning in favor of 2a may be expressed as follows. 

a. Certain psychological traits direct the behavior of their possessors in 
ways that enhance reproductive success. It is very likely that these traits 
emerged and have been selected during evolution. 

b. The traits mentioned in a. are proto-versions of certain normative 
views now currently diffused. Samples of them are the following 
judgments: 

“(1) The fact that something would promote one’s survival is a reason in 
favor of it. 

(2) The fact that something would promote the interests of a family 
member is a reason to do it. 

(3) We have greater obligations to help our own children than we do to 
help complete strangers. 

(4) The fact that someone has treated one well is a reason to treat that 
person well in return. 

 
28 See (Kahane 2011, 111; Nagel 2012, 101, 1997, 110–11; Sher 2001, 67; Skarsaune 2011, 

230; Shafer-Landau 2012, 1–2, 18; Vavova 2015). 
29 A similar distinction, between the extent of evolutionary influence and the impact of this 

influence, were realism true, is in (Shafer-Landau 2012, 9). 
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(5) The fact that someone is altruistic is a reason to admire, praise, and 
reward him or her. 

(6) The fact that someone has done one deliberate harm is a reason to 
shun that person or seek his or her punishment.” (Street 2006, 115)30 

c. Judgments (1)-(6) have been uniquely determined by evolutionary 
forces. (By a-b). 

d. Judgments (1)-(6) prevail and constitute a great part of our current 
normative views. 

Claim 2a descends from a-d above. In her statement of the debunking 
argument, Sharon Street clearly indicates what one needs to affirm in order to 
disconfirm 2a and the reasoning leading to it. Street writes, 

Consider the following possible evaluative judgments: 

(1’) The fact that something would promote one’s survival is a reason 
against it. 

(2’) The fact that something would promote the interests of a family 
member is a reason not to do it. 

(3’) We have greater obligations to help complete strangers than we do 
to help our own children. 

(4’) The fact that someone has treated one well is a reason to do that 
individual harm in return. 

(5’) The fact that someone is altruistic is a reason to dislike, condemn, 
and punish him or her. 

(6’) The fact that someone has done deliberate harm is a reason to seek 
out that person’s company and reward him or her. 

If judgments like these – one that would, other things being equal, so clearly 
decrease, rather than increase, the reproductive success of those who made 
them – predominated among our most deeply and widely held evaluative 
judgments across both time and cultures, then this would constitute powerful 
evidence that the content of our evaluative judgments have not been greatly 
influenced by Darwinian selective pressures. But these are not the evaluative 
judgments we tend to see; instead, among our most deeply and widely held 
judgments, we observe many like those on the first list – many with exactly the 
sort of content one would expect if the content of our evaluative judgments 
had been heavily influenced by selective pressures. In this way, the observed 

 
30 See also (Axelrod 1984; Buss 2011; Hamilton 1963, [a] 1964, [b] 1964; Sober and Wilson 

1998; Trivers 1971); cp. (Dawkins 2006; Haidt 2001; Huemer 2008, 376; Ruse 1986, 145–7). 
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patterns in the actual content of human evaluative judgments provide 
evidence in favor of the view that natural selection has had a tremendous 
influence on that content. (Street 2006, 116–7) 

Street’s suggestion is that claim 2a can be disconfirmed by challenging d 
above. Assume that normative views whose tendency is non-adaptive, or even 
counter-adaptive, are currently endorsed. I call non-adaptive or counter-
adaptive, views “such that it will confer either no advantage or even a 
disadvantage for a given kind of creature to be able to grasp them.” (Street 
2006, 130) Evolution cannot explain the presence of these views, of course. So, 
they need a different explanation – a non-evolutionary one. If these views are 
sufficiently diffused, or relevant, within our current normative perspective, 
then d should be weakened, or qualified – it is no longer true that judgments 
(1)-(6) prevail and constitute a great part of our normative views. Thus  it is not 
the case that most of our normative views are uniquely determined by 
evolution. If 

d*. Judgments (1)-(6) do not prevail and do not constitute a great part of 
our current normative views. Rather, they are a peripheral, or somewhat 
local, part of our current normative views 

is true, then from a-c and d*, we obtain 

2a*. WEAK DETERMINATION: Evolution uniquely determines the 
content of some of our normative beliefs. We believe some of what we 
believe because we evolved as we evolved. In a distant evolutionary 
possible world, some of our normative beliefs would change. The only 
plausible explanation of the presence and the content of some of our 
normative beliefs is an evolutionary one.31 

Street contends that judgments (1)-(6) prevail in our normative perspective, 
and that there are no plausible counter-adaptive judgments among our “most 
deeply and widely held judgments”. Therefore, d* is false.32 

Against this claim, the following argument can be presented. Consider: 

(7) there are prima facie reasons to pursue the good, and the good of 
one individual is of no more importance than the good of any other 

 
31 For a different way to weaken 2a, see (Shafer-Landau 2012, 9, 18–20). For a similar 

weakening strategy, see (FitzPatrick 2014, 898, 900; Parfit 2011, vol. 2, § 119; Shafer-Landau 
2012, 27). 

