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1 Introduction

1.1 Debunking arguments

Debunking arguments are arguments of the form “you just believe that be-
cause…”.¹ They challenge a belief by showing this belief to have a questionable
genealogy. Consider the following thought experiment: Imagine there is a pill
that makes you believe that Napoleon lost Waterloo. Now imagine

that you are proceeding through life happily believing that Napoleon lost Waterloo (as, in-
deed, you are), and then you discover that at some point in your past someone slipped you
a ‘Napoleon lost Waterloo’ belief pill. […] [Y]ou somehow discover beyond any shred of
doubt that your belief is the product of such a pill. Should this undermine your faith in
your belief that Napoleon lost Waterloo? Of course it should.²

This intuitively compelling thought experiment, due to Richard Joyce, conveys a
good idea of what debunking arguments are. Roughly, the strategy is that of
showing that the targeted belief has its causal source in a belief-forming process
that fails to track the truth. And awareness of the fact that one’s belief originates
from a non-truth-tracking process should prompt one to abandon this belief. It
renders continuing having this belief epistemically unjustified.

Debunking arguments occupy an ambivalent position in philosophy. On
the one hand, the idea of discrediting a doctrine – moral or otherwise – by look-
ing at its genealogy has a rich philosophical history. The heyday of genealogical
debunking arguments was the late 19th and early 20th century, which witnessed
three of the most influential genealogical debunkers in the history of philosophy:
Sigmund Freud, Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietzsche.³ In The Future of an Illusion,
Freud demasks people’s belief in God as, precisely, an illusion that has its ori-
gins in an unconscious wish for a strong father-figure.⁴ Marx’s theory of ideology
has it that a society’s dominant religious and political views are just vehicles of
the interests of the ruling class: “Law, morality, religion are to [the proletarian]
so many bourgeois prejudices, behind which lurk in ambush just as many bour-
geois interests.”⁵ And Nietzsche, in his Genealogy of Morals, debunks ascetic
moralities, such as Christian morality, as resentment-driven attempts to come

 White, 2010.
 Joyce, 2006, p. 179.
 I am here following Leiter, 2004.
 Freud, 1961.
 Marx and Engels, 2012, p. 48.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110750195-002
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to terms with the meaninglessness of suffering.⁶What unites these three authors
is their commitment to a naturalistic methodology and the notion that under-
standing the origins of beliefs can render them epistemically suspect.⁷ This
methodological insight can be traced back much further to the early days of phi-
losophy. Early instances of debunking arguments, which bear a striking resem-
blance to some of the above, can be found in the Platonic dialogues. In Plato’s
Politeia, Thrasymachus notoriously claims that justice is what serves the inter-
ests of the powerful, a claim that may be interpreted as a sociological debunking
explanation of popular conceptions of justice. In quite a Marxian fashion, he
contends that the norms of justice are put in place by the rulers to manipulate
the weak in an attempt to promote the formers’ interests.⁸ And in Gorgias, Cal-
licles, anticipating Nietzsche, holds the opposing view that the moral norms
have been determined by the weak in an effort to keep down the more gifted
and capable: “[T]o prevent these men from having more than themselves they
say that taking more is shameful and unjust, and that doing injustice is this,
seeking to have more than other people.”⁹

On the other hand, it is a common-place, especially among analytic philos-
ophers, that the genesis of a belief and its truth or validity are two entirely differ-
ent things that must not be conflated. Since it is the philosopher’s task to deter-
mine the latter, genealogical considerations do not belong in philosophical
argumentation. A locus classicus for this assumption is Hans Reichenbach’s Ex-
perience and Prediction. He introduces the terms ‘context of discovery’ and ‘con-
text of justification’ and maintains “that epistemology is only occupied in con-
structing the context of justification.”¹⁰ Not only has it typically been assumed
that genealogical aspects can be bracketed when we engage in philosophy
with an epistemic intent.¹¹ Often, the much stronger claim is made that genealog-
ical reasoning is fallacious. Genealogical arguments are routinely dismissed as
genetic fallacies. Philosophers in the analytic tradition especially pride them-
selves with assessing the merits of a theory exclusively by assessing the evidence
for and against it, rather than by looking at how it originated or who its authors
are. The following statement by John Searle is worth quoting at length as it en-

 Nietzsche, 1996.
 See again Leiter, 2004.
 Plato, 2012, 338e–339a; see Barney, 2011; Höffe, 2013, p. 75.
 Plato, 1979, 483c; see Höffe, 2013, p. 75.
 Reichenbach, 1938, pp. 6–7.
 Of course, historians of philosophy have a legitimate interest in the genealogy of ideas for its
own sake.
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capsulates how analytic philosophers tend to think about genealogical argu-
ments:

A standard argumentative strategy of those who reject the Western Rationalistic Tradition
is to challenge some claim they find objectionable, by challenging the maker of the
claim in question. Thus, the claim and its maker are said to be racist, sexist, phono-phal-
lo-logocentric, and so forth. To those who hold the traditional conception of rationality,
these challenges do not impress. They are, at best, beside the point. To those within the
Western Rationalistic Tradition, these types of challenge have names. They are commonly
called argumentum ad hominem and the genetic fallacy. Argumentum ad hominem is an
argument against the person who presents a view rather than against the view itself,
and the genetic fallacy is the fallacy of supposing that because a theory or claim has a rep-
rehensible origin, the theory or claim itself is discredited. I hope it is obvious why anyone
who accepts the idea of objective truth and therefore of objective knowledge thinks this is a
fallacy.¹²

The strategy of debunking a philosophical doctrine by discrediting its genesis is
informed by the assumption that this strict distinction between genesis and val-
idity, as suggested by Searle and many others, is untenable.

Although the idea that the genealogy of a belief might tell us something
about its truth is not new, recent years have seen a renaissance of philosophical
interest in debunking explanations. In moral philosophy in particular, debunk-
ing explanations have become a popular, if controversial, argumentative device.

One debunking project, carried out by Joshua Greene and Peter Singer, in-
vokes genealogical findings in an attempt to debunk deontological moral theory
and vindicate utilitarianism. Deontological intuitions are exposed as mere rem-
nants of natural selection, as sensitive to morally irrelevant factors, and as dys-
functional. More sophisticated defenses of deontology, which do not rest on the
debunked intuitions, are dismissed as mere products of confabulatory post hoc
rationalization.¹³

A more far-reaching evolutionary debunking argument has been advanced
by Sharon Street, who takes evolutionary forces to have messed with virtually
all our evaluative dispositions. As a result, there is little reason to assume that
our evaluative beliefs are even anywhere near the evaluative truth. This, at
least, follows if we operate within a realist framework, which posits a Platonic
realm of evaluative truths that are independent of our evaluative attitudes. If
we adopt a constructivist, attitude-dependent framework, the fact that our be-
liefs have been influenced by evolutionary processes should not lead us to

 Searle, 1993, p. 66.
 See in particular Greene, 2008, 2014; Singer, 2005.
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doubt their correctness. In light of the implausibility of radical evaluative skep-
ticism, Street suggests that we reject realism and embrace constructivism.¹⁴

A third debunking project focuses on the evolution of our moral sense as
such, rather than on evolution’s impact on the contents of our moral beliefs. Ri-
chard Joyce has suggested that our very tendency to think in moral categories
and to judge actions in moral terms is explainable in evolutionary terms. And
like Greene, Singer and Street, Joyce takes it that a naturalistic evolutionary ex-
planation along these lines has an undermining effect on the justification of our
beliefs. He concludes that our belief in the existence of moral facts is unjusti-
fied.¹⁵

This book assesses the merits and prospects of debunking arguments in
moral philosophy. It proceeds by exploring these three routes of debunking
widely shared moral commitments. Before I say more about the aim and struc-
ture of this book, however, I wish to take the opportunity to provide a more pan-
oramic overview of the many potential uses and varieties of genealogical critique
to convey an impression of the diversity and versatility of debunking arguments.
Debunking arguments can differ in a wide range of aspects, among which are
their subject matter, scope, ambition, level of defeat, reason for defeat, dialecti-
cal function and direction.¹⁶

1.2 Varieties of debunking arguments

Subject matter

The present study deals with debunking arguments in moral philosophy. It
should be kept in mind, though, that the applicability of the debunking method
is by no means limited to beliefs related to morality. Beliefs about any subject
matter are, in principle, amenable to debunking explanations.While debunking
arguments in moral philosophy have arguably been at the center of attention in
the current debate surrounding debunking arguments, there are noteworthy ex-
amples of debunking arguments in other fields and disciplines.¹⁷

Traditionally, debunking arguments have been particularly popular in polit-
ical theory. Karl Marx, one of the most influential debunkers in political theory,

 See in particular Street, 2006, 2016.
 See in particular Joyce, 2006.
 For a different typology, see Sauer, 2018, ch. 3.
 I am here only considering debunking arguments in different fields of philosophy. Debunk-
ing arguments have been applied outside of philosophy, too, but they will not be reviewed here.

4 1 Introduction
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has already been mentioned. Marx’ critique of ideology and his notion that the
superstructure of society − its culture, belief system, political institutions, etc. –
are determined by a society’s economic arrangements has been very influential
among left-leaning political theorists. Indeed, it has inspired an entire research
program aimed at understanding and demasking ideology.¹⁸ While critique of
ideology is typically associated with the left, debunking explanations have
also been employed by libertarians in an effort to make sense of why libertari-
anism has garnered so little support both within and outside the academy. In
his Why do Intellectuals Oppose Capitalism?, Robert Nozick attempts to explain
why intellectuals of the ‘wordsmith’ type − journalists, authors, literary critics,
etc. – tend to be on the left of the political spectrum and to resent capitalist so-
ciety.¹⁹ He suspects that their resentment is due to differences in how two impor-
tant social institutions, the school and the market, distribute praise and rewards.
At school, the wordsmith’s skills are the most highly valued ones. This instills in
those who later go on to become authors or journalists a feeling of superiority
and entitlement. In a free market, by contrast, the skills of the wordsmith are
worth relatively little. The capitalist society denies verbally gifted people the sta-
tus of superiority that they have grown to feel entitled to. Their rejection of cap-
italism is a response to this humiliation. This speculative suggestion is not entire-
ly without irony, given that Marxist Louis Althusser, in his classic Ideology and
Ideological State Apparatuses, has identified the educational system as the insti-
tution that is chiefly responsible for perpetuating capitalist ideology.²⁰ More
recently, Michael Huemer has devoted a chapter of his book-length defense of
anarcho-capitalism to exploring the biases that might account for the near-unan-
imous but, in his view, misguided belief in the legitimacy and authority of the
state.²¹

Another popular target for debunking explanations, which we briefly en-
countered above, are religious beliefs. Again, the idea of explaining away reli-
gious belief has a long history that can be traced back far beyond the likes of
Freud and Nietzsche.²² But as in the field of moral philosophy, advancements
in the empirical sciences – especially in evolutionary biology and the cognitive
sciences – have generated renewed interest in the natural mechanisms underly-
ing religious belief and in the possibility of demystifying religion as an entirely

 For an overview, Eagleton, 1991.
 Nozick, 1997.
 Althusser, 1971.
 Huemer, 2013, pp. 101–136. For another notable attempt to debunk opposition to laissez-
faire capitalism, see von Mises, 1972.
 For a historical overview, refer to Mason, 2010, pp. 771–773.
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natural phenomenon. Protagonists of a research program called ‘the cognitive
science of religion’ include David Sloan Wilson and Daniel Dennett, who suggest
that religion can be explained as adaptations that were selected for in an evolu-
tionary process, and Scott Atran, Justin Barrett and Pascal Boyer, who take
religiosity to be a non-adaptive by-product (spandrel) of other adaptive traits.
Wilson believes that religion was evolutionarily adaptive by intensifying with-
in-group cooperation and that it evolved via group selection.²³ Dennett’s
meme theory, too, suggests that religiosity has been promoted through selection,
but the selection process is cultural rather than genetic (hence ‘meme’ rather
than ‘gene’), and the promotion of religious memes does not necessarily benefit
the memes’ hosts. Religious memes – ideas, practices, symbols etc. – are adap-
tive in that they possess features that make these memes likely to spread among
the host population. In this sense, rather than to benefit the host, religious traits
possess their own fitness qua cultural replicators.²⁴ The by-product theory as ad-
vocated by Atran, Barrett and Boyer regards religious belief as not itself adaptive
but as parasitic upon other traits that have been selected by evolution. One idea
is that humans are equipped with what has been dubbed a hyperactive agency
detection device.²⁵ This device makes us hypersensitive to agency in that it
makes us more likely to mistake an inanimate object for an agent than vice
versa. Possessing this trait was adaptive because false negatives are typically
more dangerous than false positives. It is better to err on the side of caution mis-
taking a boulder for a bear than vice versa.²⁶ And this tendency to ‘detect’ agents
where there are none − to project life onto inanimate objects − provides (at least
part of) a wholly naturalistic explanation of people’s tendency to believe in su-
pernatural entities. The philosophical implications of the findings from the cog-
nitive science of religion are disputed, and not all advocates of this approach
take their findings to have a debunking effect on religious belief. Barrett, for in-
stance, reckons that “theists have nothing to fear from the bio-psychological ex-
planations of religion.”²⁷ Some critics of religion, however, have appealed to
such naturalistic explanations of religion in an attempt to undermine religious
belief, Daniel Dennett and Richard Dawkins being the most vocal among them.²⁸

 D. S. Wilson, 2002.
 Dennett, 2007. The meme theory is originally due to Dawkins, 1976; see also Dawkins, 2007,
pp. 171–207.
 Barrett, 2000, 2004, see also Atran, 2002; Boyer, 2001.
 I am borrowing this example from Guthrie, 1993, p. 6.
 Barrett, 2007, p. 70.
 Dawkins, 2007; Dennett, 2007.
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Debunking arguments have also been applied in metaphysics with the aim
of undermining commonsensical views about the nature of ordinary objects.
These arguments challenge our folk assumptions about how the world is divided
up ontologically. The way we usually conceptually divide up the world – into
cats, houses, computers, and so on – reflects our cultural and biological back-
ground and is closely tied to our needs as human agents at a particular time
and place. For us, such objects as cats, houses and computers have a cultural
function qua cats, houses and computers, whereas for instance so called ‘incars’
– cars that are necessarily in a garage – play no role in our lives. This is why it
makes sense for us to carve up the world in such a way that it contains cats,
houses, computers but not incars. Debunkers in metaphysics have pointed out
that we have no reason to assume that our more or less arbitrary conventions
of dividing up the world mirrors how the world is actually ontologically consti-
tuted. As Mark Heller observes, “[i]f we accept objects into our ontology because
it is convenient, if we conceptually divide up the world into objects one way
rather than another because doing so will serve our purposes better, then
there is little chance that the resulting ontology will be the true ontology.”²⁹ In
light of the arbitrariness of our way of dividing up the world, it would be a
great coincidence if it happened to match the actual independent ontological
structure of the world.

Finally, debunking arguments have been employed in philosophy of mathe-
matics to cast doubt on mathematical Platonism. Mathematical Platonism is the
view that mathematical objects are causally inert abstract entities that existent
independently of us and our intellectual activities. If we assume that we can
only have knowledge of truths to which we are causally connected, it follows
that we have no mathematical knowledge. The initial plausibility of mathemati-
cal beliefs is undermined by reflection on what causes these beliefs (or, for that
matter, what does not cause these beliefs). If mathematical skepticism strikes us
implausible, the debunking argument entails a refutation of mathematical Pla-
tonism.³⁰

In the remainder of this typology, I focus mainly on debunking arguments in
moral and political philosophy. But it is worth keeping in mind that there are
other arenas in which debunking debates are carried out.³¹

 Heller, 1990, pp. 44; see also for instance Hawthorne, 2006, p. 109; Sider, 2001, pp. 156–157;
for a general discussion, refer to Korman, 2014.
 The problem was originally formulated by Benacceraf (1973) and later refined by Field
(1989).
 For more examples of debunking arguments in other subdisciplines, refer to Korman, 2019.
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Scope

Debunking arguments differ in scope. That is, they differ with regard to the size
of their target. Some debunking arguments are ‘local’ in that they target a rela-
tively small subset of a certain type of belief. Greene and Singer’s debunking of
deontology is an example of such a local debunking argument. It is local in that
it targets only deontological beliefs while sparing utilitarian beliefs. Debunking
arguments in political theory are usually local in scope, too. Political theorists
routinely dismiss rival political theories as ‘ideological’, while they naturally as-
sume that their own preferred political view is free from ideological prejudice.
Thus, debunking arguments in political theory typically target only a specific
subset of political beliefs.

Other debunking arguments are more sweeping, or ‘global’. Both Street’s
and Joyce’s debunking arguments are particularly far-reaching in that they target
all moral beliefs, be they deontological, utilitarian, or other.³² I will argue in this
book that Joyce’s already far-reaching debunking argument can be extended fur-
ther to encompass prudential beliefs, too. I will outline a debunking argument
that is, if you like, even more ‘global’ than his.³³

Ambition

Debunking arguments can be more or less ambitious with respect to their epis-
temic aim. The ambition of what one might call modest debunkers is merely epis-
temological. They purport to demonstrate that we are not justified to believe the
targeted doctrine, or that this doctrine is unlikely to be true. They refrain from
making the stronger claim that a debunking argument establishes the falsity
of the targeted doctrine. Ambitious debunkers, by contrast, intend their debunk-
ing arguments to establish the stronger conclusion that the debunked doctrine
has been falsified and refuted.³⁴

 There is some ambiguity as to whether Street’s argument is intended to target only moral
beliefs or evaluative beliefs in general. As I explain later, it is preferable to read her as being
primarily concerned with moral beliefs and moral realism.
 The local/global distinction is due to Kahane, 2011. Local debunking arguments are also re-
ferred to as ‘selective’ debunking arguments (see e.g. Sauer, 2018, who also speaks of the ‘scope’
of debunking arguments).
 I have adopted Joyce’s way of putting it, who speaks of an “epistemological conclusion”
(2013d). The terminology might be slightly misleading, though, as there is of course a sense

8 1 Introduction
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Joyce is an example of a modest debunker in the above-defined sense (al-
though the scope of his argument, morality in its entirety, is anything but mod-
est). He has been adamant that his evolutionary debunking of morality falls
short of establishing that there are no moral facts. His argument is meant to es-
tablish an epistemological conclusion – that we are not justified to believe in
moral facts – rather than the error-theoretic conclusion that there definitely
are no moral facts. And he emphasizes that his conclusion is only provisional
in that it does not rule out that evidence of the existence of moral facts can
be produced in the future.³⁵ Recall the above-cited Waterloo thought experiment:
If we were to learn that we have been slipped such a pill, we should give up our
belief that Napoleon lost Waterloo. It would, however, be premature to conclude
that Napoleon did not lose Waterloo (which may or may not be true), and it is
conceivable that we come across new evidence that he did actually lose Water-
loo.

Michael Ruse, by contrast, whose work on the biology of morality anticipat-
ed many of the currently discussed themes, has been credited with holding the
more ambitious view.³⁶ It is possible to interpret him as suggesting that aware-
ness of the evolutionary background of our moral sense establishes that there
are no (attitude-independent) moral facts. He asserts that “substantive morality
is a kind of illusion” and that a “Darwinian approach to ethics leads one to a
kind of moral nonrealism.”³⁷ This contrasts with Joyce’s insistence that the
kind of skepticism his evolutionary argument is intended to establish is compat-
ible with moral realism in that it does not conclusively rule out the existence of
moral facts.

Although ambitious debunking arguments are not entirely unheard-of, most
contemporary debunkers are happy to concede that their arguments establish
only a modest conclusion. Street, Greene and Singer, too, draw relatively modest
conclusions, in that they conclude that it would be unlikely that the targeted be-
liefs are correct. They do not conclude that they are definitively wrong given what
we know about the genealogy of these beliefs.³⁸

in which more ambitious debunking arguments are ‘epistemological’, too. On this distinction,
see also Das, 2016; Lutz, 2018, p. 1106; Wielenberg, 2010.
 See e.g. Joyce, 2013b, pp. 142– 143.
 Braddock, 2017, p. 2; Joyce, 2013d, p. 356; 2016c, p. 144; Leibowitz and Sinclair, 2017, p. 211.
 Ruse, 2006, p. 21; see also Ruse, 1986, pp. 252–256.
 See e.g. Greene, 2008, p. 72; Street, 2006, p. 122.

1.2 Varieties of debunking arguments 9

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 2:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Level of defeat

The reason why debunking arguments are generally held to entail only such a rel-
atively weak conclusion is that they rely on undercutting defeat. Rather than to
give us reason to believe the negation of a proposition, as rebutting defeaters do,
they show that the grounds on which a proposition is believed do not in fact sup-
port this proposition. The way a debunking argument debunks is by undermin-
ing the evidence in support of some proposition rather than by providing evi-
dence against the proposition.³⁹

Although all debunking arguments involve undercutting defeaters, different
debunking arguments deploy different types of undercutting defeaters. Some de-
bunking arguments involve ordinary undercutting defeaters. Singer and Greene’s
attack on deontological intuitions is a case in point. It is supposed to show that,
contrary to appearance, our deontological intuitions do not support deontology.

Other debunking arguments rely on what has come to be called higher-order
defeat. Higher-order evidence is evidence about (first-order) evidence. Higher-
order defeat involves evidence to the effect that the first-order evidence has
not been accurately assessed. Like ordinary undercutting defeat, higher-order
defeat “attacks the connection between the evidence and the conclusion, rather
than attacking the conclusion itself.”⁴⁰ Unlike ordinary undercutting defeat,
however, higher-order defeat implies that it was never rational to hold the belief
in light of the first-order evidence to begin with. Many political debunking argu-
ments are (arguably) based on higher-order evidence.⁴¹ They are supposed to dis-
credit political opponents as being under the sway of some sort of ideological
delusion, which has rendered them incapable of correctly assessing the available
evidence. Greene and Singer, too, advance a debunking argument that is based
on higher-order evidence, alongside their attack on deontological intuitions,
which relies on ordinary undercutting defeat.

I will later return to the difference between these two levels of defeat and
criticize debunking arguments that rely on higher-order evidence. As we shall

 See e.g. Clarke-Doane, 2016; Clarke-Doane and Baras, 2021; Hofmann, 2018, p. 403; Kahane,
2011, p. 106; Lutz, 2018; Sauer, 2018, p. 29; on defeaters, see Grundmann, 2011; Pollock, 1986,
pp. 38–39.
 As Feldman points out (2005, p. 113). The quotation is Pollock’s characterization of (regular)
undercutting defeat (1986, p. 39). By understanding higher-order defeat as a non-standard type
of undercutting defeat, I am following e.g. Christensen, 2010, though this is to some extent a
purely terminological issue (Feldman, 2005, p. 113).
 Whether they are based on higher-order evidence is to some extent a question of interpre-
tation. I return to this issue in Chapter 5.
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see, paying attention to this difference will allow us to understand why Searle
and many others have been so critical of the genealogical method.⁴²

Reason for defeat

The general idea behind debunking arguments is that the genealogical story that
features in a debunking argument reveals that the targeted beliefs have not ori-
ginated from a truth-tracking process. It would therefore be a massive coinci-
dence if these beliefs turned out true. Evidence of this constitutes an
undercutting defeater, undermining the justification of these beliefs. While this
much is common ground among debunkers, they can say, and have said, differ-
ent things about how exactly the debunking conclusion follows from the genea-
logical premise, that is, about why the genealogical story provides an undercut-
ting defeater.

Some debunkers seem to hold that a debunking explanation provides an un-
dercutting defeater by revealing the targeted beliefs to be insensitive to the truth.
Someone’s belief that p is insensitive if she would still believe that p even if p
were actually false. At least at one point, for instance, Joyce, writes:

Suppose that the actual world contains real categorical requirements − the kind that would
be necessary to render moral discourse true. In such a world humans will be disposed to
make moral judgments […], for natural selection will make it so. Now imagine instead that
the actual world contains no such requirements at all – nothing to make moral discourse
true. ln such a world humans will still be disposed to make these judgments […], just as
they did in the first world, for natural selection will make it so. What this shows is that
the process that generates moral judgments exhibits an independence relation between
judgment and truth, and these judgments are thus unjustified.⁴³

Similarly, Ruse observes that “[y]ou would believe what you do about right and
wrong, irrespective of whether or not a ‘true’ right and wrong existed!”⁴⁴ While
sensitivity is usually discussed as a condition for knowledge, the idea here is that
information that a belief lacks a condition for knowledge (sensitivity) provides

 Defeaters play a role not only in internalist but also in externalist epistemology. Most exter-
nalists adopt a no-defeater condition, according to which the subject must not have any evi-
dence that defeats the belief (e.g. Goldman, 1986, pp. 62–63; Nozick, 1981, p. 196; Plantinga,
1993, pp. 40–42; see also Grundmann, 2009).
 2001, p. 163; though see 2016e, p. 132.
 Ruse, 1986, p. 254. Kahane, too, characterizes debunking arguments as being about lack of
sensitivity (2011, p. 106; see Bogardus, 2016, p. 639).
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an undercutting defeater of justification.⁴⁵ There are several problems with this
line of thinking. One is that the sensitivity condition has implausibly skeptical
implications when applied in other domains. For example, the belief that we
are not brains in a vat fails to be sensitive, as we would still have this belief if
we were brains in a vat. Another is that the sensitivity condition has problems
handling beliefs about metaphysically necessary truths. This is particularly prob-
lematic for debunking arguments in moral philosophy, as moral truths are typ-
ically thought to be metaphysically necessary truths. It means that our true
moral beliefs would trivially meet the sensitivity condition because there is no
world in which the counterfactual’s antecedent (“if p were actually false”) is
true.⁴⁶

An alternative and more promising modal interpretation of the logic of de-
bunking arguments is that they show that the targeted beliefs fail to be safe,
rather than that they fail to be sensitive. Here, in order for our beliefs to be
safe, it must be the case that we could not easily have had false beliefs. Accord-
ing to this approach,what debunking explanations do is to provide evidence that
we could easily have had false beliefs. Again, the assumption is that information
about the lack of safety, which is a condition for knowledge, constitutes an un-
dercutting defeater. Moral truths being metaphysically necessary truths, the idea
must be that moral debunking arguments show that we could easily have had
different (and thus false) moral beliefs from the ones we actually have, rather
than that the moral facts could easily have been different.⁴⁷ These beliefs
would then fail to meet the safety condition. It has variously been suggested
that this is exactly what evolutionary genealogies of moral beliefs achieve. Evo-
lution could easily have followed a different trajectory, in which case we would
have winded up with different (false) moral beliefs than the ones we actually
hold: “[T]here are nearby worlds where our evolutionary history took slightly dif-
ferent turns and we arrived at radically different moral views using the same cog-
nitive faculties that we used in the actual world, and these views are, of course,

 The sensitivity condition on knowledge is due to Nozick (1981).
 These and further objections have been suggested by Bogardus, 2016; Braddock, 2017;
Clarke-Doane, 2016; 2020, pp. 104– 108; Cowie, 2020; Leibowitz and Sinclair, 2017; Srinivasan,
2015; White, 2010. Note that Braddock has defended an improved debunking argument from in-
sensitivity (2017).
 See Clarke-Doane, 2016, p. 28. This is why Srinivasan offers the following formulation of the
safety condition: “S’s belief in the necessary proposition p is safen iff S could not have easily
believed not-p using a sufficiently similar method she uses to believe p.” (2015, p. 339) It thus
differs from Sosa’s formulation of the safety condition on knowledge (Sosa, 1999). On the two
different ways in which a belief can be unsafe, see also Clarke-Doane, 2020, p. 108; Clarke-
Doane and Baras, 2021.
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false”.⁴⁸ Critics have disputed this claim, insisting that there is no nearby world
in which evolution would not have inclined us to hold the moral beliefs we ac-
tually hold, such as, say, that we ought to care for our children.⁴⁹

Another way of fleshing out the epistemic principle informing debunking ar-
guments is to interpret such arguments as showing that there is no plausible ex-
planation of the reliability of the process that generates the targeted beliefs.
Street can be read as advancing a debunking argument along these lines. In
light of the evolutionary origins of our moral beliefs, there is no plausible ex-
planation of how our moral faculty could possibly be reliable. Its reliability
would be a huge coincidence, a mere fluke, at least if we assume a realist meta-
ethical framework.⁵⁰ In response to this challenge, realists have provided so-
called third-factor accounts, which are supposed to explain the reliability of
our moral faculty. Third-factor accounts posit a factor that explains the correla-
tion between our moral beliefs and the direction in which evolutionary forces
have pushed us. The preferred strategy is to argue that it was adaptive to have
correct moral beliefs because of what the moral truth actually is. David Enoch,
for instance, suggests: “Selective forces have shaped our normative judgments
and beliefs, with the ‘aim’ of survival or reproductive success in mind (so to
speak). But given that these are by-and-large good aims − aims that normative
truths recommend − our normative beliefs have developed to be at least some-
what in line with the normative truths.”⁵¹ According to third-factor accounts like
Enoch’s, our moral faculty did not evolve in order to track the moral truth, but it
evolved in such a way that it ended up tracking it nonetheless. Third-factor ac-
counts are controversial, as they tend to presuppose the truth of some moral
judgements, a move that has struck many as question-begging.⁵²

Yet another idea is that a debunking explanation provides an undercutting
defeater by showing that it would be ontologically profligate to posit the exis-
tence of the facts that the targeted beliefs are about. This seems to be Joyce’s pre-
ferred rationale for dismissing people’s belief in moral facts in light of the evolu-

 Barkhausen, 2016, p. 681. See also Joyce, 2016e; Ruse and Wilson, 1985; Srinivasan, 2015.
 Clarke-Doane, 2016; 2020, pp. 109– 110; Cowie, 2020. For criticism of the safety approach,
see also Bogardus, 2016; Leibowitz and Sinclair, 2017.
 Street, 2006.
 Enoch, 2010, p. 430. Other champions of third-factor accounts include Behrends, 2013;
Brosnan, 2011; Copp, 2008; Schafer, 2010; Skarsaune, 2011; Wielenberg, 2010. For discussions
of third-factor accounts, see Berker, 2014; Klenk, 2020; Morton, 2018b.
 Dyke, 2020; Joyce, 2014, 2016c; Street, 2008b, 2016. For discussions of this problem, see
Copp, 2019; Morton, 2018b. See Behrends, 2013 for a third-factor account that does not invoke
substantive moral truths.
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tionary background of this belief. The evolutionary story of how we have come
to believe in the existence of moral facts does not make any reference to such
facts, at least if we assume that moral facts are not reducible to the natural
facts featuring in this story. Moral facts ought therefore to be removed from
our ontology on grounds of ontological parsimony. They are explanatorily super-
fluous and can be excised using Ockham’s Razor.⁵³ By the same token, one might
argue that if we have a compelling naturalistic explanation of religious belief, it
would be ontologically profligate to posit the existence of a god. One question
mark hovers over the ambition of this debunking approach. Joyce professes to
be a modest debunker, seeking only to undermine the justification of our
moral beliefs. But talk of ontological parsimony and Ockham’s Razor may
seem more compatible with an ambitious, metaphysical reading, according to
which the argument shows that the relevant (e.g. moral) properties do not
exist, rather than just that our belief in them is unjustified.⁵⁴ Also, this way of
understanding the epistemic principle behind debunking arguments may
again have implausibly skeptical implications. It is at least questionable wheth-
er, say, mathematical, logical or, indeed, philosophical properties feature in the
best explanations of our mathematical, logical and philosophical beliefs, given
that necessary truths are arguably causally inert.⁵⁵

How, or perhaps if, debunking explanations, evolutionary or other, succeed
at undermining the justification of the targeted beliefs is still a matter of some
controversy. But it is fair to say that the epistemic intuition that is driving de-
bunking arguments is extremely compelling, and epistemological theorizing
about debunking arguments should at least to some extent attempt to accommo-
date this intuition. If our best account of undercutting defeat fails to account for
this intuition, this might just point to a flaw in our account of undercutting de-
feat.

One promising attempt to make sense of how evolutionary debunking argu-
ments succeed at doing their undermining work has recently been outlined by
Michael Klenk in response to a skeptical perspective on genealogical debunking
offered by Dan Baras and Justin Clarke-Doane. The latter have suggested that
1) evolutionary and other classical debunking arguments fail to show that the
targeted beliefs are insensitive or unsafe (for reasons mentioned above), and
2) that modal insecurity, that is, lack of sensitivity or safety, is a necessary con-
dition on undercutting defeat. Debunking a belief by means of undercutting de-

 Joyce, 2006, ch. 6; see also Street, 2006, p. 129. Joyce’s reasoning is inspired by Harman, 1977.
 See Lutz, 2018, p. 1106 n2.
 Srinivasan, 2015, p. 332. For other problems see e.g. FitzPatrick, 2015; White, 2010, pp. 582–
585; Wielenberg, 2010, pp. 461–463.

14 1 Introduction

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 2:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



feat requires showing that it lacks either sensitivity or safety. This would entail
that evolutionary and other classic debunking arguments fail. Again, sensitivity
and safety being conditions for knowledge rather than justification, the addition-
al assumption here is that if a piece of information, for example about the ge-
nealogy of a belief, does not give you reason to doubt that this belief satisfies
the conditions for knowledge, it does not defeat its justification.⁵⁶

As Klenk observes, however, virtue epistemologists have plausibly suggested
that for a true belief to qualify as knowledge, its being true must be creditable to
the cognitive abilities of the epistemic agent. Knowledge, on this view, is a kind
of epistemic achievement. There are true beliefs that are safe or both safe and
sensitive that intuitively strike out as falling short of knowledge precisely be-
cause their being true is not attributable to the epistemic agent’s cognitive abil-
ities. This implies that modal insecurity (lack of sensitivity or safety) is not a nec-
essary condition on undercutting defeat. One can instead undermine a belief by
showing that its being true would not be due to any cognitive abilities on the part
of the epistemic agent, as this is a condition on knowledge. Debunkers can ex-
ploit this finding and argue that genealogies can defeat the justification of a be-
lief by showing that, if the belief were true, its being true could not be credited to
the epistemic agent (rather than by showing it to be either unsafe or insensi-
tive).⁵⁷

Dialectical function

Genealogical debunking explanations can have different dialectical functions.
By this I mean that they differ with regard to what their authors aim to achieve
by providing them. I suggest that we distinguish between debunking arguments
proper, supporting debunking arguments, and mere genealogical diagnoses.

Let us first consider the default case, debunking arguments proper. A de-
bunking argument proper is an independent challenge to the justification of a
belief or doctrine. Greene and Singer’s debunking of deontology may serve as
an example of this type of debunking challenge. It is independent in that it is
not intended as a mere appendix to a ‘regular’ (non-debunking) argument
against deontology or for utilitarianism, although it may of course accompany
such regular arguments.