32 A criticism of Street’s strategy from a realist perspective is in (Shafer-Landau 2012, 11–2); 
cp. also (Cuneo and Shafer-Landau 2014; FitzPatrick 2014). 
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(unless there are special reasons for thinking that more good is likely to 
be realized in one case rather than in the other).33 

(7) does not appear in the second list framed by Street in the passage 
mentioned above – where judgments (1’)-(6’) appear. But it is clear enough that 
(7) is among our most “deeply and widely held” normative judgments. Of 
course, it may be remarked that (7) is controversial – some authors deny it, 
some others heavily qualify it.34 However, each judgment in the list (1)-(6) is 
controversial on its own, and it has been denied and challenged.35 What is 
more, neither the debunkers nor their opposers can assume substantive truths 
as uncontroversial by default. The reason for this is as follow. What the 
debunkers are challenging is the assumption that we have default and 
independent evidences that our substantive views of practical reasons are true, 
at least if truth is realistically interpreted. For what we know, our feeling that 
certain normative views are true could merely be the fruit of evolutionary 
pressure on us. The main message of the debunking argument is just this: 
whatever the normative truth could possibly be, if our beliefs are uniquely 
determined by evolution, we should be able to deny that evolution is driving us 
off track, or that we are believing what we believe not because of its truth, but 
simply because of evolutionary forces acting on us. To put the point otherwise, 
the debunking argument applies both to true and to false normative beliefs. 
When it applies to true beliefs, it asks how is it possible that true beliefs 
coincide with evolutionary-driven beliefs. When it applies to false beliefs, it 
asks how their falsity can be spotted, notwithstanding the evolutionary 
pressure pushing us to believe them true. How is it possible that evolution 
brought us to track the truth, when false beliefs would have been equally 
possible, and equally adaptive? A presupposition of the debunking argument is 
that, no matter which normative views are true, if normative views are 
evolution-driven a conciliation between their causes and their truth (and a way 
to spot their falsity, notwithstanding their evolution-driven attraction) is to be 
found.36 

 
33 For statements of this principle, see (Lazari-Radek and Singer 2014, 133–4; Sidgwick 

1907, 380). 
34 See (Scheffler 1994; Taurek 1977).  
35 See (Greene 2013). 
36 On the claim that the debunking argument, and the responses to it, should not assume 

the default truth of the beliefs considered, see (Bedke 2014, § 3; Enoch 2011, 176; Gibbard 
2003, 263; Joyce 2016b; Mason 2010, 771; Shafer-Landau 2012, 2, 10–11, 21, 23, 32–35; Street 
2006, 132–3, 2008, 214; Tersman 2016; Vavova 2015, 111, 2016, 12; White 2010, 588; Woods 
2016, § 1). Some authors challenge this claim, and assume substantive truths as a ground for 
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One need to show, then, that (7) above is uncontroversial or even true. What 
matters here is not the fact that (1)-(6) appear true as, or as uncontroversial as, 
(7), whereas (1’)-(6’) seem false or controversial. It is exactly the evidential, or 
the truth-conduciveness, of these appearances that the debunking argument 
challenges.37 

The relevant fact is that, whatever its epistemic or factive status, (7) is still a 
widespread tenet in many historical and contemporary, philosophical and 
common sense moral theories – ranging from the golden rule to contemporary 
impartial consequentialism.38 Notice also that (7) is not a merely formal 
normative principle, insufficient to warrant any specific, substantive normative 
belief. (7) can provide grounds to rebut certain specific normative beliefs – 
notably, judgments (1)-(6) above, among others.39 

Importantly, (7) may be counter-adaptive: in certain contexts, someone 
acting upon it should suffer extreme losses. In many cases, action influenced 
by (7) will be non-speciesist, fully impartial, aimed at the promotion of the 
greatest good, independently of any evolutionary outcome.40 Of course, if the 
good is identified with the survival of the individuals or of the species, (7) can 

 
their response to the evolutionary debunking argument; see (Enoch 2011, § 7.4.; Parfit 2011, 
vol. 2, § 119; Schafer 2010; Skarsaune 2011; Tersman 2016; Wielenberg 2010, 447, 450, 462).  

37 Cp. (Handfield 2016, § 4.5.2; Mason 2010, 774, 776). Indeed, in some contexts (2’) can be 
true, or plausible enough – for instance, think about the duty of officials not to be biased 
towards family members and friends: (2’) can express this duty of impartiality. I am grateful to 
a referee of this journal for having pressed me to clarify my ideas on these points. 

38 See (Terry 2011). Notice, though, that (7) does not amount to full-fledged utilitarianism, 
or to an extreme form of pure altruism – as it is signaled by the mention of ‘prima facie 
reasons’ in its formulation. In order to make (7) overlapping with utilitarianism, one needs to 
claim that the reasons stated in it are always overriding or decisive. In its present formulation, 
(7) is compatible with pluralist views – for instance with views allowing first-personal or other 
agent-relative prerogatives; see, for instance, (Scheffler 1994). This does not diminish the 
validity of the general point made in the text, as (7) still is not evolution-driven. Or at least, this 
I shall claim in the main text. Thanks to M. Reichlin for having pushed me to clarify this point.  