 Clarke-Doane and Baras, 2021; see also Clarke-Doane, 2015, 2020.
 Klenk, forthcoming.
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Contrast this with how supporting debunking arguments work. A supporting
debunking argument is intended by its author to deal with the fact that people
disagree with the conclusion of a regular argument advanced by the same au-
thor. Huemer’s debunking explanation of popular belief in the rightfulness of
state power is an example of such a supporting debunking argument. He
takes popular opinion, which is overwhelmingly anti-anarcho-capitalist, to
speak against the correctness of his argument for anarcho-capitalism. As he ob-
serves, “[a]nyone who holds an unpopular view can be challenged to answer,
‘How have so many others gone wrong, while you have avoided their error?’
This question should be taken seriously.”⁵⁸ Huemer’s response is that there
exist a range of psychological biases that cloud people’s judgment on these is-
sues, and this defuses the problem that popular opinion is not on his side.
This debunking argument is thus put forth as a necessary supplement to a reg-
ular argument, rather than as a free-standing debunking argument in its own
right.⁵⁹

Finally, there are what I have called genealogical diagnoses. A genealogical
diagnosis resembles a debunking explanation in that it involves a critical genea-
logical account of how a mistaken doctrine has come to be accepted.⁶⁰ However,
genealogical diagnoses are offered only after the falsity of the relevant doctrine
has already been conclusively established. They provide an account of the psy-
chological biases or prejudices that explain the endorsement of this doctrine,
but they are not themselves meant to cast doubt on this doctrine. Indeed, genea-
logical diagnoses are not supposed to do any argumentative work at all. They are
dispensable to the argument itself and only of psychological or historical inter-
est. One example of such a genealogical diagnosis is Jason Brennan and Peter
Jaworski’s explanation of why people oppose the commodification of certain
goods, such as organs, surrogacy and sex.⁶¹ First, they argue that goods like
these should be allowed to be commercially traded. Then, in a second step,
they speculate that people oppose markets in such goods because they are over-
come by a feeling of disgust when they think about it. This second step serves as
a purely descriptive analysis of why people are mistaken about the permissibility
of commercializing certain goods. Its omission would not weaken their argu-
ment.

 Huemer, 2013, p. 134.
 Debunking arguments of this sort are discussed in Ballantyne, 2015.
 Similarly, Mason distinguishes diagnostic arguments and debunking arguments (2011,
p. 771). If prefer the term ‘genealogical diagnoses’ over ‘diagnostic arguments’, as genealogical
diagnoses do not function as arguments at all.
 Brennan and Jaworski, 2015, 2016.
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In many other cases, the precise function of a debunking explanation re-
mains elusive. Often, when a genealogical account of how a certain mistaken
doctrine has come to be believed is offered, it remains unclear whether this ge-
nealogy is supposed to work as a debunking argument or to be only of psycho-
logical or historical interest. Nozick’s above mentioned debunking explanation
of why intellectuals tend to despise capitalism is a case in point. While it is
tempting to read it as a debunking argument proper, designed to undermine op-
position to libertarianism, its dialectical purpose is left unspecified by Nozick.
It might as well be intended as a supporting debunking argument or, indeed,
as piece of purely descriptive psychological analysis that does not purport to
exert any argumentative pressure.

Direction

Finally, the direction of debunking arguments may differ. The default case is
that a debunking argument is put forth in an attempt to challenge the view of
a philosophical opponent. The argument is in this case directed against other
people’s convictions rather than one’s own. Utilitarians try to debunk deontolo-
gy, error theorists try to debunk belief in moral facts, libertarians try to debunk
the anti-capitalist mentality, communists try to debunk the free-market ‘ideolo-
gy’, and so forth. It is worth pointing out, though, that one may also engage in
genealogical self-criticism. Rather than to debunk one’s opponent’s convictions,
genealogical inquiry may lead one to conclude that one’s own views rest on
shaky foundations. One notable, and perhaps laudable, example of such a
self-directed debunking argument has been provided by the late G.A. Cohen.
Cohen, one of the leading figures of contemporary analytical Marxism, suspects
that his communist inclinations can be explained away as the outcome of his up-
bringing in a Jewish working-class neighborhood of Montreal.⁶² Although Cohen
admits to being unsure whether this debunking explanation is sound or not, his
argument may serve as an illustration of how the genealogical method can be
used in a self-directed and self-critical fashion.

 Cohen, 2000, ch. 1; for discussions, see Vavova, 2018; White, 2010.
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1.3 Aims and structure of this book

This book explores the nature, significance and limitations of moral debunking
arguments. Each chapter is devoted to one moral debunking argument, or one
aspect of a moral debunking argument. Chapters 2 to 5 discuss aspects of the at-
tempted debunking of deontology. Chapter 6 explores the idea that evolutionary
considerations vindicate moral constructivism. And Chapter 7 revolves around
evolutionary debunking arguments that focus on normative concepts, moral
and prudential, rather than the contents of our normative judgments.

The chapters of this book are to some extent autonomous, each exploring
one debunking project. At the same time, the chapters of this book are united
by common themes. The most important theme, which runs through the entire
book, is what I call the backfiring problem.⁶³ I will argue that each of the
moral debunking arguments under consideration backfires in the sense that it
challenges, in one way or other, the debunker’s own preferred moral or metaeth-
ical position. The methods used to debunk deontology threaten to undermine
utilitarianism. (Chapters 2 and 3). The attempted Darwinian vindication of con-
structivism backfires in that the Darwinian argument really suggests that we
should become skeptics about morality rather than (Humean) constructivists
(Chapter 6). And the evolutionary debunking argument of morality collapses
into skepticism about both morality and prudential normativity, destroying the
prospect of defending morality as a useful fiction on prudential grounds (Chap-
ter 7).

This theme can thus be summarized in three principal claims.
1) Once we assume that some moral convictions have an evolutionary back-

ground, it is likely that these include not only deontological ones but also
some that are central to utilitarianism. Similarly, once we embark on explor-
ing which factors our moral intuitions are sensitive to, we will likely find that
both deontological and utilitarian intuitions are sensitive to morally irrele-
vant factors. Thus, neither approach will vindicate utilitarianism.

2) Once we assume that evolutionary forces have messed with virtually all of
our moral commitments, we should become skeptics about morality rather
than (Humean) constructivists.

3) Once we assume that evolution has generated our normative concepts, it is
natural to assume that this applies not only to our moral but also our pru-

 Certain manifestations of this problem have been referred to as the ‘tu quoque problem’
(Shafer-Landau, 2012, p. 13; I have myself used this term in print) and ‘the generalization prob-
lem’ (Rini, 2016).
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dential concepts, which means that we should become skeptics not only
about morality but also about wellbeing.

In a way, each step supersedes the previous one(s). If we assume that evolution
has messed with virtually all our moral commitments, the utilitarian debunking
project is obviously a non-starter. Likewise, if we are not justified to believe in
any moral facts to begin with, attempts to establish moral constructivism or util-
itarianism are futile. But I take it that each of the three principal claims are in-
teresting in their own right, especially as there is no consensus about the precise
impact of evolution on our moral cognition. There is disagreement about wheth-
er evolution has shaped some moral convictions or the bulk of them, or, indeed,
whether evolution might account for our very thinking in moral concepts. Each
part of the three-part narrative accepts different starting points, so to speak, and
explores their implications.

A minor common theme, which connects three of the chapters on the de-
bunking of deontology, is the scope problem. It refers to the problem that the
anti-deontological debunking effort fails to pose a threat to more than just a
small selection of deontological judgments.

While much of the debate surrounding debunking arguments has focused on
the epistemological intricacies of these arguments, the narrative arch of this
book revolves around the dialectical implications of debunking arguments in
ethics. One principal takeaway of my investigation will be that moral debunk-
ing arguments tend to be both too destructive and too weak at the same time.
They are too destructive in that they undermine the debunker’s own moral or
metaethical views. And at least the anti-deontological debunking program is
also too weak in that it fails to pose a serious threat to more than just a relatively
minor proportion of deontological judgments.
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2 Deontology, Utilitarianism, and Evolution

2.1 Introduction

This book explores three different debunking projects in ethics: One that targets
deontological judgments, one that seeks to undermine moral realism, and one
that targets belief in moral facts in general. Of these three debunking attempts,
the debunking argument against deontology, developed by Greene and Singer, is
the most circumscribed one in that it targets only a subset of people’s moral be-
liefs (deontological ones) while sparing others (utilitarian ones). But it is argu-
ably the most complex, and at times confusing, of the existing debunking proj-
ects in ethics. The complexity is due both to the two-layered structure of the
argument and to the fact that there is more than one version of this argument.

The argument has a two-layered structure in that it consists of two debunk-
ing arguments that complement each other. I will refer to them as the primary
and secondary argument. The primary argument targets our deontological intu-
itions. Its purpose is to cast doubt on our knee-jerk deontological gut reactions.
The secondary argument targets more sophisticated deontological theories,
which are not justified by appeal to the intuitions that are targeted by the pri-
mary argument. These more sophisticated deontological theories are dismissed
as products of confabulatory post hoc rationalization. Both the primary and
the secondary argument are debunking arguments. Together they form a larger,
composite debunking argument.

There is more than just one version of this debunking argument, because the
primary argument is open to at least three different interpretations. According
to one interpretation, our deontological intuitions must be distrusted because
they are products of natural selection. This argument is similar to Street’s, except
that it focuses specifically on deontological intuitions. I will refer to this interpre-
tation as the argument from evolutionary history. According to a second interpre-
tation, we must distrust our deontological intuitions because they are responsive
to factors that lack moral significance. This is the argument from moral irrele-
vance. Finally, according to a third interpretation, deontological intuitions
should be dismissed as dysfunctional on the grounds of their genealogy. The sug-
gested genealogy has both evolutionary and non-evolutionary components. On
this interpretation, the primary argument asserts that we will fail to overcome
our moral problems as long as we rely blindly on our deontological gut reactions.
I will call this version the functionalist argument.

The complete debunking argument must be interpreted as a combination of
at least one version of the primary argument plus the argument from confabula-

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110750195-003

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 2:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



tion. In this and the following chapters, I will engage with each of these four
sub-arguments in turn, examine their merits, and explore what these debunking
attempts can teach us about the prospects of the anti-deontological debunking
project, the significance of experimental ethics, and the argumentation-theoret-
ical status of debunking arguments.⁶⁴

Although combining into one composite debunking argument, each of these
sub-arguments constitutes an interesting debunking project in its own right,
which is worth assessing on its own terms and the assessment of which will
yield insights of more general relevance. The purpose of these chapters is thus
not just to examine the soundness of the anti-deontological debunking project,
but to contribute to a better general understanding of the nature and value of
debunking arguments and empirically informed ethics. In the present chapter,
I introduce the backfiring problem, which will be taken up in later chapters of
this book and which constitutes the most formidable problem for would-be de-

The primary
argument
(targets

deontological
intuitions)

1. The argument from
evolutionary history
(especially de Lazari-

Radek and Singer, 2012;
Greene, 2008; Singer,

2005)

2. The argument
from moral
irrelevance

(especially Greene,
2010, 2013, 2014,

2016)

3. The functionalist
argument

(especially Greene,
2010, 2013, 2014,

2017)

The secondary
argument

(targets elaborate
deontological

theories)

The argument from
confabulation

(especially Greene,
2008, 2013, 2014;
Singer, 2005)

Fig. 1: The structure of the anti-deontological debunking project

 Helpful for understanding the structure of the anti-deontological debunking project are
Berker, 2009 and Paulo, 2019. Greene and Singer’s own writings are to some extent indetermi-
nate with respect to the precise architecture of the overall argument. Singer appears to favor
the argument from evolutionary history over the two alternatives. Greene used to favor the argu-
ment from evolutionary history, but he now seems to endorse the argument from moral irrele-
vance alongside the functionalist argument (which he does not always distinguish). Both
have endorsed the argument from confabulation.
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bunkers. Chapter 3 provides lessons about the philosophical value of findings
from experimental ethics. Chapter 4 reveals the pitfalls of construing morality
as a means to an end. And in Chapter 5, I use the argument from confabulation
as a point of departure to distinguish two kinds of debunking arguments and to
reflect on their respective admissibility within and outside academic ethical in-
quiry.

2.2 The dual-process account of moral judgment

Central to the anti-deontological debunking project is Greene’s dual-process ac-
count of moral judgment, according to which our moral cognition operates in
two different modes. There is a fast, automatic, emotion-driven mode of form-
ing moral judgments, which is evolutionarily old, and a slower, more ‘cognitive’
one,which is evolutionarily recent. The dual-process account builds upon the so-
cial-intuitionist model developed by Jonathan Haidt. The central claim of Haidt’s
model is that, typically, “moral judgement is caused by quick moral intuitions
and is followed (when needed) by slow, ex post facto moral reasoning.”⁶⁵
Moral reasoning usually takes place only after the moral judgment has been
made and tends to be confabulatory. People are often unable to name the rea-
sons that their moral judgment is actually based upon and provide instead an
entirely fabricated story of how they have formed the moral judgment.

In the now famous ‘dumbfounding’ experiment, participants were asked to
judge whether it was morally OK for two siblings, Julie and Mark, to have protect-
ed, consensual sex. It was stipulated that they enjoyed making love and that
they decided not to do it again and not to tell anyone about it. In short, it
was stipulated that nobody was or will be harmed. Participants would immedi-
ately reply that their behavior was not morally OK, but they struggled to explain
why. They would offer justifications that were directly contradicted by the de-
scription of the scenario, mentioning e.g. the risks associated with inbreeding
or the possibility of emotional distress.⁶⁶ Interestingly, while Haidt believes
that ordinary people rarely ‘reason’ their way to moral convictions, he takes pro-
fessional moral philosophers to be more likely to resist the temptation to engage
in post hoc rationalization.⁶⁷

 Haidt, 2001, p. 817. I am here mentioning only two of the six components of Haidt’s model.
 Haidt, 2001; Haidt et al., 2000.
 Haidt, 2001, p. 819.
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Haidt’s model is, by and large, accepted by Greene and Singer as an accurate
account of how deontological judgments are formed but rejected as an account
of consequentialist judgment. While deontologists are portrayed as post hoc ra-
tionalizers of deontological gut reactions, utilitarians are credited with reaching
their utilitarian judgments through relatively slow and thoughtful reasoning. The
dual-process account is thus ‘dual’ in that is posits two different mechanisms re-
sponsible for moral judgment, one for deontological judgments and one for util-
itarian ones. It holds that “[c]haracteristically deontological judgments are pref-
erentially supported by automatic emotional responses, while characteristically
consequentialist judgments are preferentially supported by conscious reasoning
and allied processes of cognitive control.”⁶⁸ Consequentialist judgments are de-
fined as those that are most naturally justified by appeal to the utilitarian prin-
ciple of impartially maximizing good consequences, deontological ones as those
that are hard to justify in consequentialist terms and more easily justifiable by
appeal to such deontological concepts as ‘rights’, ‘duties’, etc.⁶⁹, ⁷⁰

The notion that our cognition operates in two different modes is anything
but new. The dual-process approach to human cognition is among the most in-
fluential and comprehensive research programs in recent psychological research.
Dual-process theories have been proposed in a wide array of fields, including
learning, reasoning, social cognition and decision-making.⁷¹ Greene’s dual-proc-
ess theory is an application of this widely accepted paradigm to the domain
of moral judgment. Given the currency of dual-process theories, the idea that
moral judgment operates in two different modes is, as Greene acknowledges,
not particularly innovative. The innovative bit is the suggestion that these two
modes correspond to different types of moral judgments, namely deontological
and consequentialist ones.⁷² Greene’s model, just like Haidt’s, also forms part
of the larger research program that stresses the intuitive and emotional dimen-
sion of moral cognition, parting ways with the long-dominant rationalist para-
digm associated with Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg.⁷³

 Greene, 2014, p. 699.
 Greene, 2008, pp. 38–39; 2014, p. 699.Whether consequentialist/utilitarian responses to sac-
rificial dilemmas indicate a commitment to the utilitarian ideal of impartial concern for the
greater good has been disputed (Kahane, 2012, 2014b, 2015; Kahane et al., 2015, 2018; Kahane
and Shackel, 2010; Wiech et al., 2013; though see Conway et al., 2018).
 While there are consequentialist theories other than utilitarianism, consequentialism and
utilitarianism will be used synonymously.
 Evans, 2008, 2011.
 Greene, 2014, pp. 698–699.
 Kohlberg, 1969; Piaget, 1997, p. 13. For a review of recent developments, see Cushman et al.,
2010, pp. 47–48.
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The most important evidence for the dual-process account of moral judgment
comes from Greene and colleagues’ studies on differences between deontological
and consequentialist responses to different sacrificial dilemmas, such as different
variations of the notorious trolley dilemma. The trolley dilemma is a thought ex-
periment designed to test our intuitions about the moral permissibility of causing
the death of one person in order to save several others. It features a runaway trol-
ley that is headed for five workers on the tracks, who will be killed unless the trol-
ley is stopped or redirected, but stopping or redirecting the trolley costs the life of
an innocent bystander. In the Switch version one can hit a switch to redirect the
trolley onto a second track, where it will run over one person rather than five.
In Loop, the side track with only one worker on it loops back onto the main
track towards the five people further down the track.⁷⁴ If the trolley is diverted
onto the side track, the person on the side track stops the trolley, preventing it
from running over the five persons further along on the main track. In the Foot-
bridge version, one has the option of shoving a heavy person off a footbridge
onto the trolley tracks below, which will kill the heavy person but also stop the
trolley from running over the five workers further down the tracks.

The trolley dilemma was originally devised by Philippa Foot, adapted and
popularized by Judith Jarvis Thomson, and has eventually spawned a large
body of ‘trolleyological’ research devoted to exploring and making sense of our
responses to different versions of the dilemma.⁷⁵ In particular, trolleyologists
have struggled to understand why some ways of sacrificing one person for five oth-
ers (e.g. in Switch) strike us as permissible and others (e.g. in Footbridge) do not.

Greene and colleagues have approached this question empirically. Instead of
contenting themselves with testing normative intuitions introspectively from the
philosopher’s armchair, he and his colleagues tested people’s responses to trol-
ley dilemmas and other sacrificial dilemmas experimentally, collecting fMRI and
reaction time data.

In one study, they hypothesized that the reason why similar sacrificial dilem-
mas elicit different moral intuitions is that they cause different degrees of emo-
tional engagement in the respondent. When a dilemma engages us emotionally,
it elicits a deontological intuition; when it does not, it tends to elicit utilitarian
responses. They further hypothesized that whether or not a dilemma engages us
emotionally depends on whether it involves ‘up close and personal’ violations.

 To be precise, according to Thomson’s description of Loop, there is literally a loop rather
than a sidetrack that connects back to the main track. But these two versions of Loop are typ-
ically regarded as morally equivalent in the literature.
 Foot, 1967; Thomson, 1976. For one helpful overview, see Bruers and Braeckman, 2014. For a
critique of the trolleyological research program, refer to Sauer, 2018, ch. 6.
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The Footbridge version, for instance, involves ‘up close and personal’ violations,
whereas Switch is an impersonal version of the dilemma. Greene and collea-
gues had their participants respond to dilemmas that were classified as either
‘up close and personal’ (Footbridge-like) or ‘impersonal’ (Switch-like), and they
found that brain areas associated with emotional activity were more active
when participants contemplated the former, and brain areas associated with ab-
stract reasoning and problem-solving showed increased activity when partici-
pants contemplated the latter.⁷⁶

This evidence for dual-process theory was expanded by a follow-up study,
in which Greene and colleagues tested two hypotheses derived from the above
study. First, they tested the conjecture that longer reaction times to personal di-
lemmas are really due to a conflict between a prepotent emotional response and
more ‘cognitive’ processing mechanisms. To test this, they subdivided the set of
personal dilemmas into two subclasses: high-reaction-time personal dilemmas
and low-reaction-time personal dilemmas. An example of the former is Crying
Baby: In a war, you and a couple of fellow villagers are hiding from enemy troops
that are raiding the village. Your baby starts to cry, and you cover its mouth to
prevent it from giving away your position. If you remove your hand, the
enemy soldiers will find you and kill everyone (including the baby). If you do
not remove your hand, your baby will suffocate, but everyone else survives.
This dilemma causes long reaction times because there are good reasons to over-
rule the initial emotional impulse to avoid killing a baby. An example of the lat-
ter is Infanticide, which involves a teenage mother who considers killing her un-
wanted newborn child. This is a low-reaction-time dilemma as there is little to be
said in favor of killing an infant just because it is unwanted, and there is there-
fore no conflict between the intuitive emotional response and possible counter-
vailing considerations. Greene and colleagues hypothesized that high-reaction-
time personal dilemmas (like Crying Baby) lead to increased activity of brain re-
gions associated with cognitive conflicts and with cognitive control and abstract
reasoning processes, as compared to low-reaction-time personal dilemmas (like
Infanticide). Second, they tested whether a brain area that is associated with
more controlled reasoning processes is responsible for consequentialist respons-
es to high-reaction-time personal dilemmas. Their prediction was that increased
activity in this brain area increases the likelihood of consequentialist responses
to these dilemmas.

 Greene et al., 2001. They also collected reaction-time data in this study, which were, howev-
er, incorrectly interpreted (Greene, 2009; McGuire et al., 2009).
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In their previous study, it had only been shown that different types of dilem-
mas (personal vs. impersonal dilemmas) engage different brain areas, but it had
not been shown that different patterns of neural activity in response to the same
class of dilemmas (high-reaction-time personal dilemmas) are correlated with
different responses. Both hypotheses were found to be supported. According
to Greene and colleagues, these findings indicate that people who take longer
when giving a positive answer to high-reaction-time moral dilemmas take longer
because they engage in cognitive deliberation overruling the initial emotional
deontological response in favor of a consequentialist judgment.

These two studies are the founding studies of dual-process theory, providing
some of the most important and spectacular evidence for this theory. But there is
a plethora of other findings pointing in a similar direction.⁷⁷ Both the argument
from evolutionary history and the functionalist argument appeal to the dual-
process theory, whereas the dependence of the argument from moral irrelevance
on dual-process theory is, as we shall see, doubtful.

2.3 The argument from evolutionary history

According to the argument from evolutionary history, deontological responses
are to be distrusted because of their evolutionary origin:

The Argument from Evolutionary History

P1) Our deontological intuitions are products of evolution.

P2) The forces of evolution do not track the attitude-independent moral truth.

P3) If our deontological intuitions are products of forces that do not track the attitude-in-
dependent moral truth, they do not have any genuine normative force.

C) Deontological intuitions do not have any genuine normative force.⁷⁸

 Including Greene et al. 2008; Shenhav and Greene, 2014. For a more complete overview of
the evidence for dual-process theory, see Greene, 2014, pp. 701–706; Greene and Young, 2020.
While the existence of such additional evidence reduces the relevance of criticism specifically
of Greene and colleagues’ fMRI studies (e.g. Klein, 2011), the general attempt to map the deon-
tology/consequentialism distinction on the emotional(automatic)/cognitive(controlled) distinc-
tion has met with skepticism (e.g. Heinzelmann, 2018; Kahane, 2012, 2014b, 2015; Kahane
et al., 2012; though see Paxton et al., 2014). More recently, Greene has suggested that the
dual-process model of morality can be made sense of in terms of the model-based/model-free
distinction (Greene, 2017; see Crockett, 2013; Cushman, 2013).
 I have modified Berker’s account of the argument (2009, p. 319) in order to distinguish it
more clearly from the functionalist argument.
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The argument targets in particular such deontological intuitions as that there
is something objectionable about personal as opposed to impersonal ways of in-
flicting harm, that we have less of an obligation to faraway people in need than
to people in our vicinity, that culpable wrongdoers deserve retributive punish-
ment, and that incest is morally wrong.⁷⁹

Like other evolutionary debunking arguments, this evolutionary debunking
of deontological intuitions is premised on the assumption that evolution is not
a truth-tracking process. Greene observes that “it is unlikely that inclinations
that evolved as evolutionary by-products correspond to some independent, ra-
tionally discoverable moral truth.”⁸⁰ This interpretation of the primary argument
is a classic evolutionary debunking argument, which challenges our deontolog-
ical intuitions on the grounds of their evolutionary genealogy.

Greene and Singer present the dual-process account of moral judgment as
being at the heart of the empirically informed attack on deontology. But as for-
mulated above, the argument from evolutionary history does not explicitly men-
tion the dual-process account. If we look closely, however, the dual-process ac-
count can be seen to be relevant to the argument from evolutionary history by
constituting one of two lines of evidence for the claim that deontological intu-
itions are products of evolution. P1 is, at least in part, supported by the dual-
process account of moral judgment.

But I will begin by explaining the other line evidence. The evolutionary hy-
pothesis is supported directly by considerations concerning whether the targeted
deontological disposition may plausibly have been selected by evolution. This in-
cludes ad hoc considerations of plausibility. For example, it is plausible that
there is an evolutionary explanation of why we have a moral aversion to inflict-
ing harm in an ‘up close and personal’ fashion but no parallel aversion to inflict-
ing harm in impersonal ways. Personal dilemmas involve the sort of violations
that were familiar to our evolutionary ancestors. They involve “those harms
that a chimp can understand”.⁸¹ Impersonal dilemmas, by contrast, involve vio-
lations that were made possible by relatively recent technology and that our an-
cestors would not have come across. Greene explains:

It is very likely that we humans have inherited many of our social instincts from our primate
ancestors, among them instincts that rein in the tendencies of individuals to harm one an-
other. These instincts are emotional, triggered by behaviors and other elicitors that were
present in our ancestral environment. This environment did not include opportunities to

 Greene, 2008; Singer, 2005.
 Greene, 2008, p. 72.
 Greene, 2005a, p. 345.
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harm other individuals using complicated, remote-acting machinery, but it did include op-
portunities to harm other individuals by pushing them into harms way (e.g. off a cliff or
into a river). Thus, one might suppose that the sorts of basic, interpersonal violence that
threatened our ancestors back then will ‘push our buttons’ today in a way that peculiarly
modern harms do not.⁸²

It was this evolutionary conjecture that motivated the distinction between ‘per-
sonal’ and ‘impersonal’ dilemmas in the first place.⁸³ Likewise, Greene and Sing-
er find it plausible that we have evolved to care more about nearby people than
faraway people. It just seems reasonable to assume that these moral dispositions
provided an evolutionary advantage to our ancestors. The considerations that
directly support the evolutionary hypothesis also include more sophisticated evi-
dence, such as mathematical models that demonstrate how altruistic punish-
ment may have been adaptive, explaining our retributive deontological intu-
itions, or empirical evidence that incest aversion may have naturally evolved.⁸⁴
This first source of evidence for the evolutionary hypothesis does not rely on
dual-process theory. The above explanations do not and need not mention the
finding that deontological responses, unlike consequentialist ones, are emo-
tion-driven.

But dual-process theory provides additional evidence for at least some of the
evolutionary claims, constituting the second source of evidence. Emotion-driven
moral responses are assumed to be evolution’s preferred method of bringing
about the desired behavioral effect:

Why should our adaptive moral behavior be driven by moral emotions as opposed to some-
thing else, such as moral reasoning? The answer, I believe, is that emotions are very reli-
able, quick, and efficient responses to recurring situations,whereas reasoning is unreliable,
slow, and inefficient in such contexts. […] Nature doesn’t leave it to us to figure out that
saving a drowning child is a good thing to do. Instead, it endows us with a powerful
‘moral sense’ that compels us to engage in this sort of behavior (under the right circumstan-
ces). In short, when Nature needs to get a behavioral job done, it does it with intuition and
emotion wherever it can. Thus, from an evolutionary point of view, it is no surprise that

 Greene, 2005a; see also 2005b, p. 59; 2008, p. 43; Greene et al., 2004, pp. 389–390; Singer,
2005, pp. 333–337.
 Greene et al., 2004, pp. 389–390.
 Altruistic punishment has been suggested to have evolved through group selection (Bowles
and Gintis, 2004; Boyd et al., 2003, see also Sober and Wilson, 1999). Others have suggested that
retributive behavior was adaptive because it confers reputational benefits on the punisher (Bar-
clay, 2006; Kurzban et al., 2007, see also Gintis et al., 2001). On these two alternative explana-
tions of punishment, refer to Buss, 2014, p. 294. On the evolution of incest aversion, see Lieber-
man et al., 2003.
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moral dispositions evolved, and it is no surprise that these dispositions are implemented
emotionally.⁸⁵

This is in line with other dual-process accounts, which typically associate
emotional processing with the evolutionarily old quick and automatic subsys-
tem.⁸⁶ Evidence of the emotional nature of deontological responses is therefore
treated as evidence of their evolutionary background. This is how dual-process
theory and the underlying neuroscientific evidence support the argument from
evolutionary history. It is worth noting, though, that the ‘emotional’ nature of
a moral response is arguably neither a necessary nor a sufficient indicator of
its being the product of evolution.While dual-process theory provides some evi-
dence of the evolutionary hypothesis, the strength of this evidence should not be
overstated.

2.4 The backfiring problem

As a debunking argument, the thrust of Greene and Singer’s empirically in-
formed attack on deontology is in the first instance negative. If successful, it de-
feats intuitions and arguments in support of deontology. It does not provide any
positive support for utilitarianism. But the dialectical aim of the project is not
just to refute deontology but to vindicate utilitarianism. The idea is that if all in-
tuitions and arguments in defense of deontology have been debunked, we are
left only with evidence in support of utilitarianism, and this tilts the balance
of evidence in favor of utilitarianism. This strategy of vindicating utilitarianism,
however, presupposes that the evidence in support of utilitarianism does not it-
self fall prey to a similar debunking argument. If it can be shown that utilitari-
anism is debunkable, too, this would do little to salvage deontology. But it would
turn the success of the debunking argument into a pyrrhic victory. The debunk-
ing argument might still be philosophically interesting in its own right. It would
establish that deontological theories lack justification. But it would fail to ach-
ieve the dialectical aim of establishing utilitarianism in its stead. This, I submit,
is precisely why the argument from evolutionary history fails.⁸⁷ Like the other de-

 Greene, 2008, p. 60.
 See e.g. Evans, 2008, pp. 256–257; Kahneman, 2003, p. 698.
 Versions of the backfiring problem are discussed in Berker, 2009, pp. 319–320; Kahane,
2014a; Mason, 2011, pp. 452–455; Rini, 2016; Sauer, 2018, pp. 89–90; Tersman, 2008,
pp. 400–403; Vavova, 2014, pp. 93–95.
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bunking programs examined in this book, it backfires, and no plausible way of
defusing the backfiring problem has been offered.

There are, in principle, two ways in which utilitarians may attempt to dispel
concerns that utilitarianism, too, is susceptible to some debunking argument or
other. First, they may dispute that utilitarianism is even based on intuitions in
the first place. While deontology is essentially emotional and intuitive, utilitari-
anism is ‘cognitive’ and non-intuitive, or so they might argue. And if utilitarian-
ism is not based on intuitions to begin with, debunking arguments that aim at
defeating the evidential force of intuitions are an unsuitable means of challeng-
ing utilitarianism. Second, they might concede that utilitarianism rests on intu-
itions, too, but only to insist that there is no plausible debunking explanation of
these intuitions. The mere in-principle possibility of there being a debunking ex-
planation of utilitarianism need not worry utilitarians too much.What matters is
whether a compelling debunking explanation can actually be provided or not.
And utilitarians might argue that the central tenets of utilitarianism are not ame-
nable to a plausible debunking explanation.

At times, Singer seems drawn to the former view, that is, to the claim that
utilitarianism can do without intuitions altogether. He suggests “taking a critical
stance toward common intuitions”, and he has dismissed “the view that we must
test our normative theories against our intuitions” as “evidently erroneous”.⁸⁸
The notion, however, that utilitarianism does not rely on intuitions is implausi-
ble. To be sure, utilitarians have suggested that we give less credit to intuitions
about specific cases, such as about the permissibility of pushing a person in
front of a trolley or about our obligation to donate money to starving people
in faraway countries. But utilitarians do of course affirm principles of a more
general kind, such as that every person’s wellbeing matters the same and that
pain or the frustration of preferences are bad. And the affirmation of these
more general principles is based on intuitions. Indeed, the very reason why util-
itarians think that we should be skeptical about our responses to specific cases is
precisely that these responses have turned out to clash with intuitions of a more
general kind. For instance, one reason why we should distrust our intuition that
we have only a weak obligation to help starving people in remote countries is
that we have the more general intuition that we have an obligation to mitigate
human suffering if we can do so without significant costs to ourselves. It
would therefore be misleading to claim that utilitarians need not invoke intu-
itions.⁸⁹

 Singer, 2005, p. 332 and Singer, 1999, p. 316, respectively.
 Similarly Huemer, 2009, pp. 371–376.
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The second strategy appears more promising, and it is also the strategy that
Singer has eventually opted for (while Greene hast mostly abandoned the argu-
ment from evolutionary history, apparently in response to the backfiring prob-
lem). Instead of denying that utilitarianism is based on intuitions, he argues
that these intuitions resist the kind of genealogical debunking explanations
that undermine deontology. Singer alleges that these intuitions are not the “out-
come of our evolutionary past.”⁹⁰ This is a more interesting proposal, which de-
serves to be considered in somewhat greater detail.

Together with Katarzyna de Lazari-Radek, Singer has argued that the cen-
tral axiom of utilitarianism – what Henry Sidgwick calls the principle of univer-
sal benevolence – is not plausibly debunkable.⁹¹ Sidgwick’s principle of univer-
sal benevolence states that “each one is morally bound to regard the good of any
other individual as much as his own, except in so far as he judges it to be less,
when impartially viewed, or less certainly knowable or attainable by him.”⁹² The
principle captures the kind of impartiality that is essential to utilitarianism and
that distinguishes utilitarianism from many deontological theories. Singer and
de Lazari-Radek take it that belief in this principle is not plausibly explainable
in evolutionary terms. There are evolutionary explanations of how altruistic be-
havior may have evolved (as we shall later see in more detail). But the kind of al-
truism that can be explained in evolutionary terms is rather limited in scope.We
can explain altruism towards kin, friends and maybe members of one’s own
group. But the notion that complete strangers are on the same moral footing
as people close to us runs counter to the logic of evolution. De Lazari-Radek
and Singer claim, convincingly, that it is “difficult to see any evolutionary forces
that could have favored universal altruism of the sort that is required by the
axiom of rational benevolence. On the contrary, there are strong evolutionary
forces that would tend to eliminate it.”⁹³ What is more, they point out that a prin-
ciple along the lines of the principle of universal benevolence has come to be
endorsed independently by different cultures.⁹⁴ This supports their conjecture
that this principle strikes us as plausible quite simply because it is supported
by reason rather than the result of historical or cultural accident.⁹⁵ Of course,
de Lazari-Radek and Singer’s argument fails to prove that the principle of univer-

 Singer, 2005, p. 350.
 de Lazari-Radek and Singer, 2012, 2014.
 Sidgwick, 1981, book III, ch. XIII.
 de Lazari-Radek and Singer, 2012, p. 19.
 de Lazari-Radek and Singer, 2012, pp. 25–26.
 This might cast doubt on Tersman’s suggested debunking explanation of this principle (Ters-
man, 2008, pp. 401–402).
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sal benevolence is in principle un-debunkable. But the burden of proof rests on
the would-be debunker of utilitarianism.⁹⁶

However, even if de Lazari-Radek and Singer’s reasoning is sound, utilitari-
anism is not yet off the hook. There is another component of utilitarianism that is
vulnerable to a debunking challenge, a component that the above argument fails
to protect. Even if the principle that the wellbeing of all people counts the same
should resist debunking attempts, we still need a substantial conception of what
these people’s wellbeing actually consists in. And theories about what their well-
being consists in can be debunked, too. Indeed, as Guy Kahane has observed,
the two classic utilitarian suggestions for what is good for a person appear to
be readily amenable to debunking explanations:

Our evaluative beliefs about pain and pleasure are perhaps the easiest to explain in evolu-
tionary terms. It will be hard, at best, to find a serious evolutionary theorist who would
deny this. These hedonic beliefs fall at one end of the scale, with beliefs about the value
of fulfilling our desires probably coming a fairly close second.⁹⁷

This means that appeals to evolutionary considerations are unlikely to establish
anything resembling traditional utilitarianism, which recommends the maximi-
zation of pleasure or preference-fulfilment. Indeed, both Singer and Greene ad-
vocate versions hedonistic utilitarianism (although Singer used to favor prefer-
ence utilitarianism).⁹⁸

De Lazari-Radek and Singer have offered a twofold response to this problem.
Their first argument is that we cannot be mistaken about the badness of pain
and the goodness of pleasure because “[p]ain and pleasure are states of con-
sciousness and we have direct knowledge of them. How could knowing some-
thing about the origins of these states undermine our judgment that, considered
just as a state of consciousness, they are good of bad?”⁹⁹

To illustrate this point, they invite us to imagine an experiment in which,
through hypnosis, the participants are made to have a headache when they en-
counter a specific cue (e.g. the word ‘often’). The participants would presumably
state that the headache they experienced during this experiment is ‘bad’. But

 For two attempts to discharge this burden, see Andes, 2019; Tersman, 2008.
 Kahane, 2014a, p. 334. Similarly, Street writes “it is of course no mystery whatsoever, from an
evolutionary point of view, why we and other animals came to take the sensations associated
with bodily [harm] to count in favor of what would avoid, lessen, or stop them rather than in
favor of what would bring about and intensify them.” (2006, p. 150)
 See de Lazari-Radek and Singer, 2014, p. xviii; Greene, 2013, pp. 157–161; Singer and de Laz-
ari-Radek, 2016. Singer espouses preference utilitarianism in Singer, 1993.
 de Lazari-Radek and Singer, 2014, p. 267.
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would they recant their judgment that they had a bad experience once they are
debriefed and learn that they experienced this headache as the result of hypno-
sis?

Presumably not. Nothing they learned about the origins of the experience they had just had
would be grounds for altering their judgment of how bad it felt at the time, because that is
something of which they had direct acquaintance. Pain that is the result of an illusion is no
less bad than pain that is the result of something real, and pain that is the result of evolu-
tionary selection is no less bad than pain that has other origins, whatever they might be.¹⁰⁰

But this response is confused. It confuses explanations of why we are in a state
of pain and explanations of why we believe that pain is bad. It may be true that
no explanation of the former type can undermine the justification of the partic-
ipants’ belief that they were really in a state of pain. Maybe people cannot be
mistaken about whether they are in a state of pain or not, whatever the origins
of this pain may be. But the evolutionary debunking argument does not seek to
provide an explanation of why people feel pain, or of what pain is the ‘result’ of.
Rather, it seeks to provide an explanation of the latter type, that is, an explana-
tion of why people judge that pain is bad. Thought experiments about whether
people would, or ought to, recant their judgment that they felt pain upon learn-
ing about the origins of this pain are beside the point. De Lazari-Radek’s and
Singer’s first response misses the point and fails to defuse the challenge.¹⁰¹

Their second response is that it is not necessary to believe that pain is bad
and pleasure good in order to be motivated to avoid pain and to seek pleasure.
For pain and pleasure are intrinsically motivating. There is no need for addition-
al normative beliefs to this effect in order for our ancestors to show adaptive be-
havior.¹⁰² While this is true, the argument overlooks that having these normative
beliefs would probably be adaptive by making the adaptive behavior even more
likely. The fact that the way pleasure and pain feel already has a motivating effect
does not mean that additional motivation would not be adaptive. Note that there
are other plausible cases of ‘moral overdetermination’. Many of the moral beliefs
that are good candidates for evolutionary explanations motivate people to per-
form actions that they are naturally motivated to perform anyway. For example,
a good candidate for an evolutionary explanation is the belief that we ought to
help people in need who are close to us. But typically, we also naturally enjoy
helping these people. Likewise, the belief that we have a greater obligation to-

 de Lazari-Radek and Singer, 2014, p. 268.
 See also Street’s comments on the badness of pain (2006, pp. 144– 152).
 de Lazari-Radek and Singer, 2014, pp. 268–289; similarly Bramble, 2017, p. 97; Jaquet, 2018.
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wards our own children than towards strangers seems readily explainable in
evolutionary terms. But we also love our own children more than strangers,
which is why we naturally tend to look after and support the former more
than the latter. It is plausible that we have acquired these moral beliefs because
they provided a useful additional incentive to perform the evolutionarily adap-
tive action.

What is more, de Lazari-Radek and Singer focus exclusively on the egocen-
tric perspective. But humans are cooperative creatures who often seek to make
others’ lives go well. And it is plausible to assume that they evolved to believe
that others’ wellbeing is reduced by pain and increased by pleasure. For in-
stance, given that pain is correlated with injury and injury is correlated with re-
duced reproductive success, the belief that pain is bad for one’s kin tends to in-
crease one’s inclusive fitness and may thus have been adaptive. The fact that
people (e.g. one’s kin) are already motivated to avoid pain is not relevant
once we assume this allocentric perspective.

It is not promising to switch to preference utilitarianism instead, that is, to es-
pouse a preference-based account of wellbeing. In order to come up with a prom-
ising evolutionary debunking explanation of such preference-based views, we
need not even insist that it can be adaptive to have an additional incentive (or
to adopt the allocentric perspective). Most subjectivists defend an idealizing ver-
sion of subjectivism, according to which what is good for a person is a function
of the preferences (or desires, pro-attitudes, etc.) she would have under suitably
idealized circumstances.¹⁰³ The purpose of this idealization is to filter out prefer-
ences that are irrational, ill-informed or that reflect some other error or bias, and
to thus make sure that subjectivism is extensionally adequate. As a result, what
is good for a person does often not coincide with what she actually prefers, that
is, with what she prefers in her pre-idealized state. This means that an evolution-
ary debunking explanation of subjectivism about wellbeing cannot be dismissed
on the grounds that people would be automatically motivated to seek what is
good for them, anyway. This would only be true for non-idealized versions of
subjectivism, which few subjectivists (or utilitarians, for that matter) accept.

And indeed, an evolutionary explanation of why one might think that well-
being is a function of idealized preferences is anything but far-fetched. Evolution
has equipped living organisms such as humans and many animals with prefer-
ences or desires that by and large lead to behavior that increase their fitness. But
sometimes they do not. From an evolutionary point of view, it is arguably better
to act on one’s suitably idealized preferences than to always act on one’s actual

 See e.g. Brandt, 1979; Railton, 1986; Rosati, 1996.
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preferences, especially in a complex and changing environment. For example, it
is better to eat what one would desire to eat if one had all information about the
food item and the consequences of eating it, than to simply always eat what one
actually desires to eat. The belief that one should act on one’s idealized prefer-
ences encourages one to step back from one’s actual preferences and to consider
whether they might be defective in a way that would decrease wellbeing if acted
upon. A belief of this sort may very well have been adaptive.¹⁰⁴

To conclude, it is doubtful that evolutionary considerations support utilita-
rianism in the way Greene, Singer and, more recently, de Lazari-Radek imagine.
It may be true that the principle of universal benevolence is not susceptible to an
evolutionary debunking argument. But utilitarian debunkers must also put forth
some account of personal welfare, and – pace de Lazari-Radek and Singer ─ the
go-to accounts of personal welfare do seem susceptible to debunking.¹⁰⁵ This
does not vitiate Greene and Singer’s efforts to debunk deontological intuitions,
but it means that they will fail to achieve the dialectical aim of vindicating util-
itarianism.

2.5 The scope problem

The argument from evolutionary history backfires. But not only does it backfire.
With respect to many deontological views, it does not fire at all, so to speak. Con-
sider that the argument from evolutionary history rests pivotally on the genealog-
ical claim that our deontological intuitions are remnants of our evolutionary
past. They must be jettisoned because of their dubious genealogy.While the hy-
pothesis that deontological intuitions are residues of our evolutionary past is
certainly not implausible, evidence for this has only been offered for intuitions
about sacrificial dilemmas, punishment, our obligation to help, and incest.

 The subjectivist move has been explored and defended by Jaquet (2018) and Rowland
(2019). But in a way, they themselves provide the reason why the belief in idealizing subjectivism
may be amenable to an evolutionary explanation. Jaquet observes correctly that “from the evo-
lutionary standpoint, not all our first order desires should be satisfied.” (2018, p. 1158; see also
Rowland, 2019, p. 185) He cites this observation as a reason why the belief in non-idealizing sub-
jectivism is not a plausible candidate for an evolutionary explanation. Whether this is true or
not, the same observation is a reason why idealizing subjectivism is a plausible candidate for
an evolutionary explanation. And preference utilitarians usually opt for the idealized approach.
 In fact, not only hedonistic and preference-fulfilment accounts are vulnerable to debunk-
ing. Many other widely-held beliefs about what is good for a person – friendship and commu-
nity, having children, knowledge, etc. – are suitable targets for evolutionary debunking argu-
ments, too.
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But, as others have noted before, these are but a small selection from an enor-
mous range of ethical problems that one can have deontological intuitions
about. Other questions concern, for instance, lying, promising, distributive jus-
tice, property rights, the authority of law, the treatment of animals and the envi-
ronment, and so on.¹⁰⁶ Many deontological intuitions about questions related to
these issues are not affected by Greene and Singer’s fairly circumscribed attack
on deontological intuitions. Thus, even if Greene and Singer should have suc-
cessfully shown that some deontological intuitions can be explained away in
evolutionary terms, this is still a far cry from showing that deontological intu-
itions are unreliable as a class, or, in Greene’s words, that deontology “as a
school of normative moral thought” should be called into question.¹⁰⁷

But the situation is worse than that. Greene and Singer’s findings seem to be
incomplete even with regard to sacrificial dilemmas, even though their argument
focuses on sacrificial dilemmas. Greene and Singer suggest that our responses to
sacrificial dilemmas vary as a function of whether they are ‘up close and person-
al’ or not, and, on this basis, they suggest an evolutionary explanation of why we
respond to the ‘personalness’ of a dilemma. However, while it may be true that
‘up close and personal’ violations trigger deontological intuitions, it is easy to
think of impersonal dilemmas that trigger deontological intuitions, too.

Consider the following three scenarios, all of which feature the unfortunate
heavy person:

Rifle
A heavy person is standing on the footbridge and could block the trolley that is headed for
the five workers on the track. Unlike in Footbridge, you are too weak to push the person off
the bridge onto the tracks below. The heavy person would wrestle you down. Fortunately, you
happen to carry a rifle with you, as you were on your way to a hunting trip. If you aim for the
heavy person’s head (from a distance of, say, 10 meters), this will kill him and make him fall
onto the tracks below, thus blocking the trolley and saving the five workers.¹⁰⁸

Hypnosis
A heavy person is standing on the footbridge and could block the trolley that is headed for
the five workers on the track. Unlike in Footbridge, you are too weak to push the person off
the bridge onto the tracks below. The heavy person would wrestle you down. Fortunately,

 As Berker observes: “To claim that characteristically deontological judgments only concern
bodily harms is nothing short of preposterous; after all, the stock in trade of deontology is sup-
posed to involve not just prohibitions on murder and mayhem, but also requirements against
lying, promise breaking, coercion, and the like.” (2009, p. 311; see also Dean, 2010, p. 48; Ka-
hane, 2012, pp. 521–522; 2014b, p. 13; Kahane et al., 2012; Mason, 2011, p. 444).
 Greene, 2008, p. 36.
 On trolley dilemmas involving projectiles, see Greene, 2013, p. 378; 2016, p. 177.
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you are a skilled hypnotizer. You can hypnotize the heavy person and make him jump onto
the tracks below, which would kill him but block the trolley and save the five workers.

Electroshock
A heavy person, who could block the trolley headed for the five workers, is about to cross
the tracks at a location between the trolley and the five workers. By hitting a button, you
can send electroshocks through the rails and electrocute the heavy person the moment
he crosses the tracks. The five workers are too far down the track to receive any electric
shocks. Hitting the button will instantly kill the heavy person, and his body will block
the trolley, saving the five workers.

Each of these three scenarios seems to elicit a deontological intuition. Intuitively,
it seems abhorrent to sacrifice the heavy person in each of the three situations.
But none of these dilemmas involve ‘up close and personal’ violations. None of
them involve the sort of violation that played a role in our ancestral environment
and that ‘a chimp can understand’.¹⁰⁹ Surely, our ancestors did not kill each
other using rifles, hypnosis or electroshocks (nor, for that matter, do chimps).
It is not clear, from an evolutionary point of view, why these dilemmas should
trigger deontological intuitions.¹¹⁰ By implication, these deontological responses
cannot easily be debunked as products of evolution, either, at least not in any
obvious way. It may be true that some deontological responses to sacrificial di-
lemmas can be explained away in evolutionary terms. But it is easy to come up
with sacrificial dilemmas that elicit deontological responses and that do not fit
the evolutionary narrative. To be sure, it is possible that there is an evolutionary
(or some other) debunking explanation of our deontological responses to these
scenarios, too. But so far, no such explanation has been provided, and the bur-
den of proof is on Greene and Singer. Until such an explanation has been of-
fered, their debunking of deontological intuitions in sacrificial dilemmas re-
mains very incomplete.¹¹¹

 Examples like these can easily be multiplied. Berker mentions other counterexamples,
which do not, however, involve means that were not available to our Pleistocene ancestors
(2009, p. 323 n73).
 Admittedly, these dilemmas might qualify as ‘up close and personal’ according to how this
variable was initially operationalized in the 2001 study. But this is only because ‘up close and
personal’ was operationalized in a questionable manner (Berker, 2009, p. 312). What ultimately
matters is whether they involve the sort of violence that was present in our ancestral environ-
ment.
 It is true that in each of these dilemmas the victim is used as a means to an end. As we
shall see further below, Greene has also proposed an evolutionary debunking explanation of
why we treat intended harm differently from foreseen harm. But it is doubtful that this factor
alone explains our deontological intuitions about these three scenarios. The means/end factor
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The set of debunked deontological intuitions is thus rather small. While the
proposed evolutionary debunking explanations may be correct, they affect only a
small subset of our deontological intuitions. Indeed, they even fail to debunk
many of our deontological intuitions specifically about sacrificial dilemmas.
As we shall see later, this also reduces the force of the argument from confabu-
lation. To be sure, the limited scope of the argument does not salvage the target-
ed deontological intuitions. But it does put the force of Greene and Singer’s chal-
lenge into perspective. On the whole, the argument from evolutionary history is
not only too destructive, offering a method that can also be used against utilitar-
ian judgments, but at the same time too weak and narrow to pose much of a
threat to deontology.

on its own (without the factor of personal force) has, as Greene notes, at best a relatively weak
effect (Greene, 2013, pp. 218–222; 2016, p. 177; Greene et al., 2009, p. 369).
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3 Deontology, Utilitarianism, and Experimental
Ethics

3.1 Introduction

Unlike the argument from evolutionary history and the to-be-considered func-
tionalist argument, the argument from moral irrelevance does not rely on evolu-
tionary hypotheses about the origins of moral judgments. Indeed, as will be
discussed in more detail below, it does not even seem to rely on dual-process
theory. Instead, it invokes experimental findings about which factors of a
moral scenario people’s moral intuitions are triggered by.

In Greene and colleagues’ initial 2001 study, a dilemma was classified as ‘up
close and personal’ – and thus as likely to elicit a deontological response – if it
met the following three criteria: “the action in question (a) could reasonably be
expected to lead to serious bodily harm (b) to a particular person or a member or
members of a particular group of people (c) where this harm is not the result
of deflecting an existing threat.”¹¹² All other moral dilemmas were classified
as ‘impersonal’. This initial operationalization was acknowledged to be imper-
fect and provisional. It was a rough guess, which was made in order to test
the dual-process hypothesis.¹¹³ In a later study, Greene and colleagues updated
this provisional proposal by experimentally testing people’s responses to differ-
ent variations of the trolley dilemmas. The argument from moral irrelevance is
primarily based on the findings from this study.

Greene and colleagues investigated the impact of two variables in particular:
First, they manipulated whether harm was inflicted intentionally as a means
to an end (as in Loop) or as an unintended, merely foreseen side-effect (as in
Switch). Second, they manipulated whether harm was inflicted through the use
of what they call ‘personal force’ or not. Harm is inflicted by means of personal
force “when the force that directly impacts the other is generated by the agent’s
muscles, as when one pushes another with one’s hands or with a rigid object.”¹¹⁴
An example of a scenario that involves personal force is Footbridge, while Loop

 Greene et al., 2001, p. 2107.
 Greene et al., 2001, p. 2107; see also 2009; 2010, p. 27; 2014, p. 701 n17. Note that they did not
classify dilemmas by simply testing whether they tend to elicit deontological or consequentialist
responses.
 Greene et al., 2009, p. 365.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110750195-004
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and Switch are scenarios that do not involve personal force.¹¹⁵ Both of these
factors – intention and personal force − had previously been discussed in the
literature as possible candidates for the feature that determines people’s in-
tuitions.¹¹⁶ Greene and colleagues tested specifically whether it might be the
conjunction of these two factors that determines whether a scenario elicits a de-
ontological or utilitarian response.¹¹⁷ They instructed their participants to re-
spond to four different types of dilemmas, which exhibited either one, both or
neither of these two features. It was found that it was indeed the combination
of intention and personal force that was most likely to elicit deontological re-
sponses, while each of these features on their own had no or little effect.¹¹⁸ It
is thus the conjunction of intention and personal force that Greene considers
to be the decisive factor that renders a dilemma ‘personal’ in the relevant
sense and that makes it trigger deontological responses.¹¹⁹

A related unpublished experimental study invoked by Greene concerns peo-
ple’s sensitivity to spatial distance. The study, which was inspired by Singer’s
drowning child scenario, suggests that people’s sense of moral obligation to-
wards people in need varies depending upon spatial distance. Mere spatial dis-
tance determines the extent to which we feel morally obliged to, for instance, res-
cue a dying child.¹²⁰

The argument from moral irrelevance asserts that we should dismiss deon-
tological intuitions on the grounds that they have been found, or will be found,
to be responsive to factors that lack moral significance, such as personal force
and spatial distance. An observation made by Greene nicely captures the idea
of identifying morally irrelevant factors: “Were a friend to call you from a set
of trolley tracks seeking moral advice, you would probably not say, ‘Well, that
depends.Would you have to push the guy, or could you do it with a switch?’”¹²¹

 The concept of personal force integrates the earlier assumption that the infliction of harm
is judged to be permissible when an existing threat is merely deflected.
 Greene, 2009, p. 365.
 The study offers a solution to the descriptive part of the trolley problem (which principles
govern our responses to trolley scenarios?), not to its moral part (which responses are correct?).
 This finding was further supported by a reanalysis of data from a study by Fiery Cushman
and colleagues, which had also tested people’s responses to dilemmas of these four different
types (Cushman et al., 2006).
 In some places, he has suggested that our responses are also sensitive to the difference be-
tween doing and allowing. This distinction is closely related to personal force, because omis-
sions cannot possibly involve the use of personal force (Greene, 2013, p. 247).
 Musen and Greene, MS; Singer, 1972.
 Greene, 2016, p. 176.
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The same test can be used for any other factor the relevance of which we would
like to determine.

This chapter argues that deontologists need not be too concerned about
the attempt to debunk deontology by showing deontological intuitions to be re-
sponsive to morally irrelevant factors. It also offers some more general lessons
about the structure and philosophical value of arguments from moral irrelevance
(anti-deontological and other), and about the significance of experimental eth-
ics. I begin with a more detailed analysis of the structure of the argument
from moral irrelevance, before exploring how, again due to the backfiring prob-
lem and the scope problem, the argument fails to put pressure on deontology.
I close with some reflections on the value of experimental ethics.

3.2 The argument from moral irrelevance

Normally, when we have different intuitions about similar moral cases, we take
this to indicate that there is a moral difference between these cases. This is be-
cause we take our intuitions to have responded to a morally relevant difference.
But if it turns out that our case-specific intuitions are responding to a factor that
lacks moral significance, we no longer have reason to trust our case-specific in-
tuitions that suggest that there is a moral difference. This is the basic logic be-
hind arguments from moral irrelevance.

Two different types of moral intuitions play a role in arguments from moral
irrelevance. The target of such arguments are case-specific intuitions, that is, in-
tuitions about what is the right thing to do in a concrete case. Greene’s argu-
ment, for instance, targets our case-specific deontological intuitions in the foot-
bridge case. But they also rely on an intuition about a moral principle at a higher
level of generality, namely on an intuition about whether a given feature of a sce-
nario matters from a moral point of view. Greene’s argument rests on the intu-
ition that the involvement of personal force in a trolley scenario does not matter
from a moral point of view. An intuition of this sort does not, on its own, tell us
what to do in a concrete case, but it tells us whether two cases, e.g. Switch and
Footbridge, should be treated differently due to the presence or absence of this
feature.¹²²

Greene’s argument from moral irrelevance can be formalized as follows:

 The distinction between these two types of intuitions is common in the literature, see e.g.
Greene, 2014, p. 724; Kagan, 1998, pp. 13– 14; Kamm, 1993, pp. 5–7; McMahan, 2013; Sandberg
and Juth, 2011, p. 213

3.2 The argument from moral irrelevance 41

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 2:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



The Argument from Moral Irrelevance

P1. Empirical evidence suggests that we have different (utilitarian vs. deontological) case-
specific intuitions about similar moral cases due to the presence or absence of personal
force.

P2. Personal force is morally irrelevant.

C1. We have different case-specific intuitions (utilitarian vs. deontological) about similar
moral cases due to the presence or absence of a morally irrelevant factor.

P3. If we have different case-specific intuitions (utilitarian vs. deontological) about similar
moral cases due to the presence or absence of a morally irrelevant factor, these intu-
itions cannot both be sound.

C2. The utilitarian intuition and the deontological intuition cannot both be sound.

P4. The utilitarian intuition is sound.

C3. The deontological intuition is not sound.

The experimental finding that our case-specific intuitions are responsive to
personal force is contained in premise 1. Premise 2 is a conventional normative
premise stating that this factor is morally insignificant. This premise rests on a
general, rather than case-specific, intuition about which properties matter
from a moral point of view. Premise 3 states the core idea behind arguments
from moral irrelevance explained above. We usually regard our having differ-
ent case-specific intuitions about similar moral cases as showing that these
cases differ morally, because we assume that our case-specific intuitions are re-
sponding to such a morally relevant difference. But if we learn that our case-spe-
cific intuitions are responsive to a morally irrelevant factor, which does not jus-
tify having different case-specific intuitions, there must be something wrong
with one of these case-specific intuitions. This is a symmetrical finding, as it
were. It does not yet entail that the deontological response (“It is impermissible
to shove the person off the footbridge.”) rather than the consequentialist one (“It
is permissible to hit the switch.”) is flawed. At this stage, we can only draw the
preliminary conclusion C2 that one of the two intuitions should be dismissed.¹²³

But Greene seems to take it that our consequentialist case-specific intuitions
in scenarios without personal force – that it is permissible to hit the switch − can
be assumed to be correct (P4). The consequentialist judgment about scenarios

 As previously observed by Kumar and Campbell, 2012, pp. 317–218; see also Kumar and
May, 2019; May, 2018, pp. 113– 115.
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without personal force is regarded as a moral fixed-point, so to speak.¹²⁴ Given
then that personal force is not a morally relevant consideration, the deontolog-
ical case-specific intuition in personal dilemmas must be erroneous. The deon-
tological case-specific intuition does not give us reason to move away from
the consequentialist default. Greene claims “that once all of the inner workings
of our judgments are revealed by science, there will be nothing left for deontol-
ogists. All of the factors that push us away from consequentialism will, once
brought into the light, turn out to be things that we will all regard as morally ir-
relevant.”¹²⁵ That is, he treats consequentialist case-specific responses as the
moral default any deviation from which needs to be justified. This premise al-
lows him to draw conclusion C3, which states that the deontological case-specif-
ic intuition in the Footbridge case is the culprit.¹²⁶ The same type of argument is
used by Greene to challenge the deontological case-specific intuition that it is
morally acceptable to let faraway children starve by not donating to charity.

Arguments from moral irrelevance are ‘liberationist’ in spirit. They suggest
that we should discount many of our case-specific intuitions. The liberationist
approach contrasts with the ‘preservationist’ approach, which seeks to preserve
our case-specific intuitions. Peter Unger,who coined these terms and who is him-
self a chief proponent of liberationism, explains:

On [the] Liberationist view, folks’ intuitive moral responses to many specific cases derive
from sources far removed from our Values and, so, they fail to reflect the Values, often
even pointing in the opposite direction. So even as the Perservationist seeks (almost) al-
ways to preserve the appearances promoted by these responses, the Liberationist seeks
often to liberate us from such appearances.¹²⁷

A general intuition about which properties are morally relevant (P2) is invoked
in an attempt to undermine case-specific intuitions. To be sure, Greene ultimate-
ly seeks to refute deontology as a general theory. But he proceeds by debunking
case-specific deontological intuitions such as the above rather than deontologi-
cal principles at a higher level of generality.

 At one point, Greene seems reluctant to explicitly endorse this assumption (2014, p. 713),
but he has to if the argument is to challenge the deontological intuition. Due to the mentioned
symmetry, he cannot attack the deontological intuition directly by claiming that it, but not the
consequentialist response, is triggered by the irrelevant factor.
 Greene, 2010, p. 21, my emphasis.
 I am here expanding and, I hope, improving on previous characterizations of this type ar-
gument (Berker, 2009, p. 321; Kumar and Campbell, 2012; Sauer, 2018, p. 43).
 Unger, 1997, pp. 11–12.
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The general idea behind arguments from moral irrelevance is not new. Sing-
er’s suggestion that there is no morally relevant difference between a starving
child in a remote country and a nearby drowning child as well as Unger’s
book-length elaboration of Singer’s insight are two notable applications of this
approach.¹²⁸ Greene’s reasoning is clearly inspired by their work. But the current
revival of this approach is different in that it is driven by experimental investiga-
tions into which factors trigger our responses. Earlier such arguments were arm-
chair-based.¹²⁹ Regina Rini, another advocate of this approach, asserts that the
primary use of experimental moral psychology for normative moral theory is pre-
cisely that of informing such arguments from moral irrelevance: “[E]mpirical in-
vestigation allows us to identify psychological factors that influence our moral
judgments, yet which we do not reflectively regard as surviving normative ab-
straction.”¹³⁰

3.3 The backfiring problem

Arguments from moral irrelevance can be made to work. But their usefulness
for the utilitarian project is very limited, chiefly because utilitarian would-be de-
bunkers face the backfiring problem all over again.While arguments from moral
irrelevance may be used to undermine some deontological case-specific intu-
itions, they may just as well turn out to undermine utilitarian responses. This
time around, the backfiring problem appears in three different guises.

First, the method may backfire by undermining the intuition about which
factors are morally relevant rather than the deontological case-specific intuition.
Consider that any tension between moral intuitions at different levels of general-
ity can be resolved in more than just one way. Greene assumes that in light of
such a clash of intuitions, we should dismiss the case-specific deontological in-
tuition, which clashes with the more general intuition about the irrelevance of
some factor and the case-specific consequentialist one. In many cases of a con-
flict of intuitions, this may well be the reasonable thing to do. In other situations,
however, it seems more reasonable to jettison our general judgment about the

 Singer, 1972; Unger, 1997.
 Unger has, however, “[i]nformally and intermittently […] asked many students, colleagues
and friends” for their intuitions (1997, p 31).
 Rini, 2013, p. 267. The morally irrelevant factors that Rini discusses also include factors that
are external to the moral scenarios themselves, such as framing effects and psychological ma-
nipulation. I return to this point below. Elsewhere, Rini has highlighted problems with selective
debunking arguments based on such empirical evidence (2016).
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irrelevance of this factor given that our case-specific intuitions are responsive to
it. Applied to the case at hand, it means that deontologists could retort that the
fact that our responses are sensitive to personal force just goes to show that per-
sonal force is a morally relevant factor.¹³¹ Rather than to conclude that one of the
case-specific intuitions must be wrong (C2), we may have to reconsider P2, that
is, our assumption about the irrelevance of the factor to which our intuitions are
responsive to.

To see this more clearly, note that something needs to be said about the re-
lationship between intuitions at different levels of generality and about how to
resolve conflicts between them. The most natural view on this matter is that
how much confidence we should have in case-specific and general intuitions
is simply a function of the intrinsic strengths of these intuitions. As ethical intui-
tionist Huemer explains, “[s]ome appearances are stronger than others – as we
say, some things are ‘more obvious’ than others – and this determines what we
hold on to and what we reject in case of a conflict.”¹³² Which intuitions we
should trust would depend primarily on their strengths, not their level of gener-
ality, and the way to adjudicate a conflict would be to attend to the relative
strengths of these intuitions. We must then decide on a case-by-case basis
which way the tension between case-specific intuitions and general intuitions
is to be resolved. In some cases, particularly strong general intuitions may
prompt us to dismiss conflicting case-specific intuitions. In other cases, case-
specific intuitions may be so compelling as to require a revision of more general
principles.What matters, then, is how compelling or ‘obvious’ the individual in-
tuitions are, not their level of generality as such. This is a plausible method of
moral theory construction, which a significant portion of ethicists are explicitly
or implicitly committed to. It is also in line with the method of reflective equili-
brium, which takes seriously judgments at different levels of abstraction and al-
lows that judgments of both types may have to be revised in light of the others.¹³³

 See Bruni et al., 2014, p. 170; Ernst, 2007, p. 136; Kamm, 2007, p. 417.
 Huemer, 2005, p. 100; see also DePaul, 2006, pp. 599–600. Huemer points out elsewhere,
however, that case-specific intuitions may eventually turn out to be more susceptible to debunk-
ing explanations (2008, p. 383).
 In fact, even Kamm, the leader of the preservationist camp, acknowledges, if only by lip-
service, that a moral principle derived from case-specific intuitions may stand in need of further
validation: We must “consider the principle on its own, to see if it expresses some plausible
value or conception of the person or relations between persons. This is necessary to justify it
as a correct principle, one that has normative weight, not merely one that makes all of the
case judgments cohere.” (2007, p. 5, see also pp. 346, 379). In practice, Kamm shows relatively
little interest in whether a principle considered on its own is plausible (Nye, 2015, p. 627).
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This methodological assumption does not imply that one cannot demon-
strate that some intuitively compelling case-specific deontological intuitions
must be relinquished as they clash with even more compelling intuitions at a
higher level of generality and plausible consequentialist judgments. Perhaps,
the intuition that personal force is morally irrelevant and the judgment that it
is permissible to hit the switch in Switch are really so compelling as to overrule
the intuition that it is impermissible to shove the person off the bridge, rather
than the other way round.¹³⁴ Whether this particular argument succeeds or not
is not my principal concern here. Rather, my concern is whether this approach
can be used to systematically debunk deontological case-specific intuitions on
a large scale. And the above methodological assumption implies that this is un-
likely. For it means that Greene’s method of debunking deontology does not
scale well. Even granting that his debunking argument against deontological in-
tuitions that are responsive to personal force and spatial distance succeeds, it
would be a surprise if all or even the bulk of case-specific deontological intu-
itions can eventually be undermined in this way. Instead, it is to be expected
that there are many strong deontological case-specific intuitions that will force us
to reconsider the general principles with which they clash, rather than vice
versa. Deontological cases-specific intuitions can themselves be important
moral data points, which more general moral principles must accommodate.

When a debunking attempt fails in this manner, it does not just mean that
the deontological case-specific intuition withstands the debunking attempt.
The debunking attempt genuinely backfires in that it undermines the utilitarian
general intuition on which it is based. The utilitarian would-be debunker relies
on a judgment about the moral irrelevance of some factor (e.g. personal force)
that is best described as utilitarian. It is utilitarian in that it is in line with the
utilitarian tenet that no factors are morally relevant other than those that are rel-
evant for the maximization of wellbeing. But if the deontological case-specific
intuition is so compelling that it requires a revision of this general intuition,
this effectively means that the utilitarian would-be debunker ends up having
to accept that factors other than those that are relevant for the maximization
of wellbeing (e.g. personal force) are morally relevant, contrary to what utilita-
rianism suggests.

In light of this problem, utilitarian debunkers might maintain that there is
some principled rationale for why we should always give priority to general in-
tuitions over case-specific ones, whatever this rationale might be. According to

 I am here bracketing the problem that intention does seem to be a morally relevant factor.
I return to this problem below.
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this view, case-specific intuitions can, as a rule, be assumed to be significantly
less reliable than general intuitions, or indeed completely unreliable. Whenever
there is a clash between case-specific intuitions and a general intuition, it is al-
ways the latter that prevails, even when the former are intuitively compelling.¹³⁵

Howard Nye, for instance, contends that case-specific intuitions have no jus-
tificatory force at all, only the ancillary function of clarifying and illustrating
more general principles.¹³⁶ Distrust towards case-specific intuitions is also com-
mon among utilitarian thinkers. Singer seems to endorse the priority of general
judgments in his famous Famine, Affluence, and Morality. People’s case-specific
verdicts militate against his view that indifference towards the plight of people in
remote countries is morally unacceptable. But “the way people do in fact judge
has nothing to do with the validity of my conclusion. My conclusion follows
from the principle which I advanced earlier, and unless that principle is rejected,
or the arguments shown to be unsound, I think the conclusion must stand, how-
ever strange it appears.”¹³⁷ Unger’s development of Singer’s argument is also in-
formed by the liberationist view that general judgments should correct our case-
specific judgments, rather than vice versa.¹³⁸ Building upon this tradition, Greene
and others who wish to advance arguments from moral irrelevance could main-
tain that intuitions at a higher level of generality should be taken to be more re-
liable than case-specific ones as a matter of principle,whatever the rationale be-
hind this principle might be.