39 Better, (7) provides a ground to rebut the claim that judgments (1)-(6) provide overriding, 
decisive or all-considered reasons to act. (Shafer-Landau 2012, 6) rightly points out that 
(Huemer 2008, 386) presents only wholly formal principles as epistemically pure, i.e. as able to 
escape evolutionary bias. This makes his rebutting of the debunking challenge unsuccessful. 
This is not the case with my version of this strategy, though – thanks to the fact that (7) is not 
merely formal, but it has a decidedly substantive content. 

40 In a similar vein, (Shafer-Landau 2012, 7) claims that principles that “counsel impartial 
benevolence, compassion for vulnerable strangers, kindness to small animals, concern for 
distant peoples and future generations, and speaking truth to power” are strikingly non-
adaptive; cp. also (Enoch 2011, n. 31 to ch. 7). Of course, when (7) and similar principles are 
embedded in pluralist views where first-personal or agent-relative prerogatives are allowed, they 
can suggest impartiality and self-sacrifice only in certain cases – i.e. when the stakes are high 
enough. 
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imply many of the judgments appearing in the first list mentioned by Street. 
But any such coincidence needs to be argued for, and it seems rather 
implausible.41 Then, (7) is a relevant normative belief, whose self-evidence is 
grasped through careful reflection, which is agreed upon by many careful 
thinkers, and, more importantly, which is very likely not to be caused by 
evolutionary forces, or other similar non-truth tracking processes.42It seems 
that there is at least one counter-example to 2a, and a very relevant one. (7), 
namely a principle of impartial rational benevolence, cannot be debunked, 
and its truth or falsity are independent of evolutionary causes, nor can they be 
explained in evolutionary, or other non-truth-tracking, terms. If (7) is true, its 
truth is not affected by its evolution-driven attractiveness. If (7) is false, its 
falsity is not made more difficult to spot by its evolution-driven attractiveness. 
The very presence of (7), and its centrality in our normative thought, can be a 
ground to argue against 2a and in favor of 2a*. Let’s call the argument made 
till now the counter-adaptive exception argument.43 

The following objections can be raised against the counter-adaptive 
exception argument: 

I. HIDDEN ADAPTIVITY: (7) is not genuinely counter-adaptive. It is 
simply an enlargement of kin reciprocity and solidarity. 

II. ADAPTIVE BY-PRODUCT, or HISTORICAL ROOTS: (7) may be: 

i. a judgment obtained by extending immediately adaptive judgments 
through rational reflection and generalization – the generalization of 
kin reciprocity can lead to (7); 

 
41 Cp. (Lazari-Radek and Singer 2014, 196; Wilkins and Griffiths forthcoming). This 

hypothesis – that evolution is good and that this can dissolve the Darwinian dilemma by 
appealing to a sort of pre-established harmony between evolutionary-driven normative beliefs 
and normative truths – has been defended: see (Bedke 2014; Enoch 2011, 169–76; Parfit 2011, 
vol. 2, § 114; Schafer 2010; Skarsaune 2011, §§ 3, 5; Wielenberg 2010, 2016, § 5.4). I am 
unconvinced, but I have no space here to argue my lack of conviction. See also (Shafer-Landau 
2012, 31–2). 

42 It might be objected that being self-evident, or grasped by careful reflection, and being 
embedded in historical moralities, or agreed upon by careful thinkers are contradictory 
standards, or at most redundant. (This objection has been raised by a referee for this journal.) 
However, it might be contended that self-evidence, rational access and consent are congruent 
standards, meaning that each of them reinforce the other, and none is sufficient for prima facie 
plausibility. This is the doctrine stated in (Sidgwick 1907, 338–42). 

43 Cp. (FitzPatrick 2014, 896–7; Parfit 2011, vol. 2, § 119) for a partially similar argument. 
See  (Hooker 2016, 140) for a criticism of the counter-adaptive exception argument. 
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ii. a by-product of more basically adaptive cognitive faculties or 
capacities;44 

iii. a historically determined view – being, for instance, embedded in the 
Golden rule and in historical Christian ethics.45 

If one of i.-iii. is true, then debunking may be in the offing again. An 
explanation is needed of why evolution, or cultural history, produced, even 
though as a by-product or a later refinement, a so wonderfully fine-tuned and 
apt capacity of moral cognition, or something so impartial such as (7). 

III. EVOLUTIONARY IMPOSSIBILITY: (7) is genuinely counter-
adaptive, i.e. it prevents adaptation and successful evolution. As a 
consequence, it will soon disappear, or it should have disappeared, as it 
is a mere transitory superfetation of evolution. Then, either (7) is not a 
genuine view, or it is doomed. 

IV. EVOLUTIONARY SELF-DEFEATINGNESS: (7) is positively 
dangerous. If generalized, it will soon lead to the extinction of human 
race. Accordingly, (7) is evolutionarily self-defeating. 

V. INSUFFICIENCY: even if (7) constitutes a genuine exception to 2a, 
its mere presence is not enough to reduce the scope of 2a, and to argue 
in favor of 2a*. Other counter-adaptive exceptions are needed, to build a 
cumulative case for weakening 2a. 