 A third possibility is to assert that case-specific intuitions have priority over general ones.
Preservationists like Frances Kamm are associated with this view. Ethical particularists, who do
not believe in moral principles in the first place, are naturally inclined towards this view, too.
While in principle conceivable, this would entail that arguments from moral irrelevance do
not work at all, as they require that an intuition at a higher level of generality can override
the case-specific intuitions. The third possibility is therefore not an option for proponents of ar-
guments from moral irrelevance. These three ways of understanding the relation between gen-
eral and case-specific intuitions are also distinguished in Kagan, 1998, pp. 13– 14; Kamm, 1993,
pp. 5–7.
 Nye, 2015.
 Singer, 1972, p. 236. The principle Singer refers to is: “[I]f it is in our power to prevent some-
thing very bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable moral im-
portance, we ought, morally, to do it.” (1972, p. 231). This raises an interpretative question: Is
the duty to give to charity entailed by our obligation to save the drowning child and the
moral irrelevance of spatial distance? Or is it directly entailed by the above principle (which
would render the other argument obsolete)? I won’t address this interpretative question here
(refer e.g. to Nye, 2015, p. 630). Singer is inspired by Sidgwick (1981), another utilitarian who
favors intuitions at a high level of generality.
 Unger, 1997. Another skeptic about case-specific intuitions is Shelly Kagan (1989, pp. 13–15;
2016).

3.3 The backfiring problem 47

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 2:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



But this way of construing the relationship between the two types of intu-
itions would defeat the purpose of arguments from moral irrelevance. Arguments
from moral irrelevance would then target precisely the sort of intuitions that are
claimed to be rather irrelevant. For arguments from moral irrelevance to be dia-
lectically forceful, it must be assumed that the targeted intuitions play a crucial
role in the construction of moral theories. The fact that Greene attacks deontol-
ogy by attacking case-specific deontological intuitions commits him to the view
that these case-specific intuitions constitute the decisive evidence for deontolo-
gy. It would be pointless to attack case-specific deontological intuitions if deon-
tology rested primarily on more general intuitions. This has also been noted by
Victor Kumar and Richmond Campbell, who point out that Greene’s argument
rests on the hidden “assumption […] that the principal evidence for moral theo-
ries is our first order intuitions about concrete cases. One moral theory is more
justified than another principally insofar as it better explains and systematiz-
es our first order intuitions.”¹³⁹ Presumably, what Greene has in mind is deonto-
logical theory that relies heavily on evidence from thought experiments involving
the sort of dilemmas examined by Greene. The prototypical deontologist of this
sort is Frances Kamm, who has practiced and encouraged the study of case-spe-
cific intuitions like no other. Her deontological views are based on a large set of
carefully examined case-specific intuitions, and they are precisely the sort of
case-specific intuitions that Greene seeks to undermine in an attempt to refute
deontology.

But the assumption that case-specific intuitions constitute the principal evi-
dence for deontology is in direct tension with the assumption that case-specific
intuitions, as a rule, are much less reliable than more general ones. If the latter
are more reliable than the former, it is them that provide the principal evidence
for moral theories, rather than the unreliable case-specific ones. Assuming that
general intuitions trump case-specific ones makes it easy to construct arguments
from moral irrelevance and to maybe even challenge entire swathes of case-spe-
cific intuitions, such as all deontological intuitions. But it undermines the very
force of these arguments, as they target intuitions that, ex hypothesi, should not
play an important role in the construction of moral theories to begin with. It does
not render these arguments invalid, but dialectically toothless. What Greene
would have to do instead is attack deontological intuitions at a higher level of
generality, such as, say, that the separateness of persons, the signing of con-

 Kumar and Campbell, 2012, p. 313.
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tracts, or the giving of promises are morally relevant factors.¹⁴⁰ It would be them
that are crucial for the justification of deontology, not the case-specific intuitions
that he is actually attacking.

To see the problem more clearly, consider how a deontologist might respond
to Greene’s challenge. A deontologist who accepts that case-specific intuitions
are less reliable than general intuitions need not be too concerned about the
finding that case-specific deontological intuitions are responsive to morally irrel-
evant factors. Her endorsement of deontology is motivated by intuitions at a
higher level of generality anyway, precisely because she considers them more
trustworthy than case-specific ones. By contrast, a deontologist who rests her
case for deontology on case-specific intuitions, such as Kamm, will be loath to
accept the assumption that we should always listen to our general intuitions
rather than our case-specific ones when they are shown to clash.

That is, for arguments from moral irrelevance to have dialectical traction, it
must be assumed that case-specific intuitions constitute an important source of
evidence. But once we grant this, it becomes much more difficult (though not im-
possible) to debunk them by showing them to clash with an intuition at a higher
level of generality. And there will always be the risk that our case-specific intu-
itions compel us to grant moral significance to factors that are irrelevant accord-
ing to utilitarian principles.

So much for the first way in which arguments from moral irrelevance may
backfire. Unfortunately for utilitarians, there are two more.

Second, then, arguments from moral irrelevance may backfire by undermin-
ing the utilitarian case-specific intuition. Greene’s idea is that the utilitarian
intuition and the general intuition are so compelling that they undermine the de-
ontological intuition. But deontologists can retort that it is in fact the deontolog-
ical intuition and the general intuition that are so compelling that, together, they
undermine the utilitarian intuition. Again, which of the clashing intuitions
should be dismissed depends arguably on their relative strengths, and deontol-
ogists can plausibly suggest that the utilitarian intuition is the weakest link (thus
rejecting P4). For instance, they may argue that the intuition that one must not
shove the heavy person off the bridge and the intuition that personal force is mo-
rally irrelevant entail that we should jettison the utilitarian intuition that it is
morally permissible to hit the switch. In this way, the same evidence that Greene
invokes in his attempt to debunk deontological intuitions could be invoked by
deontologists to debunk utilitarian ones.

 See also Berker, 2009, p. 325. Note that these intuitions possess independent intuitive plau-
sibility, unlike perhaps the doctrine of double effect (Greene, 2014, p. 721).
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It is easy to overlook this option, as one might take the empirical evidence to
reveal that it is the deontological responses rather than the utilitarian responses
that are responding to irrelevant factors.¹⁴¹ But this is misleading. For whenever
our case-specific responses vary in response to an irrelevant factor, both respons-
es are sensitive to this irrelevant factor. The deontological intuition is triggered
by the irrelevant factor that the victim is pushed rather than killed by hitting
a switch. But the consequentialist intuition is likewise triggered by the irrelevant
fact that the victim is killed by hitting a switch rather than pushed.¹⁴² The em-
pirical findings are symmetrical, so to speak. This is why the argument requires
the additional premise P4, if it is to undermine the deontological intuition. And
it is open to the deontologist to object that the deontological judgment is intui-
tively more compelling and should overrule the utilitarian one, rather than vice
versa. Indeed, it is not too far-fetched to hold that the intuition that it is wrong to
shove the heavy person off the bridge is more robust than the one that it is per-
missible to hit the switch.

A similar point has been made by Kumar and Campbell. They criticize
Greene’s argument on the grounds that the necessary additional assumption
(P4) is too controversial, maintaining that it is not clear which way the conflict
between the pair of conflicting case-specific intuitions should be resolved. They
suggest drawing the more cautious conclusion “that we should withhold from
drawing a moral distinction between the cases.”¹⁴³ That is, we must stop at C2
and refrain from specifying which case-specific intuition should be dismissed.
But things are worse for the utilitarian would-be debunker. The deontologist
can insist that we can go beyond C2 because the deontological intuition may
be so strong that it becomes clear that we should reject the utilitarian one.

Again, I am not so much concerned with showing that Greene’s particular
debunking arguments backfire than with suggesting that his method cannot easi-
ly be used to debunk deontological intuitions on a larger scale. Even if he should
succeed at undermining the particular deontological intuition about the imper-
missibility of shoving the heavy person off the bridge, deontologists need not be
too worried that the same method can be used to systematically undermine all or
even the bulk of deontological case-specific intuitions.

The third way in which the argument backfires is a variation of the one just
discussed. Deontologists can adopt the argument from moral irrelevance for

 See e.g. Berker’s characterization of the argument from moral irrelevance (2009, p. 321).
 As correctly observed by Kumar and Campbell (2012, p. 317) and, at one point, by Greene
(2014, p. 713).
 Kumar and Campbell, 2012, p. 322. Note, though, that they have doubts about the accuracy
of Greene’s empirical findings.
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their own purposes and turn it into a powerful anti-utilitarian argument. Selim
Berker observes: “it is open to the defender of deontology to reply that, intuitive-
ly, the faculty eliciting consequentialist reactions is also responding to morally
irrelevant factors, or failing to respond to morally relevant ones.”¹⁴⁴ As Berker
characterizes it, this parallel anti-consequentialist debunking argument takes
the negative form, stating that utilitarian judgments fail to be sensitive to factors
that are relevant. Here is just one example of how such a parallel argument
might go: Consider Child, which is a variation of the traditional Switch dilemma
except that the person on the sidetrack is your own child. Saving the five workers
would require killing your own child. A critic of utilitarianism could plausibly
argue that there is a morally relevant difference between Switch and Child, name-
ly that the victim in Child is your own child. This is why the consequentialist re-
sponse to Child fails to be sensitive to a morally relevant factor. Examples like
this can easily be multiplied, as there are many factors apart from those bearing
on the maximization of welfare that are widely felt to be normatively relevant.
Berker, for instance, mentions the separateness of persons, a factor that is widely
thought to possess great moral significance but that utilitarian theories notori-
ously fail to do justice to.¹⁴⁵

This objection does not imply that Greene’s attack on specific deontological
intuitions fails. It may still be true that we should dismiss our intuition about the
impermissibility of shoving the heavy person off the bridge. But it means that the
same method can be used to debunk utilitarian responses, too.

Kumar and Campbell have come to the rescue of Greene by drawing atten-
tion to an asymmetry between Greene’s anti-deontological argument and paral-
lel anti-consequentialist arguments.¹⁴⁶ They observe that the latter are less effec-
tive because they rely on normative premises that are controversial, whereas
Greene’s argument invokes an intuition that even deontologists accept. No deon-
tologist finds it intuitive that personal force makes a moral difference.¹⁴⁷ By con-
trast, utilitarians are (relatively) happy to assert that kinship – or indeed any fac-
tor that does not affect the maximization of welfare − is morally irrelevant. The
anti-consequentialist argument thus threatens to beg the question against the
consequentialist. Greene’s argument, by contrast, is convincing even to deontol-
ogists. Kumar and Campbell have, I think, correctly identified an important
strength of Greene’s argument. It also means that Berker‘s claim that Greene’s

 Berker, 2009, p. 325.
 Berker, 2009, p. 325.
 Kumar and Campbell, 2012, pp. 314–315.
 Greene, 2010, p. 14; 2014, pp. 711–713.
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argument fails to “advance the dialectic on the relative merits of deontology ver-
sus consequentialism” is unfair.¹⁴⁸ It does advance the debate precisely because
it rests on an assumption that even deontologists cannot dispute. At the same
time, however, this asymmetry does not entirely defuse Berker’s challenge. It
does not mean that these parallel anti-consequentialist arguments are altogether
without force so that utilitarians need not be concerned about them. Surely, the
fact that a great many people intuit that utilitarian judgments fail to respond to
morally relevant factors is a serious problem for utilitarians. An objection along
these lines might not be particularly original and thus do less to ‘advance the
dialectic’, but it cannot easily be dismissed, either.

Greene has acknowledged the problem that case-specific utilitarian judg-
ments may fall victim to the same sort of debunking attack, and he has attempt-
ed to defuse this problem by appeal to dual-process theory. He maintains that
dual-process theory predicts that only deontological intuitions are susceptible
to the argument from morally (ir‐)relevant factors. But his argument for this pre-
diction is not convincing. Greene writes: “Why not suppose, as Berker does […],
that consequentialist ‘intuitions’ are as much to blame as deontological ones?
The answer is that there is a deep cognitive asymmetry between consequentialist
and deontological thinking, as posited by the dual-process theory.”¹⁴⁹ He then
goes on to explain that consequentialist responses are reasoned in that they in-
volve the conscious application of a moral principle (that of maximizing wel-
fare). By contrast, deontological intuitions are automatic and emotional, and
when people give deontological responses, they are often unaware of the princi-
ples that govern their responses (e.g. the doctrine of double effect).¹⁵⁰ Indeed,
consequentialist intuitions have been shown to be psychologically so unlike or-
dinary intuitions that they do not even qualify as intuitions in the psychological
sense of the term. They are only intuitions in the philosopher’s sense. And be-
cause they are so different, they are less likely to be vulnerable to the argument
from moral irrelevance, as it casts doubt specifically on ‘psychological’ intu-
itions:

In short, characteristically consequentialist judgments are not intuitive in the psychological
sense, but characteristically deontological judgments are. […] More generally, our mysteri-
ously variable moral intuitions are a nuisance for consequentialists, but they are […] the
lifeblood of deontological theorizing. For these reasons, evidence that our intuitions [in

 Berker, 2009, p. 326.
 Greene, 2010, p. 18.
 See in particular Cushman et al., 2006; Hauser et al., 2007. Note though that the evidence
provided by these studies is rather mixed and limited.
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the psychological sense] are unreliable is a point in favor of consequentialism and a point
against deontology.¹⁵¹

The main steps of Greene’s reasoning thus appear to be roughly as follows:

P1) The deontological responses that have been shown to be sensitive to morally irrelevant
factors are based on ‘psychological’ intuitions.

P2) Utilitarian responses are not based on ‘psychological’ but ‘philosophical’ intuitions.

C) A parallel argument against utilitarian judgments is therefore unlikely to succeed.

But an argument along these lines, even when we fill in the gaps, is not con-
vincing. To begin with, the argument presumes that the unreliability of deonto-
logical responses is due to their being driven by ‘psychological’ intuitions. And it
is unclear whether this is the case. The fact that the unreliable intuitions are
‘psychological’ intuitions does not mean that they are unreliable because they
are ‘psychological’ intuitions. Their ‘psychological’ nature could be completely
unrelated to their sensitivity to irrelevant factors. The fact that utilitarian judg-
ments differ psychologically from deontological judgments would then be beside
the point. Greene does relatively little to explain why the fact that deontological
intuitions are sensitive to morally irrelevant factors should be due to their being
‘psychological’ intuitions. If anything, he appears to suggest that the same con-
siderations that underlie the functionalist argument explain why specifically
‘psychological’ intuitions are unreliable. However, as will become clear in the
discussion of the functionalist argument, this is confused. The functionalist argu-
ment and the argument from moral irrelevance are on two different levels, and
considerations underlying the former cannot inform latter.

But even if we could say that the sensitivity to irrelevant factors of deonto-
logical intuitions is due to their being ‘psychological’ intuitions, this would not
allow us to rule out that utilitarian judgments may be vulnerable to a parallel
argument. The fact that responses that are based on ‘psychological’ intuitions
tend to be sensitive to irrelevant factors because they are based on ‘psychologi-
cal’ intuitions simply does not entail that responses that are not based on ‘psy-
chological’ intuitions are unlikely to be sensitive to irrelevant factors (or insen-
sitive to relevant factors). For they may of course have this defect in spite of not
being based on ‘psychological’ intuitions. And importantly, this is more than just
a hypothetical possibility. As noted above, there are at least concrete reasons to
suppose that some utilitarian judgments are insensitive to morally relevant fac-

 Greene, 2010, p. 20.
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tors. I am not here positively asserting that such factors as kinship definitely are
morally relevant. Kumar and Campbell have rightly pointed out that such claims
are to some extent controversial. Rather, my point is that these claims are at
least reasonably plausible. They are too plausible to be brushed aside on the
grounds that utilitarian responses differ psychologically from those intuitions
that have already been experimentally demonstrated to be responsive to irrele-
vant factors.When a deontologist rejects some consequentialist judgment as fail-
ing to account for a morally relevant factor (e.g. kinship), it simply does not do
to respond that this cannot be true because the judgment is not based on a psy-
chological intuition. Appeals to what dual-process theory might predict about
whether utilitarian judgments are open to a similar objection are simply way
too speculative to be of any dialectical use in this situation.

The above analysis also confirms a worry first voiced by Berker that dual-
process theory and the underlying neuroscientific findings play no role in the ar-
gument from moral irrelevance.¹⁵² The argument relies exclusively on experimen-
tal findings regarding which factors trigger our intuitions. The neuroscientific
findings and dual-process theory are completely peripheral to it. The attempt
to use dual-process theory to defuse the backfiring problem fails.

3.4 The scope problem

The scope of the argument from moral irrelevance is further reduced by the pauc-
ity of the necessary empirical evidence. According to the argument from moral
irrelevance, deontological intuitions must be distrusted because they can be
shown to be sensitive to morally irrelevant factors. This argument requires empir-
ical evidence to the effect that our deontological responses in fact are sensitive to
factors that can readily be seen to be morally irrelevant. But so far, the evidence
is rather meagre and mixed.

Greene’s argument focuses on sacrificial dilemmas, but, again, intuitions
about sacrificial dilemmas make up only a small portion of all deontological in-
tuitions. We also have deontological intuitions about a large range of ethical is-
sues that are unrelated to the kind of sacrificial questions examined by Greene.
Clearly, the fact that some of our intuitions in sacrificial dilemmas seem to be
responsive to irrelevant factors hardly allows drawing any general conclusions
about the reliability of deontological intuitions. Greene states that he “favor[s]”
the “possibility […] that once all of the inner workings of our judgments are re-

 Berker, 2009, pp. 325–326
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vealed by science, there will be nothing left for deontologists. All of the factors
that push us away from consequentialism will, once brought into the light, turn
out to be things that we will all regard as morally irrelevant.”¹⁵³ But this is dis-
tinctly unsatisfactory. While it is understandable that he ‘favors’ this possibility,
this is as of now mere speculation with little concrete evidence to back it up. In-
deed, as we have just seen, there is reason to assume that the opposite is true,
and that the same method can be used to challenge consequentialist judgments.

Also, the evidence is again incomplete even with regard to deontological in-
tuitions in sacrificial dilemmas.¹⁵⁴ The two factors singled out by Greene and his
colleagues are not necessary criteria for the triggering of deontological intuitions
in sacrificial dilemmas. Recall Rifle, Hypnosis and Electroshock. In none of these
dilemmas, the force that directly impacts the victim is generated by the agent’s
muscles. The electric current in Electroshock is obviously not generated by the
agent. In Rifle, the force that impacts the victim is generated by explosives.
And Hypnosis does not involve any force at all. And yet these scenarios seem
to elicit deontological intuitions.¹⁵⁵ We do not know which factors these intu-
itions are triggered by, but in theory it may turn out that these factors aremorally
relevant. Therefore, focusing on the moral (ir‐)relevance of personal force and
spatial distance will not get us far. In order to mount a complete argument
from moral irrelevance that debunks all, or even the greater part, of deontolog-
ical responses in sacrificial dilemmas, one must first identify all factors that de-
ontological responses are sensitive to in such dilemmas, which so far has not
been done, and which, one might add, would be a formidable task.¹⁵⁶

Finally, and maybe most seriously, it is unclear to what extent intuitions that
respond to the conjunction of personal force and intention really are sensitive to
morally irrelevant factors. Greene focuses on the moral irrelevance of personal
force, observing jokingly that, if we were consulted for moral advice on a sacri-

 Greene, 2010, p. 21. He promises to offer more evidence in his book (2013), but as far as
I can see the book includes no such evidence.
 Greene has conceded that the personal-force-cum-intention theory is “incomplete” or “only
an approximation” of the solution to the trolley problem (2016, p. 176).
 In an endnote, Greene acknowledges the possibility that our ‘alarm gizmo’ might “learn to
respond to other kinds of violence, such as gun violence” (2013, p. 378). But note that we do not
know which factor in Rifle triggers the response. Is it the fact that it involves explosives, or the
fact that it involves a gun, or the fact that it involves a hard metal object, or the fact that the
victim is killed like game, or the fact that it involves a loud noise, or is it some other factor
or even a combination of multiple factors?
 Moreover, Railton has offered a counterexample suggesting that the two factors are also not
sufficient to trigger a deontological response (2014, pp. 854–855). See also again Berker on pos-
sible counterexamples to Greene and colleagues’ theory (2009, p. 323 n73).

3.4 The scope problem 55

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 2:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



ficial dilemma situation, we would not ask whether the dilemma involves push-
ing a person or hitting a switch.While this bit of the argument is convincing, it is
less clear whether the other factor, intention, is morally irrelevant, too. The doc-
trine of double effect, according to which there is a moral difference between
intending harm as a means to an end and merely foreseeing harm is a time-hon-
ored and widely endorsed philosophical view.¹⁵⁷ It can hardly be dismissed as
evidently mistaken in the same way as our sensitivity to personal force. This
means that the argument from moral irrelevance is seriously flawed. It may be
that one of two factors that jointly trigger deontological intuitions is morally ir-
relevant. But if the other is morally relevant, it means that a deontological intu-
ition indicates that there is a morally relevant difference. A deontological intu-
ition would be a sufficient but not necessary indicator of a morally relevant
difference. It is therefore difficult to see why deontological intuitions should
be dismissed as unreliable in light of their sensitivity to these two factors.

Greene’s main responses to this problem is that there is an evolutionary
debunking explanation of why we feel that there is a moral difference between
intending harm and merely foreseeing harm as a side-effect.¹⁵⁸ According to
Greene, we are equipped with a cognitive subsystem that monitors our action
plans and that triggers an emotional alarm if these plans involve harm to another
individual. However, it would be too cognitively costly to inspect all causal ef-
fects of our actions. It therefore only inspects the main causal chain, namely
those events that are necessary for the achievement of the intended action.
This explanation constitutes an evolutionary debunking argument of why we
take the intended/foreseen distinction to be morally relevant: “Harms caused
as a means push our moral-emotional buttons not because they are objectively
worse but because the alarm system that keeps us from being casually violent
lacks the cognitive capacity to keep track of side effects.”¹⁵⁹ Greene seeks to com-
bine the argument from moral irrelevance with a new evolutionary debunking ar-
gument.¹⁶⁰

This combination of the argument from moral irrelevance with an evolution-
ary debunking argument is problematic, as it means that the former cannot
serve as an alternative to the argument from evolutionary history. Greene

 See McIntyre, 2014; for two contemporary defenses of this doctrine, refer to Quinn, 1993;
Wedgewood, 2011, see Lott, 2016.
 Greene, 2010, p. 17; 2013, pp. 224–240; 2016, p. 176. Greene appears to offer a different re-
sponse in Greene, 2014, p. 721, which has been convincingly dealt with by Lott (2016).
 Greene, 2009, pp. 239–240.
 It is new in that it played no role in the initial statement of the argument from evolutionary
history as discussed in the previous chapter.
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seems to have developed the argument from moral irrelevance as a response to
problems with the argument from evolutionary history. But if the argument from
moral irrelevance is partially dependent on an evolutionary debunking explana-
tion, too, nothing is gained by substituting the argument from moral irrelevance
for the argument from evolutionary history. It would mean buying into the evolu-
tionary debunking program after all, which, as we have seen, threatens to under-
mine utilitarianism, too.

3.5 How useful are experiments?

Arguments from moral irrelevance exist both in experimental and non-experi-
mental versions. Greene’s argument relies on experimental findings about
which factors trigger people’s intuitions. But it is also possible to identify the
factors that our intuitions are sensitive to from the armchair and to use these
findings to construct arguments from moral irrelevance.¹⁶¹ As noted earlier, sim-
ilar non-experimental versions of such arguments have been put forth by Singer
and Unger. Greene, however, has presented his argument as an example of how
experimental moral psychology can advance moral theorizing. It is supposed to
demonstrate “that interesting scientific facts about moral psychology can, when
combined with relatively uninteresting normative assumptions, lead us to rela-
tively interesting normative conclusions.”¹⁶² Thus, in addition to debunking de-
ontology, his goal is to demonstrate the normative significance of experimental
moral psychology. I will conclude this chapter by explaining why this attempt at
demonstrating the normative significance of experimental moral psychology is
somewhat underwhelming. The use of experimental methods to construct argu-
ments from moral irrelevance is at worst counterproductive and at best helpful
but not game-changing.

My criticism will focus on experimental studies revealing people’s sensitivi-
ty to what I call morally irrelevant internal factors. The involvement of personal
force in a trolley scenario, for instance, is an internal feature of the scenario it-
self.¹⁶³ By contrast, some morally irrelevant factors that our intuitions are sensi-
tive to are external to the moral scenarios. There are, for instance, studies sug-
gesting that moral intuitions are responsive to the order of presentation, to
hypnotic suggestion and to whether one is seated in a clean or dirty environ-

 See again Campbell and Kumar, 2012 for a related discussion.
 Greene, 2014, p. 771.
 Other studies that have revealed sensitivity to morally irrelevant internal factors include
Gino et al., 2010; Uhlmann et al., 2009.
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ment.¹⁶⁴ These findings, too, identify morally irrelevant factors that our intu-
itions are sensitive to, but these factors are not features of the scenarios them-
selves. Rather, they pertain to the presentation of the dilemmas and are in this
sense external. In what follows, I will only be concerned with studies revealing
sensitivity to morally irrelevant internal factors.

The experimental studies invoked by Greene investigated laypeople’s moral
intuitions. His argument from moral irrelevance thus targets in the first instance
laypeople’s intuitions. The problem is that targeting laypeople’s intuitions re-
duces the force of arguments from moral irrelevance. Deontologists can retort
that it has not been shown that their deontological intuitions are sensitive to ir-
relevant factors, the intuitions of trained philosophers. And it is these expert
intuitions that deontological theories are based upon. That is, deontologists
can claim that philosophers’ and laypeople’s intuitions diverge and that the for-
mer can be expected to be less susceptible to morally irrelevant factors. In this
case, an argument from moral irrelevance that relies on data about laypeople’s
intuitions will not put much pressure on advocates of the targeted theory

The notion that philosophers are expert intuiters is, of course, controver-
sial.¹⁶⁵ The proponent of an argument from moral irrelevance that relies on
data about laypeople’s intuitions could reject the expertise claim, insisting
that laypeople’s and philosophers’ intuitions are sensitive to exactly the same
irrelevant factors. Whether this is the case is difficult to say. There are studies
suggesting that philosophers’ moral intuitions are equally sensitive to morally
irrelevant external factors.¹⁶⁶ But as of yet there is no evidence concerning
their sensitivity to morally irrelevant internal factors. To simply take for granted
that the folk moral intuitions revealed by surveys are representative of those held
by trained philosophers is risky. The expertise claim may itself be fairly specula-
tive, but it possesses some prima facie plausibility. It therefore seems unwise,
from a dialectical point of view, to attack a moral view, such as deontology,
by attacking the layperson’s version of it.

There is a related and somewhat more technical reason why specifically
Greene’s anti-deontological argument from moral irrelevance should have target-
ed philosophers’ rather than laypeople’s intuitions. One element of his argument

 Liao et al., 2012; Petrinovich and O’Neill, 1996; Schnall et al., 2008; Schwitzgebel and Cush-
man, 2012, 2015; Tobia et al., 2013; Wheatley and Haidt, 2005; Wiegmann et al., 2012. In light of
the replication crisis, findings like these should be taken with a grain of salt (see e.g. Landy and
Goodwin, 2015).
 See especially Weinberg et al., 2010, but also Kauppinen, 2014, p. 295.
 Schwitzgebel and Cushman, 2012, 2015; Tobia et al. 2013a; Tobia et al., 2013b; Wiegmann
et al., 2020.
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against deontology is the allegation that more elaborate deontological theories
are the output of confabulatory post hoc rationalization rather than that of un-
biased and careful moral reflection. This argument from confabulation will be
considered in more detail in Chapter 5. To anticipate somewhat, the allegation
that deontologists are post hoc rationalizers is supported by two observations:
First, there is ample empirical evidence that people routinely engage in confab-
ulatory post hoc rationalization, such as Haidt’s dumbfounding experiment.¹⁶⁷
Second, more elaborate deontological theories tend to confirm our deontological
gut reactions: “For example, […] there is a complicated, highly abstract theory of
rights that explains why it’s okay to sacrifice one life for five in the trolley case
[i.e. the Switch case] but not in the footbridge case, and it just so happens that we
have a strong negative emotional response to the latter case but not to the for-
mer.”¹⁶⁸ Greene reckons that the best explanation of this striking coincidence
is that deontologists are really just rationalizing their gut reactions. It is impor-
tant to note that post hoc reasoning is epistemically problematic only when the
relevant intuitions have been shown to be unreliable. If deontological intuitions
about different trolley cases have been shown to be unreliable, the deontologist
who is engaged in post hoc reasoning is trying to vindicate intuitions that there
is no reason to assume to be correct. By contrast, should the deontological intu-
itions be reliable, the theories produced by deontologists might well provide ac-
curate systematizations and explications of the intuited truths. But this means
that Greene’s argument from moral irrelevance,which is supposed to debunk de-
ontological intuitions, must target those intuitions that the more elaborate deon-
tological theories are allegedly rationalizations of. This is necessary for the argu-
ment from post hoc rationalization to work. And since the philosophers who
have developed these elaborate deontological theories must surely be assumed
to have rationalized their own intuitions, Greene’s argument from moral irrele-
vance must target the intuitions of these philosophers. Therefore, if Greene’s ar-
gument from moral irrelevance undermines laypeople’s deontological intuitions
rather than those of deontological philosophers, the attack on more elaborate
deontological theories – a pivotal component of his attack on deontology − col-
lapses. This collapse can be prevented by making the assumption that laypeo-
ple’s and philosophers’ intuitions are identical and thus sensitive to the same
morally irrelevant factors. But this assumption is controversial, and Greene’s ar-
gument had better not rest upon it.

 See also Dutton and Aron, 1974; Gazzaniga and LeDoux, 1978; Nisbett and Wilson, 1977;
Uhlmann et al., 2009; Wheatley and Haidt, 2005; T. D. Wilson, 2002; Wilson and Nisbett, 1978.
 Greene, 2008, p. 68.
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All this suggests that building arguments from moral irrelevance on experi-
mental data about laypeople’s intuitions is, in fact, counterproductive. Propo-
nents of arguments from moral irrelevance, especially Greene, would be well-ad-
vised to target philosophers’ intuitions rather than those of laypeople. This
leaves them with two options. They can either use data gathered experimentally
by surveying philosophers’ intuitions or use data gathered in a collaborative
armchair-based enterprise by philosophers. Both options capture philosophers’
intuitions, but only the first option is truly experimental, whereas the second
is conventional.

The first approach, that of testing philosophers’ intuitions experimentally,
strikes me as an interesting and worthwhile research project. But given the avail-
ability of the second option, such experiments are at least not indispensable for
the construction of arguments from moral irrelevance. As mentioned above, this
conventional method has in fact already been used to construct arguments from
moral irrelevance, in particular by Unger. And, it may be added, in the works of
such thinkers as Unger and Kamm, the conventional method of investigating our
intuitions from the armchair has reached an admirable level of sophistication
and precision.

The experimental approach may be credited with improving on the arm-
chair-based one by correcting for biases and individual idiosyncrasies, thereby
guaranteeing greater validity and generalizability. This may be true even taking
into account that the armchair-based investigation of moral intuitions is often
a collaborative effort by the philosophical community rather than an individual
one. But experimental arguments from moral irrelevance still represent only a
marginal improvement over traditional, non-experimental arguments from
moral irrelevance. They do not constitute anything resembling a methodological
breakthrough, contrary to what Greene insinuates.

The fact that experimental methods are not indispensable for the construc-
tion of arguments from moral irrelevance is worth highlighting, as it implies
that Greene’s empirical research is more or less redundant for the argument
from moral irrelevance. Not only is the argument from moral irrelevance not sup-
ported by dual-process theory, as discussed above. It also does not strictly re-
quire experimental methods. Thus, besides facing the backfiring problem and
the scope problem, the argument fails to show how empirical methods can ad-
vance moral theorizing.

Again, experimental studies revealing sensitivity to morally irrelevant exter-
nal factors are exempt from this criticism. I find it difficult to see how philoso-
phers could reliably find out about the influence of irrelevant external factors
upon moral judgment from the armchair, precisely because these factors are ex-
ternal to the thought experiments proper. We need systematic and rigorous sci-
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entific experiments to discover that, say, hypnotic disgust or framing effects in-
fluence our moral intuitions. It seems, then, that experimental methods are
much more indispensable to finding out about our sensitivity to morally irrele-
vant external factors and to arguments based on such findings.
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4 Deontology, Utilitarianism, and Morality as
Problem-Solving

4.1 Introduction

The third version of the primary argument makes the case for utilitarianism on
the grounds of utilitarianism is better suited to solve our moral problems. Greene
refers to it as the “indirect route”¹⁶⁹; I call it the functionalist argument. The func-
tionalist argument states that we should favor utilitarian over deontological sol-
utions to unfamiliar moral problems because our automatic, deontological intu-
itions have not evolved to deal with such problems.

The functionalist argument avoids some of the pitfalls identified in the pre-
vious chapters. It is much less ambitious than the argument from evolutionary
history and the argument from moral irrelevance. It is an argument for utilitari-
anism and against deontology, but only with regard to some moral problems. In-
deed, it involves a partial vindication of deontology, namely as a solution to fa-
miliar moral problems. This contrasts with Greene’s evolutionary skepticism
about the reliability of our deontological intuitions and with his hope that the
argument from moral irrelevance will eventually undermine all deontological
intuitions. The limited scope of the functionalist argument is a feature, not a
bug, in that it is not intended to undermine more than a specific subset of deon-
tological intuitions. Moreover, unlike the argument from moral irrelevance, it
rests squarely on dual-process theory and would, if successful, prove the norma-
tive significance of dual-process theory and the neuroscientific findings it is
based on.

This chapter argues that it is not successful. It also explores the pitfalls
of construing morality – both deontology and utilitarianism − in functionalist
terms as a problem-solving device.¹⁷⁰

4.2 The functionalist argument

The basic idea underlying the functionalist argument is that we are facing two
types of moral problems – unfamiliar and familiar ones – that must be dealt

 Greene, 2014; see also 2010, 2013, 2017. For some interesting discussions, see Dale, 2020;
FitzPatrick, 2018; Kraaijeveld and Sauer, 2019; Lott, 2016; May, 2018, pp. 101– 103; Paulo, 2019.
 A similar ‘functionalist’ project is pursued by Kitcher (2011).
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with in two different ways that correspond to the two processes identified by
dual-process theory. Unfamiliar problems are those with which we have “inade-
quate evolutionary, cultural, or personal experience.”¹⁷¹ Familiar problems are
those with which we have adequate such experience. When facing familiar
moral problems, we can rely on our automatic, deontological gut reactions, be-
cause they have over time adjusted to these problems through evolutionary, cul-
tural and personal learning processes. By contrast, when we are confronting pe-
culiarly modern, unfamiliar problems, we must distrust our automatic mode and
switch into the ‘manual’ mode, which yields utilitarian solutions.

The moral problems we are facing range from the difficulty of cooperative
behavior in everyday life to more complex and/or recent problems such as vio-
lent conflict, global warming, terrorists using weapons of mass destruction,
global poverty, bioethical problems, the place of religion in public live, capital
punishment, abortion, and so forth.¹⁷² Familiar problems are often what Greene
calls ‘Me vs Us’ problems. These are problems associated with conflicts between
individuals within the same group. In order to reap the benefits of cooperation,
individuals must sometimes restrain their own selfishness, especially in prison-
er’s dilemma-like situations. Morality enables cooperation in these situations
by telling people to put ‘Us’ ahead of ‘Me’. Unfamiliar problems, by contrast,
are often of the ‘Us vs Them’ type. They concern conflicts between groups. ‘Us
vs Them’ problems have two dimensions: “First, there is plain old selfishness
at the group level, also known as tribalism. Humans nearly always put Us
ahead of Them. Second, beyond tribalism, groups have genuine differences in
values, disagreements concerning the proper terms of cooperation.”¹⁷³ And
both sub-problems entail costly inter-tribal conflicts.¹⁷⁴ Problems arising from re-
cent technological or social developments – e.g. bioethical problems − are also
typical examples of unfamiliar problems.

Here is a rough summary of the functionalist argument:

The Functionalist Argument

P1) We are facing two types of moral problems, familiar and unfamiliar ones.

P2) Our moral cognition operates in two modes, an automatic and a manual mode.

 Greene, 2014, p. 714.
 See e.g. Greene, 2013, pp. 98–99, 348; 2017, p. 73.
 Greene, 2013, pp. 66–67, see also p. 99; 2017, pp. 72–73. His characterization of ‘Us vs
Them’ problems as ‘unfamiliar’ is problematic, though (see note 185 below).
 Greene, 2013, pp. 1–27, 293–295.
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P3) Our automatic mode has evolved to deal with familiar problems but not with unfami-
liar ones.

P4) The automatic mode yields deontological judgments, and the manual mode yields con-
sequentialist ones.

P5) We can rely on our automatic responses only when facing problems that these respons-
es have evolved to deal with.

C) We can rely on our automatic, deontological responses when dealing with familiar
problems but must switch to manual, consequentialist reasoning when dealing with
unfamiliar problems.

4.3 Begging the question

To begin with, it is important to note that Greene has, somewhat surreptitiously,
shifted the topic of his inquiry. The functionalist argument is meant to determine
which moral norms we should adopt in order to achieve certain pre-defined
goals. The suggestion to rely on our automatic, deontological responses in famil-
iar but not in unfamiliar situations is best understood as a heuristic.¹⁷⁵ By con-
trast, both the argument from evolutionary history and the argument from moral
irrelevance are attempts to identify the moral goals we should try to achieve in
the first place. This also explains why the conclusions of these arguments differ.
The functionalist argument is much more conciliatory than the other two argu-
ments in that it explicitly acknowledges the reliability of some deontological in-
tuitions.

Since the functionalist argument is about achieving moral goals, it already
presupposes answers to contested moral questions. When we ask what norms
best serve a given purpose, we are asking an essentially instrumental question.¹⁷⁶
This implies that we must already have an idea of what our final (non-instrumen-
tal) goals ought to be. The functionalist argument does therefore not provide an
answer to the deontology/utilitarianism controversy, understood as a controversy
about what is finally morally valuable. Rather, it presupposes an answer to this
question. This issue is less serious when the moral problems identified by Greene
are generally agreed to really be problems. For instance, deontologists and util-

 Bruni et al. call this the ‘collective usefulness’ view: “According to this view, certain forms
of moral thinking are to be recommended because they serve instrumentally to further widely
shared goals, such as a reduction in conflict, or an increase in social cohesion.” (2014,
p. 106). Note that there is a long tradition in utilitarian thought of embracing at least some com-
mon-sense moral rules as useful rules-of-thumb (Sunstein, 2005, p. 533).
 See note 175 above.
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itarians alike can agree that weapons of mass destruction and climate change
are problems, so there is nothing question begging about maintaining that we
must find ways of overcoming these problems. But as soon as we turn to more
controversial issues – especially those contested between deontologists and util-
itarians – the functionalist approach threatens to beg the question.¹⁷⁷

4.4 Internal inconsistencies

Another problem is that Greene does not seem to be sufficiently aware of the dis-
continuity between the functionalist argument and the other versions of the pri-
mary argument. This is evidenced by how Greene characterizes the relation be-
tween the argument from moral irrelevance and the functionalist argument. The
argument from moral irrelevance is clearly informed by a conventional rather
than a functionalist approach to morality. The factor ‘personal force’ is dismissed
as lacking intrinsic moral significance rather than as being irrelevant with regard
to the achievement of cooperation (or some other moral goal). This means that
the genealogical considerations that underlie the functionalist argument do
not predict that (or explain why) deontological responses are sensitive to factors
that strike us as morally irrelevant. This, however, is what Greene appears to be
insinuating. He seems to think of the ‘indirect’ route as an expansion or elabo-
ration of the ‘direct route’ (the argument from moral irrelevance). The latter
allowed “[l]imited progress”, whereas the former offers “a more general theory
that tells us when our judgments are likely to go astray.”¹⁷⁸ But this is confused.
The genealogical considerations that inform the functionalist argument predict,
for instance, that our intuitive responses foster within-group cooperation while
hindering between-group cooperation. Our conception of moral relevance, how-
ever, is distinct from the question of what is instrumentally necessary for the
achievement of cooperation. Therefore, the genealogical considerations underly-
ing the functionalist argument imply nothing about our intuitions’ sensitivity to
morally irrelevant factors.

It might be possible to disentangle these two arguments and to assign each a
meaningful role in the overall structure of the argument. But Greene’s own un-
derstanding and presentation of how the functionalist argument relates to the

 Greene seems to be aware of this problem and promises to address it in his book (2010,
p. 24). But as I explain below, I find his treatment of these issues in his book unconvincing.
 Greene, 2014, p. 713. Elsewhere, he writes that “whether a judgment is produced by a proc-
ess that is emotional, heuristic, or a by-product of our evolutionary history is not unrelated to
whether that judgment reflects a sensitivity to factors that are morally irrelevant.” (2010, p. 12)
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rest of his empirically informed case for utilitarianism seems confused. This con-
fusion is also apparent in his discussion of Haidt’s incest thought experiment,
one of Greene’s favored illustrations of how science can advance moral philos-
ophy. Greene’s argument is based on the plausible causal premise that people
tend to condemn incest – such as the romantic affair between Julie and Mark
− because incest led to genetic defects in the environment in which our ances-
tors evolved. He then maintains that “[w]hether or not a behavior increased
the probability of deleterious consequences in the environment of our ancestors
is irrelevant to its present moral acceptability, so long as this behavior does not
also causes [sic] similar harm in our present environment” (which includes
methods of birth control).¹⁷⁹ This leads him to conclude that we ought not con-
demn their behavior.While this may be true, Greene presents this as an illustra-
tion of the argument from moral irrelevance. He writes that the causal premise
“tells us that people’s judgments are, in this instance, determined by their sen-
sitivity to a morally irrelevant factor.”¹⁸⁰ But the causal premise does not specify
the factors that trigger the deontological response. Our intuitive aversion to in-
cestuous relationships is not sensitive to this evolutionary fact in the same man-
ner in which our moral judgments are sensitive to personal force. Rather, what is
triggering it is probably simply the fact that it is siblings rather than unrelated
people who are having a love affair. The incest example is thus either an instance
of the functionalist argument (as Greene appears to suggest elsewhere¹⁸¹) or of
the argument from evolutionary history.

4.5 How functional are deontological intuitions?

Furthermore, his suggestion that our automatic, deontological responses are
reliable in ‘familiar’ situations is very questionable. Greene reasons that “[a]uto-
matic settings can function well only when they have been shaped by trial-and-
error experience”, be it a biological, cultural or personal one.¹⁸² But this reason-
ing rests on the problematic assumption that the criterion of selection of these

 Greene, 2010, p. 11.
 Greene, 2010, p. 11. Shortly after, he explicitly endorses the ‘argument from moral irrele-
vance’-interpretation suggested by Berker. And he writes that his characterization of the argu-
ment from moral irrelevance is modelled on the incest argument (p. 15). Elsewhere (2014,
p. 712), his presentation of the incest case is also embedded in a discussion of the argument
from moral irrelevance.
 Greene, 2010, p. 22.
 Greene, 2014, p. 714.

66 4 Deontology, Utilitarianism, and Morality as Problem-Solving

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 2:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



mechanisms is whether a response helps us solve our moral problems.¹⁸³ This is
roughly true of biological evolution, although only indirectly: Biological evolu-
tion does not select for moral dispositions that solve our moral problems but
for dispositions that enhance our fitness. But since cooperative traits increase fit-
ness and since lack of cooperation is one of the to-be-solved problems, our nat-
urally evolved moral dispositions may be expected to provide decent solutions to
some of our familiar moral problems. The case of cultural evolution, by contrast,
is much trickier. It is fair to say that the laws of cultural transmission are still
poorly understood. But according to one recent suggestion, informed by the
so-called epidemiological approach, the ‘cultural fitness’ of a moral norm is a
function of the following three factors:

(i) It yields material benefit to its believers or to the members of a culture who are in a
position to indoctrinate others;

(ii) it is situated in a narrative context that is easy to learn because, e.g., it integrates with
existing beliefs about the nature of the world or captures the imagination; or

(iii) it has emotional appeal, due to the intrinsic content of the belief or accompanying
practices, such as emotional conditioning or emotionally intense religious rituals.¹⁸⁴

Of these three factors, only the first factor might plausibly be connected to the
resolution of moral problems. But even this is doubtful. For one thing, if some
norms exist because they benefit the powerful indoctrinators, they are probably
poorly aligned with the correct moral values. They do not solve our moral prob-
lems but the prudential problems of the powerful indoctrinators, so to speak. For
another, if a norm benefits only the believers, this is bound to happen at the ex-
pense of members of the outgroup. It is, for instance, beneficial to believe that it
is morally permissible to kill, enslave or, indeed, eat members of the outgroup.¹⁸⁵
Finally, to describe our personal learning experience as an adaptive ‘trial-and-
error process’ strikes me as misleading, too. For when we make a bad moral judg-

 This is also noted by Greene (2014, p. 714).
 Prinz, 2007, p. 220. The epidemiological approach was pioneered by Dan Sperber (1996) and
bears a resemblance to Dawkins and Dennett’s meme theory mentioned in the introduction.
 See Prinz, 2007, pp. 223–229. Greene could object that this is an inter-tribal conflict and as
such not suited for our automatic mode, anyway. Indeed, at one point, Greene writes: “Of
course, Us versus Them is a very old problem. But historically it’s been a tactical problem rather
than a moral one.” (2013, p. 15) But this statement is puzzling.What does it mean for a problem
to be a tactical rather than moral one? And why is the intra-tribal tragedy of the commons (pre-
sumably as ‘tactical’ a problem as one can imagine) a moral problem rather than a tactical one?
And does this mean that ‘familiarity’ is not the decisive criterion, at least not the only one? In
any case, even if we abstract from this specific problem with the cultural trial-and-error process,
other problems remain.
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ment (say, that the above incestuous relationship is a moral abomination), we
do not get an ‘error message’ that prompts us to adjust our judgment. Greene lik-
ens the personal moral learning experience to learning to fear hot stoves by
touching them.¹⁸⁶ But there is no obvious equivalent to the sensation of heat
when we make a wrong moral judgment. You can go your entire life and never
notice that you were wrong about abortion, incest, capital punishment, and so
forth. In fact, a whole lot of people do go their entire lives without noticing
that they have been wrong about these issues (whatever the truth about these
issues may be).

All this is not to deny that there is some truth in Greene’s idea that our au-
tomatic responses to familiar problems may contain acquired moral wisdom.¹⁸⁷
But the extent to which they do is unclear. The three learning mechanisms are
much less linear and reliable than Greene’s talk of a trial-and-error process sug-
gests. The heuristic to use the automatic mode in familiar situations will proba-
bly misfire.¹⁸⁸

4.6 How functional is utilitarianism?

Most worryingly, his positive case for utilitarianism seems confused. Even if we
agree that our deontological responses fail us in unfamiliar situations because
they have not evolved to deal with these situations, this still does not mean
that manual mode reasoning yields good solutions to these problems. And
this is because when we engage in manual moral reasoning, we typically do
not engage in the kind of functionalist or instrumentalist reasoning that seeks
to find ‘solutions’ to predefined ‘problems’.When we contemplate a moral ques-
tion (“Should I shove the heavy person off the bridge?”, “Should we take money
from the rich and give it to the poor?”, etc.), we are not asking ourselves which
steps must be taken to achieve some pre-defined moral goal, such as coopera-
tion. Rather, moral deliberation centrally involves figuring out what is morally
valuable in the first place, that is, what our moral goals should be and what
moral side constraints we might have to respect. Manual moral reasoning is
thus typically concerned with answering a different question than the one that
is central to Greene’s functionalist argument. Even if manual mode reasoning
should support utilitarianism, this would not show that utilitarianism provides

 Greene, 2014, p. 714.
 See Railton, 2014 and Sauer, 2012a.
 Similarly, Bruni et al. conclude that Greene’s suggested heuristic is unconvincing until it
has been corroborated by “a very ambitious empirical research program” (2014, p. 171).
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workable ‘solutions’ to our moral ‘problems’. If anything, it would show that the
maximization of welfare is the only thing that matters morally. But this tells us
little about how exactly to achieve, say, inter-tribal cooperation. In order to come
up with solutions to unfamiliar problems, we would instead have to switch into
the ‘social scientist mode’, so to speak, which engages in means-end reasoning
and which might tell us how to best achieve inter-tribal cooperation and other
goals.

The fact (if it is a fact) that ‘manual’ moral reasoning supports utilitarianism
does therefore not constitute a functionalist vindication of utilitarianism. In his
Moral Tribes, Greene offers two other rationales for choosing utilitarianism as the
solution to unfamiliar moral problems.

One is that we should take a pragmatic approach and look out for what he
calls a metamorality. This is a moral system that allows adjudicating inter-tribal
conflicts because it is based on shared moral values: “This is the essence of
deep pragmatism: to seek common ground not where we think it ought to be,
but where it actually is.”¹⁸⁹ And Greene believes that utilitarianism is particularly
well suited to serve as such a metamorality.

The other is that utilitarianism is supported by rational, empirically in-
formed moral theorizing.While he does not directly argue for the truth of utilita-
rianism, he contends that utilitarianism becomes “uniquely attractive once our
moral thinking has been objectively improved by a scientific understanding of
morality.”¹⁹⁰ And by this he means that utilitarianism is supported by the argu-
ment from moral irrelevance¹⁹¹ and evolutionary debunking arguments¹⁹², along-
side a range of other considerations.

It is easy to be confused by Greene’s argumentation. One problem is that
the above two criteria are in conflict with each other. If we ‘objectively improve’
our moral thinking in the way Greene envisages, we are bound to move away
from the ‘common ground where it actually is’. After all, ‘objective improvement’
involves, among other things, debunking generally shared deontological intu-
itions, which is the opposite of starting from common ground where it actually
is. Relatedly, it is rather implausible to claim that utilitarianism, which has no-
toriously counterintuitive implications, rests on an overlapping moral consen-
sus.¹⁹³ Thus, either we solve unfamiliar problems by appeal to commonly shared

 Greene, 2013, p. 291.
 Greene, 2013, p. 189.
 Greene, 2013, pp. 213–217, 261.
 Greene, 2013, pp. 224–245. Notice that the evolutionary debunking arguments that feature
in Greene’s book differ from Greene’s earlier evolutionary debunking arguments.
 Similarly, Wielenberg, 2014, p. 914.
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values, in which case utilitarianism will hardly be our morality of choice. Or we
solve these problems by relying on ‘objectively improved moral thinking’. This
method might vindicate utilitarianism, but it will not yield a metamorality
based on shared values.

What is more, the rationale behind objectively improving our moral thinking
is, in this context, itself rather puzzling. If we are interested in whether norms
are conducive to solving pre-defined moral problems, the notion of objectively
improving moral thinking as Greene conceives it is difficult to make sense of.
Although Greene is reluctant to call this objectively improved morality (utilitari-
anism) true, his argument that empirically informed moral theorizing vindicates
utilitarianism proceeds as though he was arguing for its truth. For instance, the
argument from moral irrelevance purports to show that deontological intuitions
are not tracking morally significant properties. Other of his arguments are sup-
posed to dispel the impression that utilitarianism has counterintuitive implica-
tions.¹⁹⁴ But these considerations are meaningless or irrelevant from the func-
tionalist vantage point. What matters from the functionalist vantage point is
whether a given system of moral norms is functional, that is to say, whether it
helps us overcome our moral problems. It may be true that objectively improved
moral thinking supports utilitarianism. But given the functionalist framework, it
is unintelligible why we should care about which morality is supported by objec-
tively improved moral thinking in the first place.¹⁹⁵ This undermines Greene’s
empirically informed case for utilitarianism as the solution to our most pressing
moral problems.

4.7 The uselessness of the suggested ‘solution’

Finally, Greene’s suggested solution – utilitarianism – is to some extent arbitrary
and in fact not even that much of a solution. It is to some extent arbitrary be-
cause there are other norms or instructions that can serve the same function
just as well as utilitarianism. Take ‘Us vs. Them’ problems, that is, inter-tribal
conflicts arising from selfishness at the group level and differences in values.
If this is the problem, we might as well simply establish moral norms that tell

 Greene, 2013, pp. 254–285.
 Similarly, Tobia, 2015, p. 749. By contrast, the idea behind seeking shared ground is intelli-
gible. Given that one of the to-be-solved problems are the conflicts resulting from disagreement,
identifying shared values may be a way of mitigating these conflicts. Interestingly, however,
Greene himself appears to favor an epistemological rationale, which is less intelligible given
the functionalist framework (2013, pp. 188–189).
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people 1) to avoid in-group-favoritism and be generous towards the outgroup,
and 2) to be respectful or tolerant of the views and practices of other ‘tribes’.
These two norms would be the most obvious and straightforward moral solu-
tions to these problems. Similar ad hoc solutions can easily be formulated for
other problems that Greene thinks need to be solved. There seems to be no
need to accept a grand moral theory such as utilitarianism. And this points to
the other problem: it is doubtful whether utilitarianism, or any ad hoc norm of
the above sort, really qualifies as a ‘solution’. For the problem is not so much
that we do not know which norms, if complied with, would solve our ‘moral
problems’. As just seen, it should not be too difficult to formulate norms that
fit this description. Rather, the main problem is the compliance itself, that is, get-
ting people to actually do the things that need to be done in order to overcome
the problems. It is instructive here to compare Greene’s proposal to that of In-
gmar Persson and Julian Savulescu, who start from a very similar diagnosis.
They, too, are concerned that commonsense morality, evolved as a solution to
the cooperation problems of relatively small groups, has become dysfunctional
as a result of recent technological developments. Persson and Savulescu are
particularly concerned about weapons of mass destruction and climate change.
Their suggested solution, however, is the biological enhancement of people’s
moral motivation. And this makes more sense. Although compliance with
some moral system such as, say, utilitarianism would certainly prevent the use
of weapons of mass destruction, the exhortation to accept utilitarianism (and,
by implication, to refrain from mass murder) would do very little to avert the
use of such weapons. It will simply not be heeded. Likewise, the proposal to set-
tle inter-tribal ideological conflicts by converging on utilitarianism as a shared
morality is just too unlikely to gain sufficient traction among the members of
the various ideological camps to actually qualify as a ‘solution’. Few policy mak-
ers will be impressed with the suggestion to resolve conflicts between, say, Chris-
tians and Muslims by encouraging them to jointly embrace utilitarianism. At
least with regard to some of the problems in question, Greene’s solution is argu-
ably a case of what David Estlund has called hopelessly aspirational theory.
Hopelessly aspirational theory gives normative instructions that could be com-
plied with but that we know will not be complied with.While hopelessly aspira-
tional theory may be philosophically legitimate, as Estlund believes, it is just not
the kind of solution we are looking for when we actually want to solve real-life
problems.¹⁹⁶

 Estlund, 2014; Persson and Savulescu, 2012.
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In summary, the functionalist argument raises more questions than it an-
swers and is plagued by internal tensions and incongruities. At least in its cur-
rent form, it does not constitute a compelling way of extracting normative con-
clusions from dual-process theory nor of establishing utilitarianism.Whether an
improved version of the argument might allow deriving useful moral heuristics
from dual-process theory remains to be seen.
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5 Deontology, Confabulation, and the Structure
of Philosophical Debate

5.1 Introduction

The argument from confabulation, which completes the debunking of deontolo-
gy, is philosophically perhaps the most interesting moral debunking argument.
In a nutshell, it asserts that deontological theory is the product of confabulatory
post hoc rationalization. It is philosophically so interesting because it can teach
us about the nature of debunking arguments, the structure of philosophical de-
bate, and the place of genealogical reasoning in it. This chapter, by providing an
analysis of the argument from confabulation, attempts to do just that. Besides
offering a critical assessment of Greene and Singer’s attempt to debunking deon-
tology as confabulation, it seeks to achieve a better understanding of the place of
genealogical reasoning in philosophical debate and to explain why some de-
bunking arguments are permissible in philosophical debates and others are not.

5.2 The argument from confabulation

It is best to begin by reiterating why the primary argument does not yet amount
to a complete refutation of deontology. The first part of the argument, if success-
ful, debunks our emotion-driven deontological intuitions. However, as Greene
and Singer acknowledge, deontological moral theory is more than just the unre-
flective articulation of these automatic deontological gut feelings. Deontologists
have produced a host of extremely subtle and sophisticated philosophical de-
fenses of deontology that do not rest on the debunked automatic and emo-
tion-driven intuitions. These more ‘cognitive’ defenses of deontology survive
the primary argument unscathed. Even if the primary argument succeeds, deon-
tology has not been fully debunked. The crucial point, then, is that deontology is
supported by more than just one line of argument. First, it is supported by our
automatic, emotion-driven deontological intuitions, and second, it seems to be
supported by more subtle and sophisticated philosophical arguments, which
are, on the face of it, independent from our automatic, emotion-driven deonto-
logical intuitions. Even if the first line of argument is defeated, deontologists can
still appeal to the second, independent support for deontology. This independent
support for deontology may, of course, itself consist in normative intuitions as
long as these intuitions are not among the ones that are the target of the primary
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argument. That is, they must be intuitions that do not fall victim to the primary
argument.¹⁹⁷

To understand all this better, let us consider one concrete deontological doc-
trine in more detail. A good example may be retributivism, which is also dis-
cussed by Greene.¹⁹⁸ Retributivism is a backward-looking theory of punishment.
Its regards punishment as a fitting response to some wrongdoing in the past ir-
respective of whether it has any positive consequences in the future. It thus con-
trasts with consequentialist theories of punishment, which are forward-looking
in that they justify punishment by appeal to its beneficial effects in the future.¹⁹⁹
Some retributivists justify retributivism simply by appealing to the strong com-
mon-sense intuition that culpable wrongdoers deserve to suffer.²⁰⁰ No attempt
is being made to deduce the retributive principle from more general moral prin-
ciples that explain why wrongdoers deserve to suffer. All the justificatory work is
done by our brute retributivist intuitions. Others, by contrast, provide more elab-
orate justifications of retributivism by offering a rationale for exactly why retrib-
utive punishment is a fitting response to culpable wrongdoing. Here is one exam-
ple of such an independent rationale for retributive punishment:

Correct values are themselves without causal power, and the wrongdoer chooses not to give
them effect in his life. So others must give them some effect in his life, in a secondary way.
When he undergoes punishment these correct values are not totally without effect in his life
(even though he does not follow them), because we hit him over the head with them.
Through punishment, we give the correct values, qua correct values, some significant effect
in his life, willy-nilly linking him up to them.²⁰¹

This argument for retributive punishment, suggested by Robert Nozick, goes be-
yond merely insisting that wrongdoers intuitively deserve to suffer. It provides a
deeper explanation of why they deserve to suffer, saying something about the ef-
fect that the correct values ought to have in people’s lives and about how pun-
ishment can enforce this effect. Now, to refute retributivism, it does not suffice to
present a debunking explanation of our brute intuition that wrongdoers deserve
to suffer. While this may defeat the first set of evidence in support of retributi-

 This is not to deny that these intuitions might be vulnerable to some other debunking argu-
ment. But that they are debunkable, too, would of course have to be demonstrated by Greene
and Singer.
 Greene, 2008, pp. 50–55, 59–66.
 See Boonin, 2008, p. 85.
 A case in point may be Kershnar, 2000.
 Nozick, 1981, p. 375.
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vism, retributivists could retort that they have independent evidence in support
of retributivism, such as the argument presented by Nozick.

The function of the secondary argument, then, is to undermine evidence of
such independent evidence in support of deontology. It is worth emphasizing
how important this second part of the argument is. Given that much of deonto-
logical theory is fairly sophisticated rather than straightforwardly reliant on pop-
ular intuitions, the first part of the argument on its own achieves rather little. It
defeats only a subset of the arguments that have been offered in defense of de-
ontological views in moral theory. Deontologists who have advanced – or who
have been swayed by – more subtle and refined arguments in favor of deontol-
ogy need not be troubled by the primary argument and may reply ‘So what?’.
The question whether Greene and Singer succeed in undermining more sophis-
ticated defenses of deontology is therefore of great dialectical importance. As a
side note, this is also why naturalistic explanations of religious belief may fall
short of debunking religious belief. As pointed out in the introduction of this
book, genealogical debunking arguments are popular among critics of religion.
Religious belief is dismissed as merely the result of evolutionary or cultural se-
lection processes. However, while such naturalistic explanations might under-
mine brute religious feelings or intuitions as evidence of some supernatural
being, they cannot on their own disprove the countless independent arguments
for the existence of God. A believer could accept such naturalistic explanations
of religious belief but appeal to these independent arguments for God’s exis-
tence. To defeat the evidence of such independent reasons to believe in God,
one would have to follow Greene and Singer’s strategy and allege that these in-
dependent arguments are merely exercises in post hoc rationalization.²⁰²

Returning to deontology, the reason why the existence of more sophisticated
arguments for deontology does not save deontology is that they must be as-
sumed to be mere post hoc rationalizations of our deontological gut reactions,
or so the secondary argument claims. Greene and Singer invoke Jonathan Haidt’s
social-intuitionist model, according to which moral judgments are based on
quick gut reactions and followed by post hoc rationalization. However, while
Haidt assumes that virtually all moral judgment follows this logic (deontological
and consequentialist alike), Greene and Singer contend that it applies to deon-
tology but not to consequentialism. After all, the dual-process account of
moral judgment has it that only deontological judgments are prompted by auto-
matic emotional reactions, whereas consequentialists judgments are formed in a
more reasoned and dispassionate way. So unlike consequentialists, deontolo-

 Thurow, 2013, pp. 91–97; see also Leben, 2014, pp. 341–346.
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gists first make their judgments based on automatic gut reactions and then look
out for reasons that may be appealed to to justify their intuitive deontological
judgments

Deontology, then, is a kind of moral confabulation. We have strong feelings that tell us in
clear and [certain] terms that some things simply cannot be done and that other things sim-
ply must be done. But it is not obvious how to make sense of these feelings, and so we,with
the help of some especially creative philosophers, make up a rationally appealing story.²⁰³

As anticipated above, this empirical hypothesis is supported by two different
pieces of evidence.

First, it is supported by the fact that there is ample empirical evidence that
people are generally prone to post hoc rationalization, both in moral and non-
moral context.²⁰⁴ It might be objected at this point that it is unclear whether
the extant evidence tells us much about the tendency of trained philosophers
to engage in confabulatory post hoc rationalization. It does not seem unreason-
able to expect that expert thinkers are less prone to such irrational behavior than
the subjects tested in these studies (some of which even suffered from brain
damages). More recent studies, however, have found that trained philosophers
tend to engage in moral post hoc rationalization just as much. Indeed, there is
even some evidence suggesting that trained philosophers are more likely to en-
gage in confabulatory post hoc rationalization than philosophical laypeople.²⁰⁵ It
is unlikely that deontologists can defuse this challenge by denying that philos-
ophers are prone to rationalize moral intuitions.

The second piece of evidence is the fact that it would be an extraordinary
coincidence if unbiased rational deliberation just so happened to turn out to
confirm our deontological gut reactions. Given that post hoc rationalization is
a common phenomenon and given the unlikelihood of this coincidence, post
hoc rationalization is by far the best explanation of why moral philosophers
have claimed there to be independent support for what our deontological gut re-
action suggest, or so Greene and Singer’s reasoning goes. To illustrate this point,
Greene presents the story of Alice: According to Alice’s own account, her evalu-
ation of potential romantic partners is based on such attributes as their intel-

 Greene, 2008, p. 63; see also pp. 36, 60–72; 2010, p. 24; 2013, pp. 298–301; 2014, pp. 718–
725; Singer, 2005, pp. 349–350.
 See again Dutton and Aron, 1974; Gazzaniga and LeDoux, 1978; Haidt et al., 2000; Nisbett
and Wilson, 1977; Uhlmann et al., 2009; Wheatley and Haidt, 2005; T. D. Wilson, 2002; Wilson
and Nisbett, 1978.
 Schwitzgebel and Cushman, 2012, 2015; Schwitzgebel and Ellis, 2017.
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ligence, their sense of humor, their likability, and so on. Strangely enough,
though, her judgments happen to be perfectly predicted by the men’s heights.
Given the well-documented human tendency to engage in confabulatory post
hoc rationalization, the most plausible interpretation of these ‘data’ is that her
judgments are really determined by a preference for tall men while her own ex-
planations of her judgments are merely post hoc rationalizations. Greene be-
lieves that deontological philosophers are like Alice. Just as Alice’s preference
is predicted by the men’s heights, so the claims of deontological theorists are
predicted by their moral gut reactions. This suggests that they are really just en-
gaged in post hoc rationalization, just like Alice.

Greene and Singer thus, not entirely implausibly, argue that deontologists
have probably misjudged the evidence in favor of deontology and that there is
therefore little reason to assume that there really is independent support for de-
ontology. The basic structure of the argument looks as follows:

The Argument from Confabulation

P1) Elaborate arguments for deontology are probably the result of confabulatory post hoc
rationalization.

P2) If some arguments are probably the result of confabulatory post hoc rationalization,
the evidence provided by these arguments is defeated.

C) Elaborate arguments for deontology do not provide evidence for the correctness of de-
ontology.

As mentioned earlier, this reasoning works only if the initial emotion-based in-
tuitions can be dismissed as unreliable, for instance, because they have been
distorted by evolutionary forces or because they are responsive to morally irrel-
evant factors. In this case, post hoc reasoning is the attempt to find arguments
for a view that there is no reason to assume to be correct. By implication, there is
no reason to assume that these arguments are correct.²⁰⁶ By contrast, if our au-

 The following passage captures well the interplay of these two elements in Greene and
Singer’s argument: “Of course it’s possible that there is a coincidence here. It could be that
it’s part of the rationally discoverable moral truth that people really do deserve to be punished
as an end in itself. At the same time, it could just so happen that natural selection, in devising an
efficient means for promoting biologically advantageous consequences, furnished us with emo-
tionally based dispositions that lead us to this conclusion; but this seems unlikely. Rather, it
seems that retributivist theories of punishment are just rationalizations for our retributivist feel-
ings, and that these feelings only exist because of the morally irrelevant constraints placed on
natural selection in designing creatures that behave in fitness-enhancing ways. In other words,
the natural history of our retributivist dispositions makes it unlikely that they reflect any sort of
deep moral truth.” (Greene, 2008, p. 71).
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tomatic, emotion-based reactions are sound, say because they are the result of
some kind of learning process, post hoc justification need not be confabulatory.
Post hoc justification may then just be the ex post articulation of actual justifi-
catory reasons, which our intuitions are reliably attuned to. For instance, if our
intuition that wrongdoers deserve punishment were correct, post hoc reasoning
could well lead us to discover (or recall) why this is actually the case.²⁰⁷

Greene and Singer, however, by first debunking the deontological intuitions
that are being ‘chased’, seek to rule out such an optimistic interpretation of de-
ontological post hoc rationalization. In this combination of primary and second-
ary argument resides the strength of the anti-deontological debunking project.
The primary argument is not only supposed to undermine our deontological in-
tuitions; it also makes it very likely that post hoc reasoning is confabulatory.

The combined debunking argument, consisting of the primary and the sec-
ondary debunking argument, thus (ideally) defeats both sets of evidence in sup-
port of deontology. It defeats the evidential status of our brute deontological in-
tuitions, and it shows that there is little reason to assume that any of the more
refined arguments in support of deontology are sound. As is characteristic of de-
bunking arguments, this combined debunking argument falls short of establish-
ing that deontology is false. If successful, it merely establishes that there is no
positive reason to believe that deontology is correct.

It is crucial to notice that the primary and the secondary argument differ in
the way in which they defeat the evidence in support of deontology. The primary
argument provides an ordinary undercutting defeater. Undercutting defeaters re-
move the evidential force of some piece of evidence that had been taken to sup-
port some proposition.²⁰⁸ The primary argument removes the evidential force of
deontological intuitions,which had been thought to support deontology. The sec-
ondary argument, by contrast, relies on defeat based on what has come to be
called higher-order evidence. Higher-order evidence is “evidence about the char-

 As one commentator has correctly observed: “Only when we presuppose the unreliability of
intuitions i.e. that they track morally irrelevant features, does rationalization go astray. Suppose
that intuitions were reliable, as some believe. In this case, rationalization would not lack objec-
tive merit. Indeed, it would actually serve to organise a pattern of morally relevant features, as
tracked by our intuitions. Rationalization understood as a process of finding intuitive patterns
can, nevertheless, be poorly done, but it does not follow that the process per se is unreliable.
Thus, calling deontology a rationalization in this sense is not a debunking characterisation un-
less one also proves the unreliability of intuitions.” (Mihailov, 2016, p. 2). On the observation
that post hoc reasoning need not be confabulatory, see also Greenspan, 2015; Sauer, 2012a,
2012b; Schwitzgebel and Ellis, 2017, p. 172.
 Pollock, 1986.
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acter of [the first-order evidence] itself, or about subjects’ capacities and dispo-
sitions for responding rationally to [the first-order evidence].”²⁰⁹ Higher-order de-
feat occurs when the higher-order evidence suggests that the first-order evidence
does not support the proposition in the way it had been taken to support it.
Higher-order defeat is thus similar to ordinary undercutting defeat in that both
involve the severing of the connection between a piece or body of evidence
and the proposition it is thought to support. However, higher-order defeat is
in an important respect different in that it implies that one’s assessment of
the first-order evidence was flawed to begin with. As David Christensen points
out, defeating higher-order evidence “indicates that my former beliefs were ra-
tionally sub-par. This is evidence of my own rational failure.”²¹⁰ Similarly, Laso-
nen-Aarnio observes that “defeat by higher-order evidence has a retrospective
aspect, providing a subject with evidence that her belief was never rational, rea-
sonable, or justified to start out with.”²¹¹ Ordinary undercutting defeaters, by
contrast, do not have this implication.While the primary argument, if successful,
shows that our automatic, emotion-based intuitions fail to support deontology, it
does not imply that it was a mistake to take these intuitions to support deontol-
ogy before we learned about their dubious origins. The secondary argument, by
contrast, relies on evidence to the effect that deontologists’ assessment of the
first-order evidence was flawed in the first place. Thus, the anti-deontological de-
bunking project does not only involve two complementary debunking arguments
but two different types of debunking arguments.