VI. NEGATIVE RESULT: even assuming that (7) is not debunked, or 
debunkable, this does not amount to saying that it is rationally justified. 
That (7) is not biased by evolutionary forces simply means that it can 
aspire to be rationally assessed, not that it has been successful in turning 
out to be a true normative view. Accordingly, the mere mention of (7) is 
not enough to rescue normative realism, even though it may be 
sufficient to weaken 2a.46 

These objections can be rebutted. As to I, many scholars have shown that 
(7) cannot be seen as an extension of kin reciprocity or other evolution-driven 
normative views. Indeed, individuals acting upon (7) will be likely to be 
selected against, before they could become common enough to have any 

 
44 See (Crisp 2006, 87–8; Enoch 2011, 167–8; Lazari-Radek and Singer 2014, 193; Nagel 

2012, 74–5, 79; Parfit 2011, vol– 2, 492–510; Shafer-Landau 2012, 8; Singer 2011, 2006, 145–6; 
Wielenberg 2010, 443, 445–6, 2016, § 5.5). For some general views of various cognitive 
capacities as evolutionary by-products, see (Huemer 2005, 216; Maddy 1990, chap. 2; Nozick 
1993). For a critical account of these strategies, see (Joyce 2016e). 

45 See (Tersman 2008, 401–2). 
46 Cp. (Kahane 2011, 119). 
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impact. There is no convincing evolutionary explanation of why people should 
help complete strangers, or even individual of other species, especially when 
this involves sacrifice – even a small sacrifice, even when stakes are very high. 
From a logical point of view, (7) can be regarded as independent, and not an 
extension of, principles such as egoism or partial altruism, i.e. of principles 
underlying (1)-(6) above.47 

As to II, two answers can be given to this objection. First, it might be argued 
that (7) is so strikingly counter-adaptive, that evolution itself should expectedly 
have provided obstacles to its diffusion. Accordingly, even assuming that our 
evolution-driven rationality could have led us to embrace (7), other evolution-
driven judgments should conceivably exert a strong pressure against such an 
endorsement. It might be claimed that is highly unlikely that an evolutionary-
driven basic capacity for reasoning could have led to endorse (7). Contrary to 
mathematical or scientific truth, pure altruism is a dangerous tenet for 
adaptation and survival. (This claim expresses the meaning of objection III 
above. Objection III, then, provides part of the answer to objection II.)  

Second, the very idea that the by-products of evolution cannot be debunked 
can be criticized along the lines put forward by Sharon Street. She argues that 
the Darwinian dilemma can be addressed to the very capacity outgrown by 
evolution, which can give us access to (7) and similar judgments. This capacity 
itself is a product of evolution, even though some of the judgments grasped 
through it are not. Then, an explanation should be given of how is it possible 
that an evolution-biased capacity is able to track the truth. Evolutionary 
explanations cannot make reference to the truth. As a consequence, a robustly 
realist explanation of our capacity to grasp (7) cannot account for its 
evolutionary bases. However, positing a mere coincidence – claiming that this 
evolution-based capacity lands us on the truth – is too much of a fluke to be 
satisfactory. This is enough to reject the claim that (7) can be accounted as a 
by-product of evolution. 

Objections III and IV can be fruitfully treated together. First of all, a 
distinction should be made between counter-adaptive and non-adaptive traits – 
the latter being capacities or traits not inimical to reproductive fitness, and 
therefore not liable to be extinguished by natural selection.48 Assume that 
endorsement of (7) is simply non-adaptive. It might be argued that even in this 
case, its endorsement is in need of explanation, because non-adaptive traits 

 
47 See (Bowles 2006; Darwin 2004, chap. 5; Dawkins 2006, 2; Greene 2013, chap. 3; Lazari-

Radek and Singer 2014, 186–7, 191–2; Okasha 2013; Sober and Wilson 1998, 5–6, 9); cp. also 
(Shafer-Landau 2012, 8). 

48 Cp. (Nagel 2012, 78, 112). 
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can easily disappear during the millennia of human history – and this is the 
core of objection III. The principle underlying this objection is the following: 
no relevant traits – no relevant normative or theoretical views – can emerge 
without an evolutionary explanation. This principle can have different versions 
– it may be narrower (focusing only on natural selection) or broader (allowing 
any explanatory connection with evolution). However, it is controversial 
enough, and many, even within evolutionary psychology scholarship, have 
criticized it.49 Moreover, there are many relevant phenomena whose 
evolutionary account is still hotly debated, with people proposing different 
accounts and authors denying that an evolutionary explanation is possible at 
all – this is the case, for instance, of art or fiction.50 Now, this is enough to 
allow that endorsement of (7) may still lack a plausible evolutionary 
explanation. This does not imply that such an explanation will not be found in 
the future. But, for now, endorsement of (7) is here, notwithstanding evolution. 
This is a sign that evolution did not explain away impartiality, and that no 
debunking of it can be given, at least for now – and this is an answer to 
objection III.51 

Assume that endorsement of (7) is not only non-adaptive, but also counter-
adaptive, i.e. it prevents successful reproduction. If so, as objection IV 
intimates, endorsement of (7) should not be possible, as it would have led to 
human extinction. To put it otherwise, (7) is evolutionarily self-defeating. 
Evolutionary self-defeatingness may be given the following definition: 

EVOLUTIONARY SELF-DEFEATINGNESS: a normative judgment J 
is evolutionarily self-defeating when i. it prevents the reproductive 
success of its supporters, by causing the extinction of the individuals 
endorsing it, and ii. the extinction of such individuals will prevent the 
aims set by J from being achieved. 