The distinction between these two types of debunking arguments is not just
academic. As I will explain below in more detail, the second type of debunking
argument is open to an objection that the first type of debunking argument is not
open to, an objection that tells us something about the nature of debunking ar-
guments and their place in academic debate. This will be the second of two ob-
jections that I will raise with regard to the argument from confabulation. The first
objection concerns again the limited scope of the argument.

 Kelly, 2014; see also Christensen, 2010; Feldman, 2006.
 Christensen, 2010, p. 185.
 Lasonen-Aarnio, 2014, p. 317.Yet another commentator writes that “higher order evidence is
evidence that bears on evidential relations, or evidence that bears on what is rational.” (Schoen-
field, 2014, p. 426).
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5.3 The scope problem

One objection that we raised against both the argument from evolutionary his-
tory and the argument from moral irrelevance was that it targets only a small
selection of deontological intuitions. The scope of these attacks on our deonto-
logical intuitions was rather circumscribed. A similar objection can be raised
against the argument from confabulation. Greene and Singer suggest that deon-
tological theory is merely the product of confabulatory post hoc rationalization.
They acknowledge that deontologists engage in calm and dispassionate reason-
ing, too, but − as Greene writes – “what looks like moral rationalism is actually
moral rationalization.”²¹² Now, while Greene and Singer may be right that some
deontological theories result from confabulatory post hoc rationalization, they
can hardly claim to have shown that this applies to all or even the greater
part of deontological theories.

To see why, consider that a deontological theory must meet two conditions
in order to be a plausible target for the argument from confabulation.

First, the claims of this theory must accord with our intuitive gut reactions.
A given deontological theory can only be dismissed as the rationalization of
some deontological gut reaction if it confirms this gut reaction. Also, it is precise-
ly the strange coincidence that deontological theorists (allegedly) tend to con-
firm our intuitive gut reactions that makes the post hoc rationalization hypoth-
esis so compelling in the first place. The observation that deontological theorists
tend to find that our pre-reflective intuitions are correct calls for an explanation.
And given that post hoc rationalization is a common and well documented phe-
nomenon, the unlikelihood of this coincidence makes post hoc rationalization
the best explanation of the ‘data’. By contrast, we would have much less reason
to suspect post hoc rationalization if the claims of deontological theory were not
predicted by our intuitive gut reactions.

Second, as explained above, the intuition that is (allegedly) being rational-
ized must first have been shown to be off-track. For only then is post hoc reason-
ing epistemically problematic. Post hoc justification is then very likely to be con-
fabulatory because we are producing a justification for a judgment that there is
no reason to assume to be justifiable. By contrast, if the initial intuition is sound,
post hoc reasoning need not be confabulatory. This entails that the claims of the
deontological theories that are debunked as products of post hoc reasoning must
accord with the intuitive gut reactions that are targeted by the primary argument.
If these theories are in accord with other intuitions, there is less reason to dismiss

 Greene, 2014, p. 718.
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them as ‘mere rationalizations’. Although they might then be the results of post
hoc reasoning, too, these instances of post hoc reasoning could well be perfectly
benign.

Each of these two conditions limit the scope of the argument from confabu-
lation. Consider first the requirement that the claims of the deontological theory
must confirm our intuitions. Greene and Singer are assuming that this is the
case. They point out that there are many sophisticated deontological theories
that, surprisingly, just so happen to confirm our gut reactions. And Greene right-
ly points out that arch-deontologist Immanuel Kant even explicitly admits to
being engaged in producing a justification of popular moral lore.²¹³ But ‘deontol-
ogy’ is a fairly heterogenous philosophical school, and not all deontologists con-
verge on the same conclusions. Therefore, they cannot possibly all confirm our
intuitions. Greene and Singer’s argument from confabulation presupposes that
the core claims of more elaborate deontological theories are the same, which
is patently not the case.

Consider now the condition that the intuitions that are allegedly being
rationalized must first have been shown to be unreliable. This requirement
means that only a small subset of deontological theories can plausibly be dis-
missed as results of confabulatory post hoc rationalization. As observed in pre-
vious chapters, the scope of the different versions of the primary arguments is
fairly circumscribed. The argument from evolutionary history and the argument
from moral irrelevance face the scope problem. They debunk only the few deon-
tological intuitions for which an evolutionary explanation has been provided or
that have been shown to be responsive to morally irrelevant factors. To the ma-
jority of deontological intuitions this does not apply. The functionalist argument
does not even seek to debunk all deontological intuitions to begin with, accept-
ing deontological intuitions about familiar, ‘Me vs Us’ problems as quite reliable.
Thus, the different versions of the primary argument target only a small subset
of our deontological intuitions, leaving deontological intuitions about a whole
range of subject matters completely unscathed. This means that Greene and
Singer have no concrete evidence that more elaborate deontological theories
about these subject matters may be results of confabulatory post hoc rationali-
zation. For there is no evidence that these theories confirm gut reactions that
are known to be unreliable.

To illustrate these two points, consider the problem of distributive justice.
First, given that there is an immense variety of non-consequentialist theories
about how resources ought to be distributed within a society, they cannot possi-

 Greene, 2008, p. 35.
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bly all confirm our intuitive gut reactions regarding distributive justice (whatever
these intuitive gut reactions may consist in). As a result, it cannot be the case
that all non-consequentialist theories are rationalizations of these intuitive gut
reactions of ours. Indeed, some of these theories are arguably quite counterintui-
tive. A case in point may be libertarian conceptions of distributive justice, which
are often dismissed as counterintuitive if not morally repugnant. Few people
have libertarian gut reactions.²¹⁴ Second, Greene and Singer have so far failed
to show that there even is anything wrong with our deontological intuitions
about questions of distributive justice. These intuitions have as of yet not been
targeted by any version of the primary argument. It may therefore well be the
case that our deontological intuitions about these questions are correct. In
this case, philosophical efforts to ‘rationalize’ these intuitions might yield per-
fectly sound philosophical theories. If what our intuitions tell us is true, attempts
to make sense of these truths need not be confabulatory.

Distributive justice is just one of many philosophical issues that do not meet
the two conditions. And while intuitions about distributive justice meet neither
condition, the argument from confabulation fails as soon as just one of the two
conditions is not met. There is thus no basis for dismissing all or even the bulk of
deontological theories as products of confabulatory post hoc rationalization.

5.4 Debunking arguments and higher-order evidence

There is another, more fundamental problem with the argument from confabula-
tion, the exploration of which can teach us something important about the struc-
ture of philosophical debate and the place of genealogical arguments in it. To
dismiss more elaborate deontological theories as just the result of post hoc ra-
tionalization is really just a polite way of saying that deontologists are probably
bad thinkers, that is, that their claims need not be taken too seriously because
they are probably not assessing the evidence correctly anyway. And this blunter
formulation of the secondary argument should strike one as objectionable.

However, it is not immediately clear exactly what is objectionable about this
way of arguing. One might be tempted to dismiss it as an ad hominem fallacy,
but this would be wrong.²¹⁵ For the argument, although certainly ad hominem

 Though maybe they can be brought to have them by reading literature that suggests that
libertarianism is intuitive (Huemer, 2013).
 Kumar and Campbell think that the secondary argument involves a genetic fallacy (which
may be regarded as a subspecies of ad hominem fallacy). They therefore suggest that Greene
should say that the intuitions debunked by the primary argument make up the principal evi-
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in some sense, is not fallacious. A fallacy is an argument that disguises as a
sound argument but really fails to warrant belief in its conclusion.²¹⁶ But casting
doubt on the merits of some doctrine by showing its proponents to be misjudg-
ing the evidence is not fallacious in this sense. The secondary argument is an
instance of what Harvey Siegel and John Biro call an argument from lack of au-
thority, which may be viewed as a special type of ad hominem argument. When
we put forth an argument from lack of authority,

we attempt to persuade ourselves or our audience that some property of the advocate of a
certain claim justifies us in rejecting that advocacy as providing reason for the claim.
Again, everything turns – should turn – on the genuineness and relevance of the property
in question.When it is really present and when its presence bears on whether the advocacy
of the claim by its defender provides warrant for our not believing it, there is nothing wrong
with appealing to it. (It is, of course, a mistake to think that doing so is, in and of itself, to
provide an argument for the denial of the claim. Whatever the rhetorical intentions and
consequences, the only conclusion for which one has an argument, strictly speaking, is
one against accepting the claim without other grounds being offered.)²¹⁷

The argument from confabulation would be fallacious if it stated that deontology
is wrong or that we can be absolutely certain that all elaborate defenses of de-
ontology are results of fallacious post hoc rationalization. For this would be to
ignore that this debunking argument can only make an epistemological and
probabilistic point. But this is not how the argument should be understood.
Greene and Singer do not commit the error of concluding that their debunking
argument ‘provides an argument for the denial’ of deontology, rather than just
to defeat the evidence in its favor. And Greene correctly concludes that his argu-
ment shows at best that “it is exceedingly unlikely that there is any rationally co-
herent normative moral theory that can accommodate our moral intuitions.

dence in support of deontology, which renders the secondary argument obsolete (2012, pp. 313,
327 n7). I disagree on both counts. It strikes me as inaccurate to portray deontology as being
mainly justified by appeal to intuitive gut reactions (just think of deontology in the Kantian tra-
dition; see Kauppinen, 2014, p. 297), and the secondary argument is also not fallacious.
 Or, as Biro and Siegel put it: “An argument is fallacious if it masquerades as being able to
yield knowledge or reasonable belief but cannot in fact do so.” (2006, p. 2; see also 1992; Hahn
and Oaksford, 2006; Siegel and Biro, 1997). This conception of fallacies is not uncontroversial.
I am here siding with the proponents of the epistemological account of argumentation (for an
instructive overview, see Lumer, 2005).
 Siegel and Biro, 1997, p. 287. The notion that ad hominem arguments and arguments from
authority need not be fallacious is by now widely (if not universally) acknowledged, see e.g. Co-
leman, 1995; Goldman, 1999, pp. 152–152; Hinman, 1982; Johnson, 2009; Korb, 2003; Lumer,
1990, pp. 256–257; Putnam, 2010.
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Moreover, anyone who claims to have such a theory, or even part of one, almost
certainly does not. Instead, what that person probably has is a moral rationaliza-
tion.”²¹⁸ He does not purport to have conclusively proven that all elaborate de-
fenses of deontology are flawed. So if Greene and Singer are right that deontol-
ogists are probably just post hoc rationalizers, the secondary argument, although
certainly ad hominem, is not an ad hominem fallacy.

Rather, the problem with their argument is, I submit, that academic debate is
committed to a higher standard of precision. This standard rules out critiques
that rely on higher-order evidence, which – while not fallacious – typically
yield only an approximate assessment of the first-order evidence. When criticiz-
ing some doctrine, one must engage with the first-order evidence that has been
adduced in support of this doctrine rather than speculate about what is ‘proba-
bly’ the case. It does not suffice to invoke higher-order evidence to the effect that
there is probably no reason to expect the first-order evidence to actually sup-
port the doctrine. The argument from confabulation violates this standard. It
relies entirely on higher-order evidence and refuses to even consider the argu-
ments that deontologists have appealed to to defend deontology. As a conse-
quence, it yields only an approximate estimate of whether independent argu-
ments for deontology are sound, thereby failing to defeat the evidence in its
entirety. It leaves us wondering whether one of the more complex cases for de-
ontology might not be sound after all.

A hint as to why resorting to rough estimates in this way is illegitimate in
academic discussions is provided by Christopher Johnson, who, discussing the
admissibility of ad hominem arguments, remarks:

Taking as a starting point the idea that we have limited rational capacities, there will be
times when we just cannot […] engag[e] in further investigation or look[…] into the topic
ourselves. We may either not have sufficient time to do this – or even if we do we might
not be prepared to dedicate that time given other demands we face – or we may not
have the necessary intellectual skills or abilities to understand the issues concerned. It
may well be in such cases that the reply is made that judgment should thus be suspended;
but often decisions are required of us even when we are unable to determine the issue fully
factually to our satisfaction. In such cases it seems we have to appeal to criteria other than
the facts of the case since those facts are underdetermining. Turning at this point to judging
the people who consider the facts can now be a sensible progression.²¹⁹

 Greene, 2008, p. 72, emphasis added. He also admits that his argument “will be speculative
and will not be conclusive” (p. 36).
 Johnson, 2009, p. 257. Similarly, Christoph Lumer points out that such arguments are eco-
nomical but suboptimal due to their probabilistic nature, and therefore not suitable for scientific
inquiry (1990, pp. 248, 256–257).
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By contrast, resorting to ad hominem arguments in academic debates, as Greene
and Singer do, is illegitimate because academic philosophical inquiry does not
seem to be subject to the above-mentioned two constraints. Academic philo-
sophical inquiry is typically not subject to time constraints. There is not assumed
to be a deadline by which the dispute between deontologists and consequenti-
alists (or, for that matter, between Fregeans and Millians, A-theorists and B-the-
orists, etc.) has to be resolved. Academic philosophical inquiry is not about mak-
ing decisions at a certain point in time. Rather, philosophical inquiry is usually
conducted sub specie aeternitatis. And academic philosophical inquiry is also in-
formed by the tacit assumption that we can ultimately get to the bottom of things
if only we try hard enough. Clearly, the way philosophical debates are carried
out does not suggest that it is considered pointless to continue exchanging
and scrutinizing first-order arguments as this will never lead to success anyway.
In a nutshell, the attitude implicit in academic philosophical (and arguably most
other academic) inquiry is: ‘Let’s take our time and figure this out.’ Singer and
Greene’s reasoning violates these assumptions. They jump to premature proba-
bilistic conclusions without there being any need to do so.

The above considerations also help us make sense of what is wrong with ar-
guments that are essentially like Singer and Greene’s but even more strikingly
inappropriate. Consider the following debunking arguments, which, like Greene
and Singer’s, rely on higher-order evidence:

(1) This argument for theory t is probably flawed because its proponent is just a graduate
student from a mediocre university.

(2) This argument for theory t is probably flawed because its proponent has always been
horribly wrong on these issues in the past.

(3) This solution to the mind-body problem is probably flawed because the human mind
tends to be extremely fallible when it comes to solving such intricate philosophical
problems as the mind-body problem.

Or, indeed, a deontologist might be tempted to retort:

(4) Integrating philosophy, neuroscience, psychology and evolutionary theory is an ex-
tremely tricky and error-prone undertaking. Therefore, Greene and Singer’s empirically
informed debunking of deontology is very probably flawed.

Finally, to offer a non-philosophical example:

(5) This empirical study that purports to prove claim c is probably flawed as its authors are
driven by ideological motives and thus biased towards c.
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While the above arguments need not be fallacious, these and similar arguments
are clearly not permitted in academic discussion. The graduate student may
rightly insist that he be shown exactly where the flaw in the argument is, and
so may the proponents of the second and third argument. And Greene and Sing-
er may of course insist that their argument be taken seriously and carefully ex-
amined, rather than dismissed as ‘very probably flawed’ on such higher-order
grounds. And the authors of the empirical study may insist that they be
shown exactly what is wrong with the design of their study or with their inter-
pretation of the results. And the reason for this is that we are under no pressure
to take such ‘shortcuts’, which yield only approximate results. We have enough
time and cognitive resources at our disposal to evaluate the arguments on the
basis of the first-order evidence, making it unnecessary to use rough-and-
ready heuristics. By the same token, then, a proponent of a more sophisticated
defense of deontology need not accept Greene and Singer’s argument from con-
fabulation. When charged with probably just being a post hoc rationalizer, the
proponent of a more sophisticated defense of deontology may justly retort:
“This is all well and good, but now show me where my argument has gone
wrong.” In academic philosophical discussion, which it governed by the ‘Let’s
take our time and figure this out’ attitude, this proponent of deontology is
owed an answer.

Some might want to suggest that we revise our academic practices and jet-
tison the ‘Let’s take our time and figure this out’ attitude in favor of a ‘Let’s us
come to a decision and make a rough estimate’ attitude. Indeed, in light of per-
sistent, sometimes centuries-old philosophical peer disagreement, one might
feel that there is simply no hope of settling controversial issues in the traditional
way by reviewing the first-order evidence. Perhaps we should therefore resort to
arguments like that from confabulation or like the ones above in order to come to
at least a comparative conclusion, as one may call it. I will not here try to argue
against this way of reforming academic philosophical inquiry. Rather, I wish to
observe that this would be a revisionary approach, involving a significant depar-
ture from the actual academic culture. My claim is therefore a conditional one,
whose antecedent I take to be widely affirmed in the current academic culture: If
we have enough time and intellectual skills to assess the first-order evidence, it
is illegitimate to take argumentative shortcuts that yield only approximate con-
clusions.²²⁰

 To be sure, one can think of arguments from higher-order evidence that are not just approx-
imate. For instance, if we know for sure that the proponent of some view has taken a drug that
makes him entirely irrational (that is, he shows no sensitivity to the evidence whatsoever), this
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I suspect that this maxim underlies much of the skepticism that the genealog-
ical method has attracted, especially from analytic philosophers. But the problem
with genealogical arguments that rely on higher-order evidence has often been
misdescribed. Recall John Searle’s rant against postmodernist writers who dismiss
the Western rationalistic tradition as ‘phono-phallo-logocentric’. Searle accuses
these writers of committing the genetic fallacy and the ad hominem fallacy. But
as we have seen, to argue that some doctrine ought to be distrusted because it re-
flects intellectual bias or ideology is not fallacious per se. Rather, an argumenta-
tive strategy of this kind is objectionable because it tends to be unnecessarily im-
precise and speculative.Without reasonable excuse, it fails to actually engage with
the (say) phallocentric reasoning and to specify where exactly it goes wrong. As a
result, it leaves us wondering whether it might not be correct after all.

Fortunately, all this does not mean that evidence of cognitive malfunctions
on the part of the proponents of a given philosophical theory must entirely go to
waste. There are still various ways in which one may fruitfully make use of such
information.

First, arguments from higher-order evidence may be admissible in other con-
texts. I have been concerned with academic discussions as carried out in aca-
demic books, journals and at conferences. If a deontologist were to submit an
academic article arguing along the lines of (4), it would rightly be rejected as
too conjectural. But this ban on a certain type of argument does not necessarily
apply in other contexts, such as, say, informal chats between colleagues. In par-
ticular, it does not apply in contexts in which intellectual resources are limited
and/or there is an urgent need to arrive at a decision. For instance, debunking
arguments based on higher-order evidence are suitable for private use, so to
speak. As private individuals, we cannot hope to sort out every philosophical
question by exhaustively sifting through the first-order evidence. This makes re-
sorting to rough estimates based on higher-order evidence legitimate. Thus,
while we are not allowed to dismiss deontological theory as probably just con-
fabulatory in an official academic debate, it is unobjectionable to do so ‘in pri-
vate’. Likewise, it is permissible to argue from higher-order evidence in those
real-life situations in which we must make a quick decision. If the trolley is hur-
tling down the track towards the immobilized workers, and a group of people
has just a few minutes to decide what to do, advancing the argument from con-
fabulation would be perfectly legitimate. Or, to give a more realistic example, the

would arguably suffice to dismiss whatever argument he puts forth on the grounds that he is
under the influence of this drug. But typically, arguments from higher-order evidence are weaker
in that they only establish that the proponent of the to-be-debunked view is probably not re-
sponding to the evidence.
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deliberative process of experts – philosophical or otherwise − who sit on panels
that decide about pressing issues of public import should not be subject to the
above constraints.²²¹

Second, one may make use of such higher-order evidence without actually
mentioning it in one’s argument. Such evidence may yield useful hints and
thus guide one in one’s inquiry. If you possess, say, evidence to the effect that
deontological moral theory is just the product of erroneous post hoc rationaliza-
tion, this would be a good reason to embark on a research project showing that
deontologists got it wrong. After all, you already possess higher-order evidence
to the effect that deontological arguments are probably flawed. You just need
to find these flaws. The prospects of success are therefore exceptionally good.
I am not, of course, suggesting that higher-order evidence may absolve one
from the duty of being sensitive to the (first-order) evidence and of eventually
going where the argument leads. But we can use such evidence as an indicator
of which philosophical project may turn out successful. I take it that academic
philosophical inquiry is often at least partly guided by higher-order considera-
tions of this kind, and this strikes me as unobjectionable.

Third, there is nothing objectionable about offering debunking explanations
that rely on higher-order evidence in addition to one’s regular argument as long
as they have a purely diagnostic or explanatory rather than argumentative func-
tion. After having argued for some doctrine on the basis of regular first-order evi-
dence, one may offer conjectures as to why people have failed to recognize the
truth of this doctrine. In most cases, this explanation of people’s errors will be
trivial and not worth mentioning. Typically, the reason why people fail to notice
that a given body of evidence supports a certain conclusion is simply that the
human mind is fallible when it comes to solving complex philosophical prob-
lems, which is not particularly noteworthy. In some cases, however, the explana-
tion is more interesting and worth exploring. The explanation may be that oppo-
nents of the argued-for position are systematically biased or under some kind of
ideological delusion, and exposing such biases may be quite instructive and
enlightening in its own right. If Greene and Singer are right, there is a systematic
bias towards deontology because philosophers tend to post hoc rationalize in-
nate deontological gut reactions. So instead of debunking elaborate defenses
of deontology by appeal to higher-order evidence, Greene and Singer could
have refuted them in the standard way (that is, by engaging with the first-

 There are of course many other contexts of argumentation that might be worth looking into.
Think, for instance, of the political arena or the courtroom. It would be interesting to examine
the admissibility of debunking arguments that are based on higher-order evidence in these other
contexts, too.
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order evidence) and then offered this psychological debunking explanation as a
genealogical diagnosis of why philosophers have produced these flawed deonto-
logical arguments, as an instructive but dispensable add-on, so to speak. As
anticipated in the introduction, this is how Jason Brennan and Peter Jaworski
proceed in their defense of markets against critics of commodification. They
first present regular, first-order level arguments against the view that some
goods should not be for sale. Then, in a second step, they conjecture that
anti-commodificationists are merely rationalizing a feeling of disgust that over-
comes them at the thought of markets in such goods as sex, organs or surrogacy.
That is, rather than to argue from higher-order evidence, they offer evidence of
biases on the part of their philosophical opponents as a diagnosis of why they
were wrong about the moral permissibility of the commodification of certain
goods.²²²

It need not necessarily be clear which type of defeating mechanism a given
debunking argument relies upon. While the structure of Greene and Singer’s
anti-deontological debunking arguments is relatively clear, other debunking ar-
guments may be less explicit about their exact mode of operation. Debunkers
typically proceed by showing that the cognition of those who hold the to-be-de-
bunked belief is in some way or another flawed. But such cognitive flaws can
often manifest themselves in either (or indeed both) of the two above described
ways. They can create false impressions of evidence, e.g. by distorting our moral
intuitions, and they may lead one to misjudge the available evidence. Arguments
of the form ‘You just believe that because…’ are often indeterminate in this re-
spect. For instance, a leftist critique of some normative political view as ‘ideolog-
ical’, as merely reflecting social power relations, may be indeterminate as to
whether these power relations have corrupted people’s moral intuitions or
whether they have led to flawed assessments of the evidence. The same may
be true, for instance, of dismissals of egalitarian redistribution as envy-driven,
which are popular in libertarian circles.²²³ If, as I have argued, one of these
two types of debunking arguments is objectionably sloppy, it is important to
be precise about which of the two debunking mechanisms a given debunking ar-
gument purports to employ.

 Brennan and Jaworski, 2015, p. 1077; 2016, pp. 217–219. One difference, however, is that
Greene and Singer have stronger independent evidence of post hoc rationalization on the part
of their opponents. Brennan and Jaworski’s hypothesis that anti-commodificationists are post
hoc rationalizers is at least in part motivated and made plausible by the fact that anti-commo-
dificationist arguments were found to be unconvincing. Greene and Singer’s hypothesis that de-
ontologists are post hoc rationalizers, by contrast, is independently motivated.
 Most prominently Hayek, 1976, p. 98; 2006, pp. 81–82.
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5.5 Conclusion

This concludes the investigation of the prospects of the anti-deontological de-
bunking project.While its proponents deserve credit for their methodological in-
genuity, the approach they have taken is unlikely to settle the deontology/utili-
tarianism controversy in the latter’s favor. Two principal problems with the
debunking project turned out to be its limited scope and the backfiring problem.
Not only does it target only a small subset of deontological intuitions. The meth-
ods used can be turned against utilitarianism, too. The functionalist argument
runs into its own substantial and methodological problems.

The discussion has yielded two more general takeaways. One is that the
value of experimental findings regarding people’s sensitivity to morally irrele-
vant factors remains somewhat elusive. It still remains to be seen how such find-
ings, and arguments from moral irrelevance based on them, allow us to make
significant methodological progress.

Another general takeaway concerns the argumentation-theoretical nature
of debunking arguments and their status within academic debate. Contrary to
conventional wisdom, genealogical arguments are not fallacious. But once we
distinguish between debunking arguments that rely on ordinary undercutting
defeat and those that use higher-order defeat, we can make sense of the wide-
spread sense that there is something objectionable about genealogical argu-
ments. Debunking arguments that rely on higher-order defeat are objectionably
sloppy and therefore, while not fallacious, should not be used in an academic
setting.
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6 Realism, Constructivism, and Evolution

6.1 Introduction

The preceding discussion has revealed problems with local evolutionary debunk-
ing arguments, that is, with debunking arguments that seek to undermine a rel-
atively small and specific set of moral beliefs. Foremost among these problems
was the backfiring problem. Local debunking arguments are difficult to control
in the sense that they have more far-reaching skeptical implications than intend-
ed. Evolutionary debunking arguments are too destructive and uncontrollable to
lend themselves to high-precision attacks on circumscribed positions within nor-
mative ethics, such as deontology.

One possible response to this problem is to embrace it by constructing a
global rather than a local evolutionary debunking argument. Rather than to tar-
get a precisely circumscribed set of moral beliefs, such as all deontological but
no consequentialist ones, one might maintain that evolution has had a more ex-
tensive and indiscriminate impact on our moral beliefs. Such a more sweeping,
global, evolutionary debunking argument has been put forth by Sharon Street.²²⁴
As examples of beliefs that can readily be explained in evolutionary terms, Street
cites such convictions as that one’s own survival is good, that we have special
obligations to our relatives, especially our children, and that one ought to recip-
rocate cooperative behavior and punish defective behavior.²²⁵ But she takes it
that virtually all of our evaluative beliefs are eventually affected by evolution-
ary debunking.²²⁶ Street does not assume that each and every evaluative belief
of ours has been shaped by evolutionary forces. But she reckons that evolution’s
influence has been sufficiently thoroughgoing as to ‘contaminate’ our entire web
of evaluative beliefs:

[I]f the fund of evaluative judgements with which human reflection began was thoroughly
contaminated with illegitimate influence […] then the tools of rational reflection were
equally contaminated, for the latter are always just a subset of the former. It follows that
all our reflection over the ages has really just been a process of assessing evaluative judge-
ments that are mostly off the mark in terms of others that are mostly off the mark.”²²⁷

 Street, 2006
 Street, 2006, p. 115.
 The terms ‘evaluative’ and ‘normative’ are sometimes used to refer to axiological and de-
ontic properties, respectively. Here, these terms are used more loosely.
 Street, 2006, p. 124.
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One might retort that not all evaluative judgements have been influenced by evo-
lutionary forces to the same extent. Indeed, I have myself suggested above that
there are deontological intuitions that do not seem amenable to an evolutionary
debunking explanation in any obvious way. For the sake of argument, however,
I will in this chapter go along with Street’s assumption that evolutionary forces
have had a global impact on our evaluative judgments.

While Greene and Singer sought to refute deontology and to defend utilita-
rianism, Street has metaethical ambitions. Her target is realism, the view that
evaluative facts are attitude-independent, and her aim is to establish constructi-
vism, the anti-realist view that all evaluative facts are constructed by our atti-
tudes. According to Street, the evolutionary origins of our evaluative beliefs
pose a dilemma for realists: either, on the first horn of the dilemma, we assume
that there is no relation whatsoever between the evaluative truth and the direc-
tion in which evolutionary pressures have pushed our evaluative beliefs. In this
case, it would be an incredible coincidence if our evaluative beliefs turned out to
be even roughly correct. Or, on the second horn, we posit a tracking-relation be-
tween the evaluative truth and the forces of evolution. We assume that we have
evolved to track the evaluative truth because the capacity to discern evaluative
truths was adaptive. But the tracking-account is dismissed by Street as scientifi-
cally untenable. This leaves realists with the first horn of the dilemma, which en-
tails radical evaluative skepticism.²²⁸ Constructivists, by contrast, do not face
this dilemma. Unlike realists, they can plausibly posit a relation between the
evaluative truth and the direction in which evolutionary forces have pushed
our evaluative judgments, as the evaluative truth is, on the constructivist view,
determined by our evaluative attitudes. Given the implausibility of radical eval-
uative skepticism, Street takes this Darwinian Dilemma for realism to establish
constructivism: “our response must be to adjust our metaethical view so as to
become antirealists.”²²⁹

Street herself advocates a brand of constructivism that she has referred to
as Humean constructivism. According to Humean constructivism, our reasons
for action are more or less directly a function of what we judge to be our reasons
for action. A person has reason to perform some action if her judgment to per-
form this action coheres with her other evaluative judgments, or – as Street
puts it – if this judgment “withstands scrutiny from the standpoint of [her]

 Street, 2006, pp. 121– 135
 Street, 2006, p. 141; see also 2015, 2016.
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other judgments about reasons.”²³⁰ Humean constructivism is Humean in that
it denies that this entails any categorical reasons for action, that it, reasons
that everybody has irrespective of their contingent ends or evaluative attitudes.
It contrasts with Kantian versions of constructivism, as championed for instance
by Christine Korsgaard and Michael Smith, according to which at least some sub-
stantive normative conclusions follow from within every agent’s practical
stance.²³¹ Street is skeptical about the prospects of deriving categorical normativ-
ity from within a constructivist framework.²³² Her endorsement of Humean con-
structivism is based primarily on the conjunction of the Darwinian argument and
her rejection of Kantian versions of constructivism.²³³

In this chapter, I will pick up the ‘backfiring’ theme from the previous chap-
ters and show that the Darwinian argument for Humean constructivism back-
fires, too, albeit in a slightly different way.

Street’s debunking project is structurally different from other debunking ar-
guments. Typically, a debunking argument seeks to undermine some belief or
doctrine by providing a debunking explanation of why people have come to ac-
cept the targeted belief or doctrine. Street, by contrast, does not provide a de-
bunking explanation of why people have come to accept realism (the targeted
doctrine). Instead, she argues that we should abandon realism because realism
exposes our evaluative beliefs to evolutionary debunking arguments. Strictly
speaking, she does not debunk realism, but offers an argument against realism
that involves a debunking argument. Reflecting this difference, the backfiring
problem for Street’s evolutionary argument for Humean constructivism is not
that there is an evolutionary explanation of people’s belief in Humean construc-
tivism (which would not be particularly plausible to begin with).²³⁴ Rather, the
argument backfires in that, upon closer inspection, it calls not for a conversion
to (Humean) constructivism but, in fact, to what I will call skepticism about
morality. Again, a debunking project turns out to have much more skeptical im-
plications than intended by its author and to fail to achieve its dialectical aim.
While much of the literature that Street’s argument has generated has focused

 Street, 2016, p. 306; see also 2008a, 2012, 2016. Street’s theory is not the only one that lays
claim to the label of ‘Humean constructivism’. For a different ‘Humean constructivism’ with an
expressivist and contractualist bent, refer to Lenman, 2010.
 Street, 2008a, pp. 244–245; 2010, 2012, 2016; see Korsgaard, 1996; Smith, 1994.
 See in particular Street, 2012.
 I say ‚primarily’, because she also sketches a constitutivist argument for constructivism, to
which I return later.
 Berker develops an argument along these lines (2014, pp. 236–244).
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on refuting the epistemological challenge to realism, the focus of this chapter
will thus be different. The focus is less on the critical aspect of her argument,
her epistemological challenge to realism, and more on the implications of this
challenge.²³⁵

I will begin with some preliminary observations, drawing attention to three
tensions in the Darwinian argument for constructivism that are easy to overlook
but that have important dialectical implications. One of these tensions is that
the argument is ambiguous between two different interpretations, which I will
refer to as the epistemological and the normative argument. I will then explain
how both of these arguments backfires by supporting skepticism about morality
rather than Humean constructivism.

6.2 The Darwinian case against realism and for
constructivism

The first of the three preliminary points concerns the scope of evaluative beliefs
that are targeted by the debunking argument. At times, Street appears to suggest
that all evaluative beliefs are debunked if we assume a realist framework. She
asserts that realists must accept that they are “in all likelihood hopeless at
grasping the normative truth”, and she speaks of “global evaluative skepticism
in the sense of a conviction that one has no idea how to live.”²³⁶ But these state-
ments are at odds with how she actually defines realism, namely as the view
that “there are at least some evaluative facts or truths that hold independently
of all our evaluative attitudes.”²³⁷ And she explicitly concedes that “[w]e all
hold a mind-dependent view of some kinds of value”.²³⁸ The targeted view, ‘real-
ism’, is thus not the view that no evaluative facts are attitude-dependent, but the
view that some evaluative facts are attitude-independent. Street is right to pro-
pose this somewhat more cautious definition of realism, as most paradigmatic
realists are realists only with regard to a subset of the evaluative domain, in par-
ticular morality, while accepting that other evaluative facts, e.g. facts about a

 For some attempts to defuse the challenge, see Brosnan, 2011; Copp, 2008; Enoch, 2010;
Hanson, 2017; Huemer, 2008; Schafer, 2010; Shafer-Landau, 2012; Skarsaune, 2011; Wielenberg,
2010.
 Street, 2016, p. 326 and 2015, p. 691. She also writes that “[a]ccepting this radical skeptical
conclusion would involve nothing less than suspending all evaluative judgment.” (2015, p. 692).
 Street, 2016, p. 295, emphasis added, see also 2008b, p. 218; 2015, p. 690.
 Street, 2015, p. 690. Although this may be an overstatement. Parfit, for one, is arguably a
global realist (2011a).
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person’s non-moral good, are attitude-dependent. I therefore assume, along with
many other commentators, that we are in the first instance concerned with moral
facts, that is, with whether moral facts should be understood to be attitude-de-
pendent or attitude-independent.²³⁹ If Street is correct, ‘realism’ would entail
moral skepticism, but not necessarily global evaluative skepticism.