Objection IV suggests that i. individuals entertaining (7) will be selected 
against, because their endorsement of (7) will lead them to extreme sacrifices, 
sacrifices preventing their successful reproduction, and that ii., if people 
endorsing it fail to reproduce themselves, no one else will endorse (7), and no 

 
49 See, for instance, (Gould and Lewontin 1979; Pigliucci et al. 2000). 
50 See, for instance, (Boyd 2009; Gottschall 2012). 
51 On the possibility that endorsement of (7) can be defeasible, or revisable, due to a future 

debunking, cp. (Singer and De Lazari-Radek 2016, 199). (Shafer-Landau 2012, 8) sees 
defeasibility of principles such as (7) as putting realism “in a precarious position”. For this 
reason, he argues for a stronger rebutting strategy than the one I am using here. 
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one will act upon it. Accordingly, the aims set by (7) will no longer be achieved. 
As a consequence, (7) will fail in its own terms.52 

However, that cannot be true, because neither i. nor ii. are true of (7). Let’s 
start with ii. As it should be clear from the responses given to the previous 
objections, endorsement of (7) is not driven by natural selection. Endorsement 
of (7) is not an inherited trait. Then, ii. is false. Even if all the supporters of (7) 
in a given generation go extinct, nothing prevents the chance that (7) will 
reappear later. 

Moreover, it might be argued that (7) does not require sacrifices so hard to 
lead its supporters to extinction. Then, i. is false as well.  The reasoning for this 
conclusion is as follows. (7) is an impartial principle, disallowing personal 
prerogatives – i.e. preferences for one’s own good, or for the good of one’s 
dearest and nearest.53 Impartiality amounts to equal concern for the good of 
everyone, including oneself.54 Accordingly, self-preferential actions are allowed 
only when the good produced by them is greater than the good brought about 
by altruistic acts.  

Consider first a world where everyone endorses (7) – a fully altruistic world. 
In this world, any additional altruistic action produces less good than a self-
preferential action, because everyone is already doing many altruistic actions, 
and the marginal contribution of an additional altruistic act is rapidly 
diminishing. Then, in this world, self-preferential actions will very often be 
permitted by (7). 

Next, consider a world where only some people endorse (7) – a partially 
altruistic world. In this world, there will be many cases in which self-
preferential actions produce less good than altruistic acts. In these cases, (7) 
will require its supporters to act altruistically. However, it might be argued that 
even in a partially altruistic world, (7) will not require extreme sacrifices, for 
the following reasons. If extreme sacrifices can lead to the disappearance of 
altruists, (7) will dictate avoiding these sacrifices, because the disappearance of 
altruists is an evil to be avoided, even in (7)’s lights. In particular, it might be 
argued that, beyond a given threshold of altruism, any additional sacrifice will 
produce less good than self-preferential actions, because of the dangerous 

 
52 The notion of evolutionary self-defeatingness in the main text is reminiscent of, even 

though not coincident with, the central notions of self-defeatingness in the now standard 
treatment provided by (Parfit 1984, Part One, especially §§ 10, 11, 17). My response to 
objection IV is deeply indebted to Parfit’s treatment. I am grateful to M. Reichlin for 
prompting me to clarify many points in my discussion here. 

53 From now onwards, I shall call an action driven by preference for one’s own good, and 
for the good of one’s nearest and dearest, a self-preferential action. 

54 On impartiality, see (Jollimore 2014). 
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prospect of the disappearance of altruists. In such extreme cases, (7) will 
dictate self-preferential actions. In very extreme cases, (7) can even require that 
most people discard their belief in (7), and instead adopt judgements similar to 
(1)-(6) – at least if this is compatible with a residual dose of altruism, and saves 
these impure altruists from disappearance. (7), then, could be indirectly self-
defeating or partially self-effacing. However, this does not show that (7) is 
failing in its own terms – as in these sorts of cases the dispositions or the 
beliefs dictated by (7) will produce the best outcome, in terms of impartial 
good. Both in fully and in partially altruistic worlds, then, (7) will be 
evolutionarily stable, as it will not require sacrifices leading its supporters to 
extinction.55 

However, as it is suggested by objection V, this may not be enough. Even 
allowing that (7) is an exception to the general evolutionary origins of our 
normative views, an isolated exception does not change the general picture. 
Most of our normative views can be debunked. As a consequence, 2a is true in 
the majority of cases. 

But (7) is not so isolated as it may appear. First of all, (7) can be expressed in 
a more general way. Consider: 

(8) whatever prima facie reason one has to do a given action, one’s own 
identity or the identity of anyone involved in the action never act as 
defeaters or intensifiers of the reason considered. 

(7) is a narrower version of (8), and we can imagine many other versions of 
(8) – for each and every specific practical reason we can envisage. (8) seems to 
be as non-adaptive as (7), and for the same reasons – it does not promote kin 
reciprocity, or species survival. Indeed, it can dictate sacrifice in favor of 
strangers and individuals of different species. Then, many specific impartial 
principles can be mentioned that are recalcitrant to evolutionary debunking, 
each of them being a specific implementation of general impartiality. In its 
turn, impartiality is a widely held and relevant ideal of human culture in many 
ages.56 

 
55 Notice that the fact that (7) is evolutionarily stable does not amount to saying that it is 

evolution-driven. The persistence of a given trait can be stable across evolutionary times, 
because no evolutionary force will never be able to jeopardize it. But the persistence of a given 
trait can in another sense be completely unrelated to evolution: evolutionary forces are neither 
able to promote nor able to prevent it. My claim in the text is that (7) is unrelated to 
evolutionary forces in such a way. 

56 Cp. (Lazari-Radek and Singer 2014, 198). Indeed, other substantive principles can be 
mentioned whose impact and content are non-adaptive. These principles, though, are not easily 
derivable from a general principle of impartiality. (Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 43), for instance, 
mentions the duty not to kill and to care senile elderly people who cannot survive without great 



127     Evolutionary Debunking of Normative Realism 
 

Then, there are many exceptions to 2a. As objection VI suggests, this may 
be a merely negative result. The fact that ideals of impartiality cannot be 
evolutionarily debunked is not proof of their truths. We still need an 
independent argument for this conclusion, and there is no warrant that this 
argument will go through stance-independent truth-makers. However, once we 
have some views whose emergence cannot so easily be explained in 
evolutionary terms, we can dismiss the Darwinian dilemma: there is no need 
to explain how these views can be true and simultaneously being produced by 
a non-truth-tracking process, or how these views can be false even though we 
are irresistibly led to endorse them, due to evolutionary pressures. Truth or 
falsity of pure impartiality can be assessed independently of these worries. 2a 
should be substituted with 2a*. The latter narrows down the scope of 2a: it is 
not the case that most of our normative views are influenced by evolution; 
rather, while some normative views are so influenced, other – equally relevant 
– views are not driven by evolutionary forces. 

 
3.2. Counterfactuals. Vs. 7.57 

Consider the following counterfactuals:58 

A. In a distant evolutionary possible world, people’s normative views 
would have been different from the ones held in the actual world 
(different evolutionary forces yield different normative beliefs). 

B. In a near evolutionary world, a world where evolutionary forces are 
identical to the ones obtaining in the actual world, people would have 
the same normative views held in the actual world (identical 
evolutionary forces yield identical normative beliefs). 

C. In a distant normative possible world, a world where normative facts 
of the matter would have been different, which is not also a distant 
evolutionary possible world, people’s normative views would be the 
same as those held in the actual world (identical evolutionary forces and 
different normative facts yield identical normative beliefs). 

 
help and who cannot reciprocate adequately or have more children and the doctrine of the 
double effect (but see (Wielenberg 2016, § 5.5). (FitzPatrick 2014, 897) mentions the belief that 
we should make present sacrifices to help protect distant, future generations from the harmful 
effects of climate change. 

57 Some of my claims in this subsection are similar to the ones presented in (Wielenberg 
2010, 454–6). 

58 See (Bedke 2014, § 3.2; Clarke-Doane 2012, 319–20, 2016; Field 2005; Lillehammer 2010, 
365; Sinnott-Armstrong 2006, 44). 
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D.  In a distant normative possible world, which is not also a distant 
evolutionary possible world, people’s normative views would be 
different from the ones held in the actual world (different normative 
facts and identical evolutionary forces yield different normative 
beliefs).59 

C underlies claim 7 above. Specifically, 7 suggests that C obtains.  The 
counterfactual described in C shows that evolutionary forces prevent our 
normative beliefs from tracking stance-independent truths. This makes 
normative realism false. To put it in terms of the counterfactuals listed above, 
if C holds, then D doesn’t. (Had evolutionary forces tracked normative truths, 
D would have been holding.) 

However, in its turn the counterfactual described in C rests on those 
contained in A and B. These counterfactuals suggest that our normative 
beliefs track evolutionary forces, rather than stance-independent truths. 