Second, as already noted, Street’s argument is ambiguous between two dif-
ferent readings. Her argument is a reductio that can be interpreted in two differ-
ent ways, yielding two different arguments that differ with respect to the impli-
cation of realism that is deemed ‘absurd’. According to the epistemological
argument, realism must be rejected because it implies the indiscernibility of
the moral truth. This version of the argument is premised on the assumption
that the moral truth must in principle be discernible, whatever this truth may
turn out to consist in. Accepting that we are hopeless at discovering the moral
truth would mean that we “will be paralyzed and unable to proceed with norma-
tive reasoning”²⁴⁰, which Street thinks is not an option: “one must reject this con-
clusion if one is to go on making normative judgments at all.”²⁴¹ For this argu-
ment to work, it is necessary that realism does not just imply that our current
moral beliefs are very likely mistaken, but also that there is no way of discover-
ing the moral truth in the future. I will refer to the view that there are objective
moral facts that we will never be able to discern as ‘pessimistic skeptical real-
ism’. The slightly more optimistic position that there are objective moral facts,
that our current moral beliefs about them are unjustified, but that it is possible
to discern them in the future, will be referred to as ‘optimistic skeptical realism’.
Optimistic skeptical realism does not entail permanent practical paralysis, as it
leaves open the possibility of overcoming the paralysis by acquiring justified
moral beliefs in the future. Permanent practical paralysis follows only if, as
Street believes, “we are in all likelihood hopeless at discovering the normative
truth.”²⁴² The epistemological argument rests on the assumption that realists
are forced to accept pessimistic skeptical realism.

According to the normative argument, realism must be rejected in favor of
constructivism because realism implies that our current moral beliefs are most
likely wrong. The normative argument is premised on the assumption that it is
“implausible” that our “normative views are in all likelihood mistaken”.²⁴³ Sure-

 See Brosnan, 2011; Copp, 2008; Graber, 2012; Hopster, 2018; Joyce, 2013c; Klenk, 2017; Sha-
fer-Landau, 2012, to name but a few.
 Street, 2016, p. 330; see also 2015, p. 692.
 Street, 2016, p. 330.
 Street, 2016, p. 330, emphasis added.
 Street, 2016, p. 313.
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ly, we may safely assume that “many of our normative judgments are true.”²⁴⁴
But this assumption is incompatible with realism, which entails that even our
most central evaluative beliefs – “that we should care for our children, that
altruism is admirable while cheating is to be condemned”²⁴⁵, and so forth –
are very likely false. By contrast, constructivism “preserves many of our evalua-
tive views – allowing us to see why we are reasonably reliable about matters of
value – while at the same time allowing us to see ourselves as evolved crea-
tures.”²⁴⁶ The normative argument requires only that the realist framework en-
tails optimistic skeptical realism. It does not require that realism entails the in-
discernibility of moral facts (pessimistic skeptical realism).²⁴⁷

The Epistemological Argument

PE1) Of the relevant metaethical options, we should adopt the most plausible metaethical
theory that does not entail practical paralysis.

PE2) Given the evolutionary origins of our moral beliefs, holding on to the realist frame-
work would entail the indiscernibility of the moral truth and permanent practical pa-
ralysis (pessimistic moral realism).

PE3) Humean constructivism does not entail the indiscernibility of the moral truth and
practical paralysis.

PE4) Realism and Humean constructivism are the two relevant options.

CE) We should adopt Humean constructivism

The Normative Argument

PN1) Of the relevant metaethical options, we should adopt the most plausible metaethical
theory that entails little moral revisionism.

PN2) Given the evolutionary origins of our moral beliefs, holding on to the realist frame-
work would entail that our current moral beliefs are probably, if corrigibly, mistaken
(optimistic moral realism).

PN3) Humean constructivism entails little moral revisionism.

PN4) Realism and Humean constructivism are the two relevant options.

CN) We should adopt Humean constructivism.

 Street, 2016, p. 305.
 Street, 2015, p. 693.
 Street, 2015, p. 693.
 A version of the normative argument is discussed by Risberg and Tersman (2020, pp. 289–
290).
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These are the two versions of Street’s argument that I engage with below.
Third, we must be careful in characterizing the view that Street seeks to es-

tablish. Street suggests that we abandon belief in attitude-independent evalua-
tive facts and instead adopt the view that all evaluative facts are grounded in
our evaluative attitudes. But it is important to see that one can reach this conclu-
sion via two different routes. One route is by concluding that the evaluative facts
that we had taken to be attitude-independent – e.g. that cheating is to be con-
demned – are really attitude-dependent. This would mean that our current moral
beliefs are by and large correct but that we were mistaken about why these moral
facts obtain. The fact that cheating is to be condemned is not attitude-independ-
ent but constituted by our evaluative judgments. The other route would be by
concluding that the entire domain of moral discourse is fundamentally confused.
That is, we might conclude that the relevant beliefs – that cheating is to be con-
demned, etc. – are probably altogether mistaken because they are about facts
that do not even exist. Other domains of evaluative discourse, by contrast,
which are about attitude-dependent (e.g. prudential) facts, would not be funda-
mentally erroneous in this way. This is the view that, for lack a better term, I refer
to as ‘skepticism about morality’. Skepticism about morality states that we are
not justified to believe in such facts or that there are probably no such facts. Un-
like moral error theory, it does not conclusively rule out their existence. Debunk-
ing arguments are too weak to establish such more radical conclusions. Resting
on undercutting defeat, they only undermine the justification of a belief, but
they do not provide evidence for the falsity of the belief.

Both views are examples of global anti-realism, as neither view posits the
existence of attitude-independent evaluative facts. But in one case (if we become
constructivists), global anti-realism follows from the anti-realist re-construal of
a set of evaluative facts (moral facts) that had previously been taken to be atti-
tude-independent. In the other case (if we accept skepticism about morality),
global anti-realism results from excising and jettisoning the domain of evaluative
discourse that is attitude-independent (morality), so that only attitude-depend-
ent evaluative facts remain. The former conversion to anti-realism is, at least
on the surface, relatively conservative, whereas the latter is skeptical with regard
to an entire domain of evaluative discourse. Compare this to how a theist might
come to espouse the view that everything that exists is natural and that there
exist no supernatural entities. One option is to conclude that everything divine
is really natural rather than supernatural, which would allow the theist to retain
most of her religious beliefs, at least superficially. The other option is to conclude
that there are no gods, which would render her religious beliefs false. Both are
versions of global naturalism. The former is entailed by a naturalistic re-con-
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strual of ‘god facts’, whereas the latter is entailed by the denial of there being
any gods.

Street must be understood as proposing the former approach and as reject-
ing the latter. Her view is that our moral beliefs are mostly true but that we have
been mistaken about what makes them true. She is adamant that Humean con-
structivism “allows us to say almost everything we ever were inclined to say
about people’s reasons, with the exception of a swath of extremely strong realist
claims.”²⁴⁸ Indeed, according to the normative argument, it is precisely because
Humean constructivism confirms the larger part of our current moral beliefs that
we should convert to it. Skepticism about morality, by contrast, implies, like re-
alism, that our current moral beliefs are unjustified, a possibility that Street
thinks must be avoided.²⁴⁹

I belabor this point because it has an important dialectical implication. It
means that skepticism about morality, although an anti-realist view (if combined
with an attitude-dependent account of non-moral facts), is an alternative view to
the one defended by Street. Contrary to PE4 and PN4, there is a third relevant op-
tion, skepticism about morality, which Street fails to take seriously. PE4 and PN4
suggest that we must choose between sticking with the realist framework –
which would mean accepting pessimistic or optimistic skeptical realism, respec-
tively – or Humean constructivism. But instead of accepting pessimistic or opti-
mistic skeptical realism, we might as well become skeptics about morality. The
availability of skepticism about morality as a third option is relevant because
skepticism about morality is more plausible an alternative to Humean construc-
tivism than (optimistic or pessimistic skeptical) realism. If we start with a realist
conception of morality and learn that each of our moral judgments is unjustified,
there is something strange about insisting that there must be moral facts all the
same, which may or may not be discernible. It is much more natural to conclude
that there probably simply are no moral facts to begin with, that is, to accept
skepticism about morality.²⁵⁰ The view that there are moral facts that we have
failed to correctly identify should only be considered when there is some inde-
pendent rationale for assuming the existence of such facts. But it is difficult
to image what this rationale might be. It would be odd to assume that there
have to be moral facts.²⁵¹

 Street, 2016, p. 328.
 This is in line with Ronald Dworkin’s rejection of error theory (1996, pp. 113– 116).
 For a similar observation, see Tropman, 2013, p. 135.
 Enoch’s argument from deliberative dispensability (2007) might come close to offering such
a rationale. But his argument is specifically an argument for positing attitude-independent nor-
mative facts. If it is sound, the existence of attitude-independent normative facts has successful-
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For illustration, consider again religious belief: imagine you are an ancient
Greek believing in the traditional Greek gods (Zeus, Athena, Artemis, etc.). Now
assume that your beliefs about each of these gods have been debunked. Surely,
what you should conclude is that there probably are no gods to begin with,
rather than that you have merely been mistaken about who the gods are. You
should draw the latter conclusion only if you have independent reason to believe
in the existence of any gods, say, because their existence is necessary to explain
certain natural phenomena.

As Street presents it, her case for Humean constructivism rests on the as-
sumption that realists must accept optimistic or pessimistic skeptical realism.
She then suggests that constructivism is more plausible than optimistic or pessi-
mistic skeptical realism. What I have suggested, however, is that in response to
the Darwinian challenge realists, lacking an independent rationale to posit ob-
jective moral facts, would be more inclined to accept skepticism about morality
than optimistic or pessimistic skeptical realism, even though this involves giving
up on realism. Therefore, for the Darwinian argument for constructivism to suc-
ceed, it must show that Humean constructivism is superior to skepticism about
morality. I will suggest that the opposite is the case. The most natural response is
to become skeptics about morality rather than Humean constructivists. Instead,
then, of defending realism, I will argue that the Darwinian Dilemma backfires by
providing an argument for skepticism about morality rather than Humean con-
structivism.

6.3 Two arguments and the backfiring problem

The epistemological argument

As we have seen, it is natural to interpret Street as rejecting realism on the
grounds that it renders the moral truth indiscernible and thereby practical delib-
eration impossible. This is what I have dubbed the epistemological argument. It
may be worth noting, though, that this epistemological reading of the argument
does not conform to the methodological approach that Street officially purports
to be pursuing. Following the lead of Ronald Dworkin, Street suggests that met-
aethical disputes be settled on normative grounds:

ly been established, contrary to what Street’s Darwinian argument intends to achieve. For a com-
pelling and more in-depth argument that there is no independent rationale for positing objective
moral facts, see Tersman, 2019.
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Since we are understanding the realism/antirealism debate as a normative debate like any
other ─ just taking place at a higher level of abstraction than usual ─ ultimately the argu-
mentative situation here is no different from any other case in which we find two or more of
our normative convictions in tension ─ for instance, when we notice that the principle ‘One
should always save the greatest number’ is in tension with the view that ‘One should not
sacrifice an innocent to harvest his organs for use by others.’ Just as in this organ case we
can do nothing but opt for that conviction which, on reflection, seems most plausible all
things considered, so I agree we can do nothing in the realism/antirealism debate but
opt for the conviction which, on reflection, seems most plausible all things considered.²⁵²

The epistemological argument, however, is not a normative solution to the met-
aethical problem, as it is about the in-principle discernibility of the moral truth
rather than about the correctness of specificmoral beliefs. The premise that prac-
tical paralysis must be avoided (PE1) is not a normative premise in the way that
‘(we are justified to believe that) one should not sacrifice an innocent to harvest
his organs for use by others’ or ‘(we are justified to believe that) cheating is to be
condemned’ are.

The principal problem with the epistemological argument, however, is relat-
ed to the fact that Street does not take seriously the option of skepticism about
morality. According to the epistemological argument, the prospect of ‘practical
paralysis’ must be avoided. This is why we must reject realism and become con-
structivists. But this argument is a non-starter if we take into account that, if we
start from a realist conception of morality, the most natural response to the Dar-
winian challenge is skepticism about morality rather than optimistic or pessimis-
tic skeptical realism. Once all our moral beliefs have been debunked, we should
conclude that there probably are no moral facts in the first place. And once we
accept skepticism about morality, we do not face the problem of the indiscerni-
bility of the moral truth, as we would not assume there to be any moral facts to
begin with. By implication, we would not be ‘paralyzed and unable to proceed
with normative reasoning’. All the remaining evaluative facts – especially pru-
dential ones − would be tied to our evaluative attitudes and (by Street’s own
lights) be more or less readily discernible. The epistemological argument thus
fails to explain why we must embrace Humean constructivism. Practical paraly-
sis follows only if there is an independent rationale to posit moral facts after all
particular moral beliefs have been debunked. But it is unclear what this ration-
ale might be.

The epistemological argument fails because it is ineffective against skepti-
cism about morality. Skepticism about morality does not entail practical paraly-

 Street, 2016, p. 326; see Dworkin, 1996; Kramer, 2009.
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sis because it eliminates morality altogether rather than to posit moral facts that
we are unable to discern. And skepticism about morality is the most natural re-
sponse to Street’s challenge. Contrary, then, to its intended purpose, this version
of the Darwinian challenge supports skepticism about morality rather than Hu-
mean constructivism.

The normative argument

According to the second interpretation of Street’s argument, we should reject re-
alism because it implies that many of our most deeply held moral beliefs are in
all likelihood false. We should instead embrace Humean constructivism, which
preserves the bulk of our moral beliefs. The normative argument fits better
with Street’s suggestion to treat the realism/anti-realism debate as a substantive-
ly normative one. It is premised on the normative assumption that it would be
implausible if our current moral beliefs were probably mistaken. Street makes
the case for constructivism on the grounds that it possesses greater normative
plausibility than realism. Although her argument can rightly be called a norma-
tive argument, it should be noted that the normative premise (PN1) should be
read as involving an epistemological aspect, too. The assumption is that our
moral beliefs are by and large justified or likely to be true. Realism entails, ac-
cording to Street, that these beliefs are unjustified or very unlikely to be true. Re-
alism does not entail that these beliefs are actually false, for they might still be
true by coincidence. Although Street claims to be “[w]orking from normative
premises”²⁵³, she cannot be (and should not be read as) working directly from
plain normative premises such as ‘cheating is to be condemned’. For realism
does not strictly entail their falsity. She must object to realism on the grounds
that it renders such beliefs unjustified or very unlikely to be true rather than
that it renders them false.

The reason why the normative argument is unconvincing is that Humean con-
structivism is normatively less appealing than Street has us believe. Street thinks
that switching to constructivism ‘allows us to say almost everything we were ever
inclined to say about people’s reasons, with the exception of a swath of extremely
strong realist claims’. But Humean constructivism is much more revisionary than
Street admits. Its revisionary nature again makes the overlooked third option,
skepticism about morality, appear more plausible in comparison.

 Street, 2016, p. 299.
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One problem with her normative defence of Humean constructivism con-
cerns this ‘swath of extremely strong realist claims’ that Street concedes must
be abandoned. Realists claim that there are some things that everybody has rea-
son to do or to abstain from doing, irrespective of their contingent attitudes. Hu-
mean constructivism denies that this is the case, because it denies that any cat-
egorical reasons can be derived from within an attitude-dependent framework.
Street maintains that Humean constructivism generally yields fairly intuitive
normative results, but she admits that it implies that “[s]ome conceivable agents
have reason to exterminate an ethnic group or enslave a race or torture a young
child for fun in front of its captive mother.”²⁵⁴ Similarly, Street observes that there
may be agents who have most reason to starve themselves to death for the sake
of a trim figure or to prefer excruciating pain on a future Tuesday over minor
pain on any other day of the week. Humean constructivism allows, in theory,
the existence of what Street calls ideally coherent eccentrics: agents whose ex-
tremely eccentric value judgments are in equilibrium and therefore correct ac-
cording to the standards of Humean constructivism. This implication of Humean
constructivism strikes many as extremely counterintuitive. Many will pre-theoret-
ically feel that everyone has a strong reason to refrain from enslaving a race or
from starving themselves to death, no matter what. Street puts a lot of effort
into dispelling this impression of counterintuitiveness. Her main line of response
is that we must realize how utterly extraordinary these ideally coherent eccen-
trics are. No real-life person is even remotely similar to an ideally coherent eccen-
tric. Real-life people might hold eccentric evaluative beliefs, but these beliefs dis-
appear once their judgments are made coherent. Given how queer ideally
coherent eccentrics are, it is no surprise that we initially find it hard to believe
that some beings may have most reason to enslave a race or starve themselves
to death. But once we make an effort to vividly imagine what the mindset of
such an ideally coherent eccentric would have to look like, it is starting to appear
more plausible that they may have overriding reason to do something extremely
immoral or self-damaging.²⁵⁵

Street’s reasoning is certainly not implausible. But the cases that Street dis-
cusses in detail, the anorexia case and the future Tuesday indifference case, are
concerned with a person’s non-moral good. When she turns to the moral case,
that of evil Caligula, she offers rather little in the way of argument or illustration.
As Street admits, she merely states her conclusions rather than to actually argue
for them: “I’ll merely state baldly, without arguing for, the additional lessons

 Street, 2016, p. 326.
 See in particular Street, 2009, 2016.

102 6 Realism, Constructivism, and Evolution

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 2:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



about [ideally coherent eccentrics] that I think would emerge from a careful con-
sideration of an ideally coherent Caligula.”²⁵⁶ But this comes close to begging the
question, as the moral case is the dialectically decisive one. As noted at the out-
set, even many realists are happy to admit that some evaluative facts, such as a
person’s non-moral good, are attitude-dependent and non-categorical. The test
case are moral facts. Street must show that they might plausibly be attitude-de-
pendent and non-categorical, which is a much more difficult task. The implica-
tion that some conceivable agent may have most reason to commit terrible atroc-
ities is much more difficult to accept than that her personal good may turn out to
be extremely idiosyncratic. It remains unclear to what extent her argument car-
ries over from non-moral to moral questions. If it is true that one cannot derive
categorical reasons from within a constructivist framework, constructivism may
be a lot less normatively plausible than Street is prepared to concede.

The second and, to my mind, more serious problem is that normative plau-
sibility is not only a question of extensional adequacy. We also hold evaluative
beliefs about how evaluative facts are grounded, that is, about in virtue of
what certain evaluative facts obtain. Even if Humean constructivism should
make intuitively plausible claims about which reasons for action people have,
thereby guaranteeing extensional adequacy, it may still make normatively im-
plausible claims about in virtue of what these evaluative facts obtain. It may
offer a false account of which properties are normatively significant. To be
sure, these two aspects are not unrelated. The extension of people’s reasons
for action depends on how they are grounded. If all evaluative properties are
grounded in, say, people’s evaluative attitudes, this may have substantive impli-
cations about what reasons for action people have. But we should be careful to
distinguish these two aspects. Indeed, it is conceivable that two moral theories –
one constructivist and one realist − are extensionally indistinguishable while
making quite dissimilar grounding claims.²⁵⁷ And although extensionally indis-
tinguishable, these theories would still differ with regard to their grounding
claims and may be found plausible or implausible precisely because of the
grounding claims they make. Thus, even if the shift from realism to constructi-
vism might allow us to retain many of our beliefs about what people have reason
to do, it will seriously upset our beliefs about why people have these reasons.

Consider the problem of abortion. As Enoch points out, when one disagrees
with others about the moral status of abortion, if feels like one is disagreeing

 Street, 2009, p. 292.
 For instance, it is conceivable that the constructivist theories of Michael Smith or Thomas
Scanlon yield results that coincide with those of some garden-variety realist theory.
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about an attitude-independent matter of fact: “It is in no way like disagreeing
over the merits of different kinds of chocolate”, which is an attitude-dependent
matter. Likewise, when one deliberates about the moral permissibility of abor-
tion, the deliberation does not turn around one’s attitudes or preferences. It is
directed at facts that transcend one’s attitudes.²⁵⁸ What this indicates is that
we do not take our contingent attitudes to be the features that make abortion
or other morally relevant actions right or wrong.While people disagree about ex-
actly what these features are, there is a strong intuition that the moral facts are
not simply fixed by our attitudes. Our evaluative attitudes just do not seem to be
the sort of facts that are relevant when it comes to deciding about normative
questions of this sort. This strong and commonsensical intuition is arguably
the primary motivation for moral realism in the first place. And it means that
switching to constructivism does imply changing our most basic evaluative con-
victions, albeit convictions about which facts matter normatively. Street’s con-
tention that switching to constructivism allows us to say most of what we
were ever inclined to say about people’s reasons ignores the fact that there are
important things we want to say (or, for that matter, do not want say) about
why people have the reasons they have. The shift to constructivism leaves at
best the façade of our moral belief system intact while it forces us to adopt a re-
visionary theory about what is behind this façade.

We must not underestimate the significance of what is behind the façade.
Consider what one might call Great Books Theory (GBT). According to GBT, the
moral facts are determined by a selection of widely approved philosophical
books. Facts about justice are determined by John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice,
facts about morality are determined by Tim Scanlon’s What We Owe To Each
Other, and so on. Moral facts are book-dependent, so to speak. Naturally, GBT
yields claims about what we ought and ought not do that will strike many as
quite reasonable. It might even do better in this respect than Humean construc-
tivism. And yet there is no doubt that overall GBT is an utterly implausible theo-
ry. This is because of the absurdity of the claim that the moral truth is deter-
mined by what it says in certain books. While many will find it plausible that
we should redistribute wealth and secure basic rights and that there should
be limits to interpersonal moral aggregation, nobody would want to say that
these facts obtain because Rawls and Scanlon say so. Mere extensional adequacy
is clearly not enough for a theory to be normatively appealing.

Street could concede all of the above but then insist that Humean construc-
tivism is still more normatively plausible than skepticism about morality, the

 Enoch, 2014, pp. 195–196.
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relevant alternative to Humean constructivism. Might this suffice for the norma-
tive case for constructivism to succeed? The case for Humean constructivism
along these lines strikes me as rather shaky. Consider again Great Books Theory.
GBT may (in the eyes of many) yield plausible claims about what we ought and
ought not do, but this advantage is far outweighed by the normative implausibil-
ity of the grounding claim. No metaethicist in their right mind would choose GBT
over skepticism about morality on normative grounds. Admittedly, Humean con-
structivism is not quite as idiosyncratic as GBT. Still, the grounding claim is no
less difficult to believe. The notion that the reason why we should, say, refrain
from torturing people for fun is ultimately that we happen to judge it to be
wrong flies squarely in the face of common sense. Just as we should not pick
GBT over skepticism about morality on normative grounds, so, I submit, we
should not embrace Humean constructivism in a desperate move to avoid skep-
ticism about morality.²⁵⁹ Sometimes, saving a façade is just not worth it.

The externalist maneuver

At this point we need to consider a defensive strategy that Street seems inclined
to pursue. While her Humean constructivism implies the attitude-dependence
and non-categoricity of our normative reasons, Street appears happy to concede
that moral norms are attitude-independent and categorical, albeit devoid of in-
trinsic normative force. Street appears to subscribe to morality/reasons external-
ism (also known as moral anti-rationalism). According to this view, a moral ob-
ligation does not conceptually involve a normative reason to comply. Instead,
Street takes the extent to which moral norms are normatively binding to be a
contingent matter that depends on whether the agent is a ‘moral agent’, that
is to say, someone who happens to care about what morality requires:

[T]he right view, according to the Humean constructivist, is that moral requirements do not
bind us irrespective of our particular evaluative nature. In particular, if one lacks moral
concerns altogether, then morality does not bind one. But if one is a moral agent, as op-
posed to just an agent, then part of what that involves is taking oneself to be bound cate-
gorically (in certain cases) with respect to what one feels like doing, what one finds pleas-
ant and attractive, and so forth.²⁶⁰

 Again, similarly Tropman, 2013, p. 135.
 Street, 2012, p. 56.
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This externalist standpoint in turn allows her to combine her Humean construc-
tivism with the view that our moral obligations are attitude-independent and cat-
egorical. At various points, Street is prepared to admit that it would be implau-
sible to hold that moral norms are relative to people’s evaluative attitudes. For
example, when discussing the case of evil Caligula, she writes: “[O]f course tor-
turing people for fun is immoral; but the question we’re interested in is whether
an ideally coherent Caligula should (full stop) be moral.”²⁶¹ Street holds that
moral norms are not relative to people’s contingent attitudes, while insisting
that what we have genuinely normative reason to do is a separate question.
This externalist maneuver seems to allow her to counter the above-raised objec-
tion that Humean constructivism is itself normatively implausible. It allows her
to say that everybody, even evil Caligula, is under a moral obligation to refrain
from torturing people for fun (although he lacks reason to comply with it). Sim-
ilarly, she can agree that our moral rights and duties are not grounded in our at-
titudes but rather attitude-independent facts. In this way, our realist intuitions
about morality can be accommodated, because morality is to some extent decou-
pled from the Humean framework.

But there are several problems with this externalist fallback option.²⁶² One
obvious problem is that it requires us to buy into moral externalism, which is
an unattractive prospect. Many hold that morality cannot be decoupled from
normative reasons in this manner.²⁶³ Another problem is that this maneuver
works only if the above-raised challenges are not specifically concerned with
genuine normativity. But it seems they are. Presumably, many would want to
say that everyone, irrespective of their contingent attitudes, has a genuinely nor-
mative reason to refrain from torturing people for fun. Likewise, deliberation
about what we normatively ought to do (especially in moral situations) has argu-
ably the ‘feel’ of an inquiry into an attitude-independent matter of fact.

Moreover, the entire architecture of the Darwinian debunking argument
threatens to fall apart if morality and normative reasons are treated as two sep-
arate issues in this way. Street has been explicit that the target of the debunking
argument are genuinely normative beliefs and that she seeks to establish that
there are no genuinely normative attitude-independent facts: “The target of the
Darwinian Dilemma […] is normative realism, and so its target includes moral re-
alism only if morality is understood according to a morality/reasons internalist

 Street, 2009, p. 292; see also 2012, pp. 55–57; 2016, p. 327. Note that Street thinks that there
is an externalist, non-normative sense of the term ‘moral reason’ (2008b, pp. 221–222; 2009,
p. 292).
 For a related critique of Street’s externalism, refer to Morton, 2018a.
 E.g. Huemer, 2005; Korsgaard, 1996; Nagel, 1970; Shafer-Landau, 2003; Smith, 1994.
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model.”²⁶⁴ Therefore, if we adopt the externalist viewpoint, our non-normative
moral beliefs are no longer the target of the debunking argument. Street takes
it that our moral beliefs would then escape the Darwinian Dilemma. But this
is confusing. For one thing, this raises questions about the empirical side of
the argument. Surely, we must assume that the evolutionary forces have shaped
our moral beliefs, whether we take morality to be intrinsically normative or not.
But if the target of her argument are our normative beliefs (as opposed to our
moral beliefs), it requires that the evolutionary forces have shaped our normative
beliefs. Is Street then assuming that the evolutionary forces have shaped both
our moral and our normative beliefs? And if so, is this a scientifically plausible
theory?

For another thing, the Darwinian debunking argument is applicable to our
moral beliefs, too, even if morality should not be genuinely normative. If evolu-
tionary forces have shaped our moral beliefs as a way of bringing about fitness-
enhancing behavior and if these beliefs purport to represent attitude-independ-
ent facts, it would again seem to follow that our moral beliefs are in all likeli-
hood completely off-track. The externalist understanding of morality does not
shield our moral beliefs from evolutionary debunking. And even if morality
should not be genuinely normative, it is not clear why Street should find this
kind of moral skepticism any more acceptable. As a matter of fact, most of us
do care about morality, that is to say, most of us are moral agents. As Street ob-
serves, our being moral agents, although ultimately a contingent fact, is central
to our identity.²⁶⁵ But this means that it would be extremely disturbing if we had
to conclude that our moral beliefs, which matter a lot to us, are in all likelihood
massively mistaken. If she thinks that we must reject normative realism (realism
about genuinely normative facts) if it has radically skeptical implications, she
must also reject (non-normative) moral realism if it has radically skeptical impli-
cations.

It is difficult to see how combining Humean constructivism about rea-
sons with an externalist and attitude-independent account of morality is a viable
option for Street. On the whole, it creates more problems than it solves. Street
would probably be well-advised to revert to an internalist understanding of
the normativity of morality.²⁶⁶ The problem that Humean constructivism is itself
normatively greatly implausible persists.

 Street, 2008b, p. 218.
 Street, 2012, pp. 56–57.
 Although this might entail an error theory, given that she rejects the Kantian version of con-
structivism and endorses the semantic claim that morality is categorical. One option would be to
abandon the semantic claim, proposing a slight conceptual revision to avoid error theory. Anoth-
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6.4 Conclusion

Again, an evolutionary debunking argument seems to backfire in unintended
ways. The Darwinian Dilemma was meant to establish Humean constructivism,
but upon closer inspection both interpretations of the argument really open
the door to skepticism about morality. By way of conclusion, it should be ac-
knowledged that this negative assessment of the Darwinian case for Humean
constructivism should not prevent anyone from providing a non-Darwinian argu-
ment for Humean constructivism. As it turns out, Street has outlined an explic-
itly non-Darwinian and non-normative justification of Humean constructivism,
thereby somewhat contradicting her suggestion to treat metaethical disputes
as essentially normative ones. She claims that constructivism is supported by
“observations about what is constitutively involved in making a normative judg-
ment in the first place”, which she explicitly characterizes as “an exercise in de-
scriptive philosophical analysis as opposed to a substantive normative one.”²⁶⁷
Whether a constitutivist argument along these lines can be made to work re-
mains to be seen. The claim that value judgments constitutively involve that
all reasons are ultimately grounded in our own evaluative attitudes is, it is fair
to say, a rather bold claim to make that stands in need of further validation.
Street focuses primarily on demonstrating that the attitude of valuing, that is,
of judging there to be a reason to perform some action, constitutively requires
that one also judge that one must take what one considers the necessary
means to that end.²⁶⁸While this may or may not be true, it is a far cry from show-
ing that the attitude of valuing constitutively involves that all values are ulti-
mately grounded in people’s value judgments.²⁶⁹ An improved version of such
a constitutivist argument may be made to work. But until this argument has
been provided, we must conclude that the case for Humean constructivism –
Darwinian and non-Darwinian − is unconvincing.

er option would be to bite the error-theoretic bullet, which is not as unpalatable as it seems. It
would not mean that our beliefs that cheating is to be condemned, etc. are wrong. It would mere-
ly mean that they do not qualify as ‘moral’ in the strict sense of the term, which might be tol-
erable.
 Street, 2008a, p. 323 and 2010, p. 374, respectively.
 Street, 2008a, pp. 227–231.
 Similarly, Berker, 2014, pp. 240–244.

108 6 Realism, Constructivism, and Evolution

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 2:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



7 Morality, Wellbeing, and Evolution

7.1 Introduction

The preceding chapters have demonstrated how difficult it is to ‘handle’ evolution-
ary debunking arguments and to contain their skeptical force. The attempt to de-
bunk deontology in order to vindicate consequentialism was shown to backfire by
undermining the utilitarian project in much the same way. And the Darwinian ar-
gument for constructivism really seems to result in skepticism about morality
rather than Humean constructivism. The present chapter completes this narrative
by showing how the evolutionary case for skepticism about morality, compellingly
made by Richard Joyce, itself collapses into skepticism about both moral and pru-
dential normative facts. This finding will also vitiate Joyce’s attempt to salvage
morality as fiction.

While Street’s evolutionary debunking argument focuses on the contents of
our moral beliefs, Joyce’s argument focuses on our moral concepts. Rather than
to argue that what we believe to be morally right and wrong can be explained in
evolutionary terms, he suggests that the very fact that we make moral judgments
and think in moral categories in the first place is an evolutionary adaptation.
Evolution being an off-track process, it means that we are not justified to believe
that any moral facts exists. We should become skeptics about morality.²⁷⁰

This is the same skeptical conclusion that I suggested we should draw if we
operate within a realist framework and assume, as Street does, that all our indi-
vidual moral beliefs are undermined by evolutionary debunking. There are thus
two different evolutionary debunking routes that lead to the same skeptical con-
clusion, one focusing on the contents of our moral beliefs and the other focusing
on our moral concepts. In this last chapter, I demonstrate how specifically this
latter debunking approach can be taken even further to undermine our pruden-
tial beliefs, too.

7.2 The evolutionary debunking of morality

In a nutshell, Joyce’s evolutionary argument for skepticism about morality looks
as follows:

 See in particular Joyce, 2001, ch. 6; 2006, 2016a.
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The Evolutionary Argument for Skepticism about Morality

PM1: There is a plausible evolutionary explanation of why we believe in the existence of
moral facts that invokes only natural facts.

PM2: If the explanation of the belief in moral facts does not invoke any moral facts, the be-
lief is unjustified.

PM3: Moral facts are not reducible to natural facts.

CM: The belief in moral facts is unjustified.