But if the conclusions reached in § 3.1. above are valid, then the 
counterfactuals described in A and B are no longer true. Many impartial 
principles such as (7) or (8) above could be held in distant evolutionary 
possible worlds, since in our actual world they held independently of the 
impact of evolutionary forces on other principles. But if A and B are no longer 
true, C can be challenged as well. If there are views that can be held in distant 
evolutionary worlds, it may be argued that these principles are held because 
they are tracking the truth. Or at least, if these principles are held in a 
sufficiently large number of possible worlds, as well as in our actual world, 
then it might be suggested that they track the normative truth. This is 
sufficient to challenge the idea that evolutionary forces systematically distort 
our normative beliefs, which is what 7 implies. 7 suggests that in a distant 
normative possible world which is not also a distant evolutionary possible 
world – call it a C-world –, normative beliefs would necessarily align with 
evolutionary forces (i.e. they would be uniquely determined by them), but 
evolutionary forces would never align with normative truths (i.e. they would 

 
59 On the reason why A and B are unproblematic counterfactuals, see (Clarke-Doane 2012, 

319–20). On why 
 A*. In a distant evolutionary possible world, people’s normative views would have been 

identical to the ones held in the actual world (different evolutionary forces yield identical 
normative beliefs), 

 and 
 B*. In a near evolutionary possible world, a world where evolutionary forces are identical to 

the ones obtaining in the actual world, people would have different normative views from the 
ones held in the actual world (identical evolutionary forces yield different normative beliefs), 

 are not relevant to the present discussion, see again (Clarke-Doane 2012, 320). 
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never uniquely track truth). As a consequence, in a C-world, normative beliefs 
would be systematically off-track. While it might be true that evolutionary 
forces would not align with normative truth – or at least nothing has here been 
said to deny this –, the result of § 3.1. above has been to deny that normative 
beliefs would necessarily align with evolutionary forces. Necessary alignment 
would occur if 2a is true. But if 2a* is true, then there is no necessary 
alignment. Some normative beliefs may align with evolutionary forces, but 
many others may not. Accordingly, we couldn’t know which beliefs people 
would have in a C-world. Or at least, we couldn’t draw any conclusion on this 
issue from mere consideration of the direction and the nature of evolutionary 
forces. 

Another argument can be given here concerning C-worlds. Most scholars 
concur in accepting the idea that any viable metaethical view should account 
for the supervenience of the normative on the non-normative, or on the 
natural, on pain of making moral assessments arbitrary. As R. Shafer-Landau 
puts it, “we cannot conceive of a plausible moral order that licences different 
moral ascriptions for situations that are in all other respects identical.” (Shafer-
Landau 2003, 78)60 

Consider again a C-world. It can be interpreted in two different ways. If 
evolution fixes the overall descriptive properties of a C-world, then it is also 
descriptively identical to our world. But a world that is descriptively identical 
to our world cannot be normatively different from the latter. A C-world, then, 
goes against supervenience. It may be both conceptually and metaphysically 
impossible. To put it otherwise, the fact is that if evolutionary forces, and the 

 
60 Shafer-Landau deals with moral realism. However, his claims can be easily transferred to 

normative realism; see (Blackburn 1993, chap. 6; Hare 1952, 80–1, passim, 1989; Sturgeon 
1985); cp.  also (Kramer 2009, chap. 10).  Indeed, some authors contended that a problem for 
normative non-naturalist realism is how to frame an account of the supervenience relation – 
how to give a viable explanation of the fact that non-normative properties covary with 
normative ones, without assuming identity of normative and non-normative properties; see 
(Blackburn 1993, chaps. 6–7, 1984, 182–7). Shafer-Landau gave an answer to this dilemma, by 
positing an asymmetrical relation of constitution between normative and non-normative 
properties. His idea is that a true normative predication does not entail any particular 
descriptive one – this allows him to reject identity –, but the non-normative characteristics fix a 
thing’s normative features: see (Shafer-Landau 2003, 85) Despite normative properties not 
being identical to physical ones, the former are realized by instantiations of physical properties. 
Thus, no normative facts can obtain without the physical stuff that constitutes them. Natural 
facts, then, exhaustively compose, or constitute, normative facts; see (Shafer-Landau 2003, 73–
6). As a consequence, a thing’s normative status cannot change without some correlative change 
in its non-normative features: the non-normative features of a situation fix its normative status – 
a normative fact supervenes on a particular concatenation of descriptive facts just because these 
facts realize the normative property in question; see (Shafer-Landau 2003, 77). 
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rest of descriptive properties, in a C-world are identical to the descriptive 
characteristics of our actual world, normative truths in a C-world cannot differ 
from normative truths in our world. Descriptive features fix normative 
properties. Then, the counterfactual envisaged in 7 is impossible.61 

Alternatively, a C-world may be evolutionarily identical, but descriptively 
different. If so, normative facts of the matter would be different. But then there 
is no guarantee that normative beliefs will be systematically off-track – at least 
since 2a is not true. We need further arguments to claim that in a C-world 
where evolutionary facts do not exhaust the descriptive base, most normative 
beliefs will be off-track.62 

7, then, is doubly wrong. Either it is false in suggesting that in a C-world 
normative beliefs would necessarily align with evolutionary forces – this is a 
result of the fact that 2a is false, while 2a* is true –, or it is conceptually flawed, 