The evolutionary explanation of morality suggested by Joyce starts from the
premise that evolution has selected helpful behavior, that is, behavior that ben-
efits other individuals. He then hypothesizes that our moral sense, our faculty
of making moral judgments, was selected as a means to bring about helpful be-
havior. Prudential reasoning is too unreliable to be entrusted with this important
task. Moral norms, however, possess what Joyce calls practical clout. They exert
a specific kind of normative pressure that can be analyzed as being both author-
itative and inescapable. Moral norms, unlike for instance rules of etiquette,
are authoritative in that they provide a “reason of genuine deliberative weight
to comply.”²⁷¹ And they are inescapable, or categorical, in that they apply to
all agents irrespective of their contingent pro-attitudes. Belief in norms with
moral clout may thus work as a bulwark against the frailty of prudential reason
and is likely to have evolved as a means of achieving helpfulness. Since, as Joyce
argues, moral facts are not reducible to natural facts, this purely naturalistic ex-
planation of our belief in moral facts does not invoke any such facts. And this in
turn defeats the justification of the belief in moral facts. It would be ontological-
ly profligate to posit the existence of moral facts if positing them is not necessary
to explain our belief in them.²⁷² Joyce’s evolutionary argument purports to estab-
lish what I have called skepticism about morality. If sound, the argument shows

 Joyce, 2006, p. 62.
 A bit surprisingly, Joyce writes that his argument requires that moral facts cannot be shown
to reduce to or supervene upon the natural facts that feature in the genealogy (see e.g 2006,
p. 184; 2013b, p. 143; 2016b, 376; 2016c). But this is too concessive. According to Joyce, we should
abandon our belief in moral facts if positing such facts “amount[s] to adding any extra ontolog-
ical richness to the world” beyond the ontological material that is implied by the naturalistic
explanation of our belief in morality (2006, p. 189). However, a moral property that merely su-
pervenes on, while not being identical with, natural properties is certainly such an ‘ontological
extra’. Therefore, one cannot resist Joyce’s argument by merely demonstrating that moral facts
supervene upon natural facts. Also, the supervenience of the moral on the natural is virtually
universally accepted. If mere supervenience sufficed to resist his skeptical challenge, Joyce’s de-
bunking argument would be a non-starter.
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that, barring independent evidence to the contrary²⁷³, we are not justified to be-
lieve that there are any moral facts at all. The argument yields only partial eval-
uative skepticism as it targets only morality. Prudential normativity is not affect-
ed by this argument.²⁷⁴ Joyce’s exemption of prudential normativity from his
evolutionary critique is in line with his other metaethical writings, in which he
has outlined the case for moral fictionalism, the view that we have prudential
reasons to retain moral discourse as a fiction.²⁷⁵ In what follows, I will suggest
that Joyce’s partial evaluative skepticism is bound to collapse into a more sweep-
ing sort of evaluative skepticism. It is hard to resist the further conclusion that
our prudential normative beliefs lack justification, too. The argument that
Joyce employs to undermine our moral beliefs can plausibly be co-opted to
also challenge our prudential beliefs. Just as there is a debunking explanation
of why we judge our actions in moral terms, so too there is a plausible debunking
explanation of why we judge our actions in prudential terms. It is therefore ar-
guable that we should be skeptical about the existence of both moral and pru-
dential facts.²⁷⁶

When we talk about a person’s prudential good, we mean this person’s ‘self-
interest’, ‘welfare’, ‘wellbeing’, or ‘advantage’. These terms are typically used in-
terchangeably and denote the idea that a person’s life can be evaluated with re-
gard to how it is going for this person, as opposed to, say, from a moral or aes-
thetic perspective. I will assume that the concept of a person’s prudential good
(or self-interest, welfare etc.) is normative in that it involves pro tanto reasons for
the agent to desire or promote it. It would be absurd for someone to understand
that something is in her own interest but to not actually take any normative in-
terest in it, that is, to not regard it as something worth desiring or pursuing. By

 On the possibility of acquiring such independence evidence, see Joyce, 2006, p. 211; 2013b,
p. 143; 2016c, p. 152; 2017, p. 108.
 Joyce, 2006, pp. 227–228.
 Joyce, 2001, 2005, 2007, 2019. His case for moral fictionalism is only provisional, though. He
acknowledges that the usefulness of moral discourse is just a plausible empirical hypothesis
rather than an established fact (2001, p. 228). At one point, he claims to be ambivalent between
fictionalism and eliminativism (2020, p. 108).
 Joyce does not seem to have anticipated this possible extension of his line of reasoning. An
argument to the same effect has, however, been sketched by Cline (2018). But just like Kahane,
Cline appears to lump together Joyce-style and Street-style debunking. Refer also to Cline’s ar-
ticle for insightful discussions of a range of related problems with Joyce’s partial evaluative
skepticism.
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contrast, the claim that we ought to promote the welfare of others is, while plau-
sible, best seen as a substantive moral claim.²⁷⁷

Prudential facts are thus like moral facts in that they possess practical au-
thority. Prudential considerations involve normative reasons to behave in a cer-
tain way. However, prudential normativity differs from morality in that it does
not conceptually involve categorical force. As mentioned above, Joyce regards
categoricity as a non-negotiable platitude associated with the concept of morali-
ty. For a system of norms to be recognizable as a genuinely moral one, it must
centrally involve norms that apply to everybody irrespective of their contingent
pro-attitudes. The same does not hold true for prudential normativity. The notion
that a person’s good differs from person to person is certainly not conceptually
confused. On the contrary, it is quite natural to think that one’s personal good
is, precisely, something very personal and that people’s personal goods therefore
differ. Relatedly, it may be held that prudential normativity is attitude-depend-
ent. Peter Railton, and many following him, have felt that “it capture[s] an im-
portant feature of the concept of intrinsic value to say that what is intrinsically
valuable for a person must have a connection with what he would find in some
degree compelling or attractive, at least if he were rational and aware.”²⁷⁸
I would not go so far as to regard non-categoricity and attitude-dependence as
non-negotiable platitudes associated with the concept of prudential normativity.
We should not rule out on conceptual grounds objective list accounts of pruden-
tial goodness, which involve categorical and attitude-independent normativity.
Rather, I will make the weaker assumption that the concept of prudential good-
ness is at least compatible with non-categoricity and attitude-dependence.²⁷⁹

It is worth stressing that the categorical/non-categorical distinction and the
attitude-independent/attitude-dependent distinction are not the same. The first
distinction concerns the ‘escapability’ of the normativity in question. A pruden-
tial reason is categorical if everyone has this prudential reason, irrespective of
their attitudes. The second distinction specifies in virtue of what the normative
facts obtain, whether they are determined by our pro-attitudes or not. Although
distinct, these two distinctions are related. In particular, it is often assumed that
categoricity requires attitude-independence. These issues will become relevant
later in our discussion.

 This analysis is not undisputed (see e.g. Darwall, 2002), but it is arguably the one that
comes closest to being the standard view (see e.g. Darwall, 2002, p. 4; Rodogno, 2016, p. 289).
 Railton, 1986, p. 9.
 The argument of this chapter does not depend on this weaker assumption. It would work
just as well if we assumed that a person’s prudential good involves attitude-dependent and/or
non-categorical normativity as a matter of conceptual necessity.
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This chapter is structured as follows: I will begin by further clarifying the
nature of the suggested debunking of prudential beliefs. I then suggest a genea-
logical explanation of our belief in prudential facts, on which my extension of
Joyce’s argument rests, before engaging with four possible objections to the sug-
gested debunking of prudential beliefs. I respond to the objection that belief in
prudential facts cannot be debunked because prudential facts are attitude-de-
pendent. I consider and dismiss the plausibility of a vindicatory evolutionary ex-
planation of our prudential beliefs. I discuss the relevance of the potential non-
categoricity of prudential normativity, and I assess the prospects of naturalizing
prudential facts.

7.3 The backfiring problem: From moral beliefs to prudential
beliefs

The best way of understanding what it means to extend Joyce’s argument from
morality to prudential normativity is to contrast it with a different way of de-
bunking our prudential beliefs: One might argue, following Street, that evolu-
tionary forces have had a pervasive distorting influence on the extension (or con-
tent) of both our moral and prudential beliefs and, contrary to Street, that it is a
conceptual truth that both moral and prudential facts are attitude-independent.
Given the distorting influence of evolutionary forces on our evaluative beliefs,
these beliefs are bound to be hopelessly mistaken. It would be a huge coinci-
dence if we happened to have evolved to track the attitude-independent truth
about moral or prudential goodness. And this time we cannot, as Street suggests,
just switch to an attitude-dependent account of normativity in order to avoid this
radical skepticism. If we accept the semantic claim that all – moral as well as
prudential – facts are attitude-independent, we end up with moral and pruden-
tial skepticism.

This global evaluative debunking argument has been powerfully explored by
Guy Kahane²⁸⁰. At bottom, Kahane accepts the cornerstones of Street’s challenge
for realist theories of value and simply rejects Street’s claim that one can escape
this challenge by embracing an attitude-dependent account of evaluative facts.
If switching to attitude-dependence is ruled out on conceptual grounds, we
must accept the radical skepticism that, according to Street, attitude-independ-

 Kahane, 2011. Kahane credits it with having “considerable force” (p. 117). I should note,
though, that his presentation of the argument is rather explorative in nature.
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ence entails. Both our moral and prudential beliefs would be hopelessly mistak-
en.²⁸¹

While this argument deserves to be taken seriously, it is not the argument
I will propose. The argument I will propose is an extension of Joyce’s argument
rather than a variation of Street’s. In particular, it does not require that pruden-
tial facts are attitude-independent. This renders the argument much more power-
ful, given that many reject the notion that prudential goodness is attitude-inde-
pendent. Defending an attitude-dependent account of prudential facts might
allow one to defuse Kahane’s argument, but, as we shall see, not the argument
I develop below.

The focus of Joyce’s debunking argument is – unlike Street’s – not on the
extension of our moral beliefs but on morality as such. It is our tendency to
apply moral concepts and make moral judgments in the first place that Joyce
takes to be amenable to an evolutionary explanation.²⁸² “Were it not for a certain
social ancestry affecting our biology, the argument goes, we wouldn’t have con-
cepts like obligation, virtue, property, desert, and fairness at all.”²⁸³ As a conse-
quence, we should

cultivate agnosticism regarding all positive beliefs involving these concepts until we find
some solid evidence either for or against them. Note how radical this conclusion is. It is
not a matter of allowing oneself to have an open mind about, say, the wrongness of abor-
tion or the rightness of canceling Third World debt; rather, it is a matter of maintaining an
open mind about whether there exists anything that is morally right and wrong, of accept-
ing the possibility that describing the world in moral terms is in the same ballpark as taking
horoscopes seriously or believing that ancestral spirits move invisibly among us (as John
Mackie argued is the case).²⁸⁴

I have referred to this as skepticism about morality. It is akin to moral error
theory, which Joyce has defended elsewhere and which he advocates in addition
to his evolutionary skepticism about morality.²⁸⁵ Error theorists assert that all

 Indeed, if my reasoning in Chapter 6 is correct, it would follow that we should become
skeptics about prudential facts. If none of our prudential beliefs are justified, we should not be-
lieve in the existence of any such facts to begin with.
 See e.g. Joyce, 2001, p. 146; 2006, pp. 3–4, 132, 180– 181; 2013e, pp. 558–561. Kahane is
somewhat insensitive to this difference, although he briefly acknowledges in a footnote that
Joyce might actually be concerned with moral concepts rather than with the extension of
moral beliefs (2011, p. 123 n53).
 Joyce, 2006, p. 181.
 Joyce, 2006, pp. 181– 182.
 Joyce, 2001, 2005. Indeed, Joyce used to think of his evolutionary skepticism about morality
as a sort of moral error theory (2006, p. 223). But he has rightly observed that this skepticism
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moral judgments are untrue because moral properties are never instantiated to
begin with.²⁸⁶ According to moral error theory, moral rights and duties have
the same metaphysical status as, for instance, fairies and unicorns. Joyce’s evo-
lutionary skepticism about morality is akin to, but somewhat weaker than, moral
error theory in that it states that we are not justified to believe in the existence of
moral facts, while it falls short of conclusively ruling out their existence. It estab-
lishes only an epistemological conclusion, namely that the belief in moral facts
is unjustified.

Now, to extend Joyce’s debunking of morality from morality to prudential
normativity is therefore not to argue that we should be skeptics about what
our prudential good consists in, but about whether there are any prudential
normative facts to begin with. To amend Joyce’s formulation accordingly: Were
it not for a certain social ancestry affecting our biology, the argument goes, we
wouldn’t have concepts like prudential reason, self-interest or personal good at
all. We should therefore cultivate agnosticism regarding all positive beliefs in-
volving these concepts until we find some solid evidence either for or against
them. It is not a matter of allowing oneself to have an open mind about, say,
the prudential wrongness of living a life in solitude or the prudential rightness
of developing one’s talents; rather, it is a matter of maintaining an open mind
about whether there exists anything that is prudentially right and wrong, of ac-
cepting the possibility that describing the world in terms of prudential goodness
is in the same ballpark as taking horoscopes seriously or believing that ancestral
spirits move invisibly among us.

The argument for this position, of course, requires a plausible evolutionary
story of how we may have evolved to think in terms of ‘good for me’ and ‘bad for
me’. But the belief in prudential facts is maybe even more readily amenable to an
evolutionary explanation than belief in morality. We need only assume that our
brute drives and desires did not work sufficiently well from an evolutionary point
of view. Sometimes, acting on whatever craving just happened to be strongest led
to suboptimal outcomes for the individual. It was therefore adaptive to have a
notion of one’s own prudential good that is distinct from the fulfilment of
one’s strongest desires. It was adaptive to think that one’s own life can go better
or worse and that this implies that certain actions are normatively called-for. Be-
lief in prudential normative facts allowed for the necessary fine-tuning of our
sometimes-detrimental desires or inclinations. Just as it is plausible to assume

does not rule out the existence of moral facts, which is why it should be distinguished from
moral error theory (2013d, pp. 354–355; 2017, p. 107).
 On some of the intricacies of characterizing moral error theory, see Joyce, 2001, pp. 6–9;
Joyce and Kirchin, 2010, pp. xi-xv.
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that moral considerations were a useful complement to our sometimes unrelia-
ble prudential deliberations, as Joyce suggests, so it is plausible to assume that
belief in prudential normative facts had the function of correcting maladaptive
drives and desires.²⁸⁷ Based on this genealogical hypothesis, we can substitute
‘prudential facts’ for ‘moral facts’ in Joyce’s argument and formulate a parallel
debunking argument of prudential beliefs:

The Evolutionary Argument for Skepticism about Prudential Facts

PP1) There is a plausible evolutionary explanation of why we believe in the existence of
prudential facts that invokes only natural facts.

PP2) If the explanation of the belief in prudential facts does not invoke any prudential
facts, the belief is unjustified.

PP3) Prudential facts are not reducible to natural facts.

CP) The belief in prudential facts is unjustified.

PP1, the genealogical premise, has just been laid out. The epistemological prem-
ise, PP2, is the same as in Joyce’s argument for skepticism about morality and
will not be defended here. My argument is in the first instance a conditional
one: if one accepts Joyce’s approach, one must accept skepticism about pruden-
tial facts, too. The metaphysical premise, PP3, is so far unargued-for and will be
considered shortly.

Needless to say, the genealogical hypothesis suggested above is, precisely, a
hypothesis, which stands in need of further empirical corroboration. Like other
debunkers and proponents of backfiring objections, I must stress the conditional
nature of the argument.²⁸⁸ It rests on a plausible but unproven empirical conjec-
ture. Unfortunately, the question concerning the potential evolutionary source of
our thinking in prudential categories has, to my knowledge, received virtually
no sustained scholarly attention.²⁸⁹ It may well be that its evolutionary origin

 In Chapter 2, I suggested that a similar reasoning can explain why one might think that ide-
alizing subjectivism provides the correct account of wellbeing. Here, I am only suggesting that it
may explain why we have a notion of wellbeing at all, be it subjectivist (attitude-dependent) or
objectivist (attitude-independent).
 See e.g. Joyce, 2001, p. 135; 2006, p. 2; 2016d, p. 9; Kahane, 2011; Mason, 2011, p. 454; Mor-
ton, 2016, p. 240; Street, 2006, pp. 112– 113.
 See, however, Machery and Mallon’s discussion of evidence to the effect that normative
cognition in general rather than specifically moral cognition evolved (Machery and Mallon,
2010). Drawing on this evidence, they consider a backfiring objection similar to the one outlined
in this chapter (see also again Cline, 2018). Also, it is worth noting that there is evidence that
children are able to distinguish between moral and prudential rules at a fairly early age
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has simply been taken for granted, given that the belief in some normative no-
tion of self-interest fits fairly naturally into the evolutionary framework.Whereas
belief in moral obligations is at least initially puzzling from an evolutionary
point of view, belief in prudential dos and don’ts is rather unsurprising. In
any case, while further research is necessary, I take it that the evolutionary hy-
pothesis is plausible enough to warrant taking seriously its metaethical implica-
tions. In the remainder of this chapter, I will engage with the four already men-
tioned objections to this suggested debunking of prudential normativity.

The objection from attitude-dependence

I have suggested that we cannot rule out on conceptual grounds that prudential
facts are attitude-dependent and/or non-categorical. Given that the attitude-de-
pendent approach to prudential normativity is a viable option, it may appear
fairly straightforward to rebut the suggested debunking of our prudential beliefs.
For if prudential facts can plausibly be argued to be a function of our evaluative
attitudes, how could these attitudes possibly fail to track them? Evaluative be-
liefs are only debunkable if they purport to represent some attitude-independent
evaluative reality ‘out there’, or so one might reason. This would be a decisive
reason to be skeptical about the viability of extending Joyce’s argument from
morality to prudential normativity.

Before I respond, let me briefly dwell on why this objection might appear
more promising when raised against efforts to debunk prudential beliefs than
when raised against Joyce’s debunking of morality. Why could one not similarly
allege that moral facts are a function of people’s idealized pro-attitudes? The
reason why this move is problematic is not that Joyce attaches great significance
to the (purported) attitude-independence of morality. His focus is on the catego-
ricity of moral normativity. He does not consider attitude-independence a
platitude associated with the concept of morality, and the (purported) atti-
tude-independence of morality plays no role in the hypothesized evolutionary
genealogy.²⁹⁰ There is, however, a more indirect link between categoricity and at-
titude-independence. Joyce believes that categoricity, which is essential to mor-
ality, cannot be captured by an approach that ties normative facts to people’s

(Tisak and Turiel, 1984). Joyce interprets this as evidence for the innateness of our moral sense,
but it can equally be seen as evidence of the innateness of our prudential sense (see Joyce, 2006,
p. 135).
 Joyce, 2013b, p. 143; 2017, p. 107.
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idealized pro-attitudes.²⁹¹ If this is true, the prospects of an attitude-dependent
account of morality are dim. By contrast, since it is arguable that prudential
normativity, unlike morality, does not conceptually involve categoricity, an atti-
tude-dependent account of prudential goodness cannot be ruled out on these
grounds.

Let us consider, then, whether the potential attitude-dependence of pruden-
tial facts undermines the suggested debunking explanation. It is assumed by
many that debunking arguments of the sort put forth by Street, Greene and Sing-
er are toothless against judgments about attitude-dependent values.²⁹² If this is
true, it is tempting to reject attempts to debunk prudential beliefs on the grounds
that prudential facts are attitude-dependent. But this objection fails to attend to
the above-discussed difference between Kahane’s argument and the one I am
suggesting. The objection would have force if I were challenging our ability to
track what the prudential facts consist in, assuming that such facts exist. That
is, it would have force against Kahane’s argument, which is indeed premised
on the attitude-independence of prudential facts. One might then reckon that
our evaluative attitudes cannot be that far off the mark given that the prudential
facts are actually not attitude-independent but a function of our attitudes. But
the argument I am making is not best understood as being about our ability
to ‘track’ the prudential truth. It is analogous to Joyce’s argument, and Joyce’s
worry is not that we might be mistaken about what our moral duties consist
in. Rather, he contends that morality as such may be an illusion. Analogously,
I am not questioning our ability to correctly track what the prudential facts con-
sist in. Rather, I am alleging that we are not justified to believe in the existence
of prudential facts to begin with. An objection to the effect that we are probably
good at ‘tracking’ these facts, taking their existence for granted, is therefore a
non-starter. It may be true that if we assume that there are prudential facts
and that they depend on our attitudes, the prospects of correctly identifying
them might not be too bleak. For these prudential facts would be constructed
by our attitudes. However, what is not constructed by our attitudes is the fact
that there are prudential facts that depend on our attitudes in the first place,
that is, that certain facts about our attitudes instantiate prudential normative
facts at all. It is this fact that is the target of the suggested debunking argument,
and whether this fact obtains is attitude-independent. Adopting an attitude-de-

 Although this might not apply to divine-command theory, which ties normative facts to
God’s judgments (Joyce, 2013b, p. 144 n4).
 Most prominently, of course, by Street. But see also Gill and Nichols, 2008; Kahane, 2011,
p. 112; 2014a, p. 339; Levy, 2006; Nichols, 2014, pp. 748–749; Timmons, 2008.
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pendent framework of prudential normativity is of no avail if there are no pru-
dential facts to be tracked in the first place.

Note that this means that the objection would also fail if raised against Joy-
ce’s debunking of morality. Let us assume, for the sake of argument, that an at-
titude-dependent approach that ties reasons to people’s idealized pro-attitudes
could yield categorical reasons (contrary to what Joyce is assuming). That is,
an attitude-dependent theory of morality could not be ruled out on the grounds
that it fails to account for the categorical normativity that is essential to morality.
Could a champion of such a theory object to Joyce’s debunking of morality by
insisting that we cannot be that bad at tracking our moral reasons given that
the latter are more or less closely tied to our pro-attitudes? It does not seem
so, for Joyce’s argument does not challenge our ability to correctly identify our
moral reasons but rather the assumption that there are any moral facts to
being with. It purports to establish skepticism about whether moral properties
are instantiated at all, no matter whether they are grounded in people’s pro-at-
titudes or not. As Joyce observes, his “skeptical attack is leveled at moral facts
tout court − subjective as much as objective.”²⁹³

The objection from the analogy with sensory perception

The above discussion also helps us see why another objection fails. One might
be tempted to dismiss the suggested debunking explanation of prudential beliefs
on the grounds that the evolutionary explanation actually vindicates, rather
than undermines, our prudential normative beliefs. The proposed evolutionary
explanation of our tendency to think in prudential categories would then be
analogous to evolutionary explanations of the emergence of our sensory organs,
which are vindicatory rather than debunking explanations. The reason why the
correct perception of one’s prudential good may be thought to be analogous to
sensory perception is that the correct perception of one’s prudential good is in
one’s own interest and therefore presumably conducive to reproduction. It may
appear obvious that a properly working capability to detect our prudential rea-
sons is, just like properly working sensory organs, useful from an evolutionary
point of view.

One reason why this objection fails is that it rests on an equivocation. It
tacitly conflates the normative notion of a person’s prudential good with the em-

 Joyce, 2013a, p. 467; see also 2013b, p. 143; 2017, p. 107. Joyce uses the terms ‘subjective’ and
‘objective’ to mean ‘attitude-dependent’ and ‘attitude-independent’, respectively.
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pirical concept of what is good from an evolutionary point of view, that is, with
what enhances our reproductive fitness. But these are of course two different
concepts. And once this difference is appreciated, the intuitive plausibility of
the analogy with sensory perception vanishes. There is no apparent reason
why it should be beneficial from an evolutionary point of view to be right
about what one’s actual prudential good consists in.²⁹⁴ More importantly, how-
ever, the objection from the analogy with sensory perception fails for the same
reason as the previous objection, the one from attitude-dependence. The suggest-
ed debunking argument is not meant to cast doubt on our ability to correctly
identify our prudential reasons for action, that is, it is not meant to entail skep-
ticism about what our reasons for action consist in. Rather, the argument is con-
cerned with prudential normativity as such, that is, with our tendency to imbue
courses of action with a certain prudential normative valence. Instead of merely
desiring certain courses of action, we feel a normative pull towards them, we feel
that there is something prudentially speaking in favor of performing them. It is
the belief in this kind of normativity that is vulnerable to a debunking explana-
tion. The analogy with our sensory organs is therefore misleading. The ability to
make correct judgments about whether there is such a thing as prudential nor-
mativity in the first place is not relevantly similar to the ability to correctly detect
mid-sized physical objects in our environment. Thinking in terms of prudential
‘oughts’ is adaptive even if no such normative properties are ever instantiated.
This contrasts sharply with sensory perception. An evolutionary account of
why we believe in the existence of prudential facts does therefore not amount
to a vindication of these beliefs. On the contrary.

The objection from non-categoricity

A third objection concerns the potential non-categoricity of prudential normativ-
ity. The inescapability of moral norms plays an important role in the genealogical

 Third-factor accounts might offer a way around this problem. But to pursue a third-factor
approach would be to abandon the perception analogy. The perception analogy states that we
have evolved to reliably track facts about prudential goodness because the capacity to track
these facts promotes reproductive success. A third-factor account, by contrast, while agreeing
that evolutionary forces have pushed us towards the evaluative truth, would not posit this ‘be-
cause’ relation. Instead, it would posit some third factor that guarantees a correlation between
what is prudentially good and the evaluative beliefs that enhance reproductive fitness (see
Copp’s distinction between the tracking account and the tracking thesis (2008)). As noted in
the introduction, the plausibility of such third-factor accounts is disputed.

120 7 Morality, Wellbeing, and Evolution

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 2:21 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



story sketched by Joyce. The evolutionary benefit that morality is supposed to
have bestowed on our ancestors is closely tied to the inescapability of its norma-
tive force. If, as I have suggested, prudential normativity may well lack this in-
escapability, it is doubtful whether prudential beliefs can have played a similar
motivational role. This objection thus targets the genealogical premise of the ar-
gument.

To see whether these doubts are justified, let us look closer at the rationale
behind Joyce’s suggested genealogy of morality:

My thinking on this matter is dominated by the natural assumption that an individual sin-
cerely judging some available action in a morally positive light increases the probability
that the individual will perform that action […]. If reproductive fitness will be served by per-
formance or omission of a certain action, then it will be served by any psychological mech-
anism that ensures or probabilifies this performance or omission […]. Thus self-directed
moral judgment may enhance reproductive fitness so long as it is attached to the appropri-
ate actions.We have already seen that the ‘appropriate actions’ – that is, the fitness enhanc-
ing actions – will in many circumstances include helpful and cooperative behaviors. There-
fore it may serve an individual’s fitness to judge certain prosocial behaviors – her own
prosocial behaviors − in moral terms.²⁹⁵

Why must the authority of moral norms be inescapable for morality to serve
this function? Joyce’s answer is that the inescapability of moral imperatives
makes moral behavior more steady and reliable. Prudential reason is (at least
sometimes) just too frail and weak-willed to be entrusted with this task. The in-
escapability of morality works as a motivational bulwark against this frailty of
prudential reason. We are more likely to perform the called-for action if we re-
gard a certain outcome as desirable rather than merely as desired, if we believe
that we must perform the action, even if we do not like it. Our moral conscience
works as a filter that “eliminates certain practical possibilities from the space of
deliberative reasoning in a way that thinking ‘I just don’t like X’ does not.”²⁹⁶
Joyce expressly contrasts moral reasoning with prudential reasoning. He takes
belief in moral facts to be more likely to produce the adaptive behavior precisely
in virtue of the inescapability that prudential norms arguably lack.²⁹⁷

 Joyce, 2006, pp. 109. This is only one of the two ways in which, according to Joyce, having a
moral conscience enhances one’s reproductive fitness. I omit the other one as it has to do with
the communicative function of morality, which is not applicable to prudential normativity
(Joyce, 2006, pp. 118–123).
 Joyce, 2006, p. 111.
 Joyce, 2006, pp. 110–111; see also 2001, pp. 139– 140; Ruse, 1986, pp. 252–253.
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I do not want to challenge the assumption that the inescapability of morality
contributes to morality’s motivational function and that morality has emerged
for the reasons suggested by Joyce. Rather, I wish to observe that all this does
not prevent prudential beliefs from having a comparable motivational effect,
too. Even if our prudential reasons for action are in some way or another linked
to our pro-attitudes and non-categorical, awareness of these reasons may moti-
vate us to perform actions that we would not otherwise have performed. If some
prudential reason for action obtains (or is thought to obtain) – which may well
be a contingent attitude-dependent matter – its normative authority is likely to
influence the behavior of the person who takes notice of this prudential consid-
eration for action. Note also that many of the features of morality highlighted by
Joyce are characteristic of prudential normativity in much the same way, even if
prudential normativity should be attitude-dependent and non-categorical. Joyce
overlooks these similarities as he conflates prudential normativity with simple
desiring, which are two different things. Joyce stresses that morality is about
the desirable rather than the desired, and that we must do our moral duty,
whether we like it or not.²⁹⁸ But this is also true of prudential normativity.
What we intrinsically have reason to do for our own sake is likewise not simply
what we desire to do but what is prudentially desirable. To be sure, the pruden-
tially desirable, unlike the morally desirable, may be linked to our desires, and
its normative force may be non-categorical. But this does not make the pruden-
tially good any less normative, any less desirable. By the same token, we must do
what we prudentially ought to do. An ‘ought’ is not normatively optional just be-
cause it is a prudential rather than a moral ‘ought’. Even if the validity of the
prudential norm is contingent upon the agent’s pro-attitudes and non-categori-
cal, this does not mean that it is up to her whether she complies with it. The fact
that an agent’s prudential reason to perform some action may somehow be
linked to her pro-attitudes – say, because it is what she would desire after
ideal deliberation – does not imply that she is not prudentially obliged to per-
form this action. She cannot shrug off this prudential obligation on the grounds
that she actually – that is, prior to ideal deliberation – does not desire to perform
this action. Therefore, just like moral considerations, prudential considerations
can work as a filter that ‘eliminates certain practical possibilities from the
space of deliberative reasoning in a way that thinking ‘I just don’t like X’ does
not’.

 Joyce, 2006, p. 111.
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Put more succinctly, the objection from non-categoricity fails because it ig-
nores that belief in non-categorical reasons can probabilify fitness-enhancing
behavior, too.

The objection from naturalism

The last objection concerns the metaphysical premise of the argument, PP3. The
idea underlying Joyce’s debunking argument is that the evolutionary story allows
us to explain people’s belief in moral facts without invoking the existence of
such facts. But this requires that moral facts are not reducible to natural facts,
which might feature in the naturalistic genealogy. Accordingly, if we wish to ex-
tend Joyce’s evolutionary debunking argument from morality to prudential nor-
mativity, it must be shown that prudential facts cannot be naturalized either. It is
at this point that one might think that the potential attitude-dependence of pru-
dential facts is relevant after all, as this seems to render prudential facts readily
amenable to naturalistic reduction. So if prudential facts are attitude-dependent
and do not involve categorical reasons, the attempted extension of Joyce’s de-
bunking argument from morality to prudential normativity might collapse.

While I cannot here hope to provide a conclusive discussion of the possibil-
ity of naturalizing prudential facts, I wish to at least provide some reasons to be
skeptical about the prospects of this project. In particular, I will explain why Joy-
ce’s own reasoning about this question somewhat obscures the difficulty of the
challenge naturalists are facing.

Joyce rejects naturalistic accounts of morality on the grounds that the most
promising such accounts fail to capture the inescapability of moral normativity.
Recall, inescapability – or categoricity – is one of the two constituents of what
Joyce calls ‘moral clout’, which he considers essential to morality. The other con-
stituent is practical authority, that is, the property of being reason-providing,
of involving a practical consideration of genuine deliberative force. Joyce argues
that naturalistic approaches may well capture this latter property, but they fail to
do justice to the inescapability of moral reasons. Joyce takes it that the most
promising approach to naturalizing moral or prudential reasons is by tying
them to our idealized pro-attitudes, that is, by tying them to some such natural
property as “being-such-that-you-would-want-to-do-it-if-you-were-to-reason-cor-
rectly”²⁹⁹. And he is happy to grant that this property has practical authority,
that is to say, that it “represent[s] a genuine deliberative consideration” or that

 Joyce, 2006, p. 196.
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it “carr[ies] deliberative weight.”³⁰⁰ But he maintains that this account does not
yield inescapable reasons:

The problem, however, and my main ground for doubting the project, is that in order to
naturalize moral clout we cannot be content just to find a property that has practical au-
thority – arguably we have located such a property in being-such-that-you-would-want-to-
do-it-if-you-were-to-reason-correctly.We must also satisfy inescapability; we need a property
that has this authority over people irrespective of their interests. But it is doubtful that any
naturalizable account can deliver this.³⁰¹

The reason why he thinks that attitude-dependent accounts of normativity can-
not capture the inescapability of morality is that there is nothing that everybody,
no matter what pro-attitudes they happen to start from, would want to do if they
were to reason correctly. Given the heterogeneity of people’s contingent pro-atti-
tudes, this idealized reasoning process is unlikely to yield categorical reasons.³⁰²
Now, if prudential normativity does not conceptually imply categorical normativ-
ity, this objection cannot be levelled against similar attempts to naturalize pru-
dential normativity. In light of this, the prospects of naturalizing prudential nor-
mativity do not appear too bleak.

However, when assessing the prospects of a naturalistic account of pruden-
tial normativity, it is critical to be attentive to exactly what naturalizing pruden-
tial normativity actually involves. It does not suffice – as Joyce’s formulations
might suggest – to provide a naturalistic account of what are or provides or
grounds our prudential reasons. Showing that our prudential reasons are deter-
mined by what we would desire to do after ideal deliberation does not yet nec-
essarily amount to a naturalistic reduction of prudential normativity, even if
the property of being such that we would desire to do it after ideal deliberation
is a natural property. It does not suffice to show that some natural property ‘rep-
resents’ a genuine deliberative consideration or ‘carries’ normative weight or
‘has’ practical authority. Rather, what has to be naturalized is the property, pos-
sessed by this natural property, of providing a reason for action or of carrying
genuine deliberative force. What has to be naturalized is the phenomenon of
practical authority itself, that is, the ‘to-be-persuedness’ and ‘not-to-be-done-
ness’ that is characteristic of the normative.³⁰³ One has to naturalize normativity
rather than just the facts that are normatively significant by being the things that

 Joyce, 2006, p. 195.
 Joyce, 2006, p. 196.
 Joyce, 2006, p. 194– 199; see also 2001, 2011.
 These are Mackie’s terms (1977, p. 40).
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are or ground or provide reasons for action. I am here essentially paraphrasing
Derek Parfit, who has observed that

[w]henever some natural fact gives us a reason, there is also the normative fact that this
natural fact gives us this reason. It is easy to overlook such normative facts. This mistake
is especially likely if, rather than saying that certain natural facts give us reasons, we say
that these facts are reasons. These are merely different ways of saying the same things. But
if we say that natural facts of certain kinds are reasons to act in certain ways, we may be led
to assume that, to defend the view that there are normative reasons, it is enough to defend
the claim that there are natural facts of these kinds. That is not so.We must also defend the
claim that these natural facts each have the normative property of being a reason. And this
second claim, property, and fact might all be irreducibly normative.³⁰⁴

Of course, bringing out in this way what normativity is does not yet necessarily
disprove naturalism. But it gives us an idea of the difficulty of the task the nat-
uralist is facing. Indeed, in light of the above, it is tempting to side with those
who have considered it evident that normativity just cannot be a natural thing.
Huemer calls it the argument from radical dissimilarity:

[F]rom our grasp of evaluative concepts, we can simply see the falsity of reductionist the-
ories. On the face of it, for example, wrongness seems to be a completely different kind of
property from, say, weighing 5 pounds. In brief:

1. Value properties are radically different from natural properties.
2. If two things are radically different, then one is not reducible to the other.
3. So value properties are not reducible to natural properties.³⁰⁵

Similarly, Derek Parfit has argued:

Many kinds of thing, event, or fact are […] undeniably in different categories. Rivers