 
61 Here, I make several assumptions, which I have no space to defend. For instance, I 

assume global and inter-worlds supervenience, and I am assuming that supervenience holds 
both as a metaphysical and a conceptual requirement; cp. (Shafer-Landau 2003, 85–9). Many 
scholars argue that a C-world may be metaphysically impossible, but still conceptually possible, 
i.e. that it is at least intelligible, as we can conceive of a world where normative truths are 
different from the ones holding in the actual world, but anything else – including normative 
beliefs – is identical to anything existing in the actual world; see (Clarke-Doane 2012, 320–1, 
323–6, 334; Shafer-Landau 2012, 16; Street 2008, 208). According to these scholars, that a C-
world is conceptually possible, or intelligible, is enough to trigger the Darwinian dilemma. I am 
unconvinced. My main reason is the following. If supervenience rests on a constitution claim, as 
it does in Shafer-Landau’s approach summarized in n. 63 above, then epistemic access to, and 
conceptual intelligibility of, normative properties require a grasp of the subvenient descriptive 
features. To put it otherwise, it is impossible to grasp normative concepts without grasping their 
application – i.e. without grasping the things having the normative properties that these 
concepts refer to. As a consequence, we can conceive of multiple realizability – i.e. we can 
conceptually envisage that the same normative property can be joined to different clusters of 
non-normative properties. But we cannot conceive the denial of the following conditional: if a 
given normative property Np applies to a given cluster of descriptive properties Dp, then, in the 
same world, or in identical worlds, any instance of Dp will instantiate Np as well. However, 
further arguments are needed to support this claim, and I have no space here to provide them. 
Notice, also, that there are two different issues here. One thing is to say that a C-world it is not 
metaphysically and conceptually possible. Another thing is to say that a radically alternative 
world, a very distant possible world, – different both in its normative and in its descriptive 
properties – is not metaphysically and conceptually possible. A third possibility is a world with 
different descriptive properties and the same normative properties. The latter two possibilities 
are both possible – consider A* and B* in n. 60 above. (Clarke-Doane 2012, 325) seems 
conflating these different distinctions. My remarks here are similar to the ones in (Shafer-
Landau 2007, 326, 2012, 16) 

62 For arguments that are similar to the one given in the text, see (Clarke-Doane 2016, 26–7, 
30) . 
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because it violates supervenience, and postulates a metaphysically and 
conceptually impossible world.63 

4. CONCLUSIONS. 

At least in the reconstruction given in § 2 above, the debunking argument 
crucially relies on two premises – 2a and 7. The arguments given in § 3 above 
show that 7 is either false or conceptually flawed, and a much weaker claim, 
2a*, is to be substituted to 2a. As a consequence, the upshot of the debunking 
argument is much more limited than the debunkers would like to suggest. 
What the debunking argument can show is that some of our normative views 
are biased by evolution. But there are other views that can resist this bias, and 
whose epistemic status is not problematic. It seems, then, that realists have 
nothing to fear from the debunking argument – or at least nothing new. All the 
doubts that the debunkers raise coincide with standard skeptical objections to 
normative realism.64 The debunking argument has been presented as an 
empirical claim, to the effect that many of our normative beliefs are 
unjustified, or insufficiently justified. It turns out that it is either a much more 
limited claim – some of our normative views can be unjustified or 
insufficiently justified – or a trivial conceptual claim – all our normative views 
may be false. 

Consider: 

Optometrist. Your optometrist says that your color vision might be 
deceiving you: the tests suggest you are blue-green colorblind. 

Skeptic. The skeptic says that all your senses might be deceiving you. 
She has done no tests. 

(Vavova 2015, 105–6) claims that the debunking argument is to be likened 
to Optometrist, and that this makes it more formidable and threatening than 

 
63 Notice that claiming that normative truths are fixed by non-normative truths, and that 

the supervenience of normative on non-normative holds, does not amount to claiming that 
certain normative truths hold in every possible world, but to the rather weaker claim that 
normative truths are stable across identical, or relevantly similar, worlds; cp. (Clarke-Doane 
2016, 26–7; Joyce 2016b; Shafer-Landau 2012, 15–6; Tersman 2016, § 3.3; Wielenberg 2016, § 
5.5). For arguments similar to the one given in the text, see (Handfield 2016, § 4.3; Wielenberg 
2016, § 5.3). 

64 Cp. (Vavova 2014). On the connection between the debunking arguments and other 
kinds of objections to normative realism, in particular Harman’s challenge in (Harman 1977, 
7–9), see (Clarke-Doane 2016; Enoch 2011, chap. 7; FitzPatrick 2014, 891; Joyce 2005, 184–90; 
Mogensen 2015b, § 3; Shafer-Landau 2007, 2012, 1–2; Wielenberg 2010, 452, 461; Woods 
2016). 
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the skeptical challenge. The debunkers advance an empirical claim, which 
challenges the reliability of most of our normative beliefs.65 

Consider this case: 

Illusion. Exposed to the Muller-Lyon illusion’s picture, you 
systematically produce wrong assessment of length. The physiological 
features of your eye explain these assessments. In the rest of non-
delusive cases, you have a good intuitive grasp of length.66 

It is my contention here that, with 2a* in place of 2a, and without 7, the 
debunking argument is to be likened to Illusion. This is not a great threat to a 
realist interpretation of vision. The same holds for normative beliefs. The 
debunking argument is not a real threat to normative realism – or at least it is 
no greater threat than standard skeptical arguments or local instances of 
mistaken beliefs.67 
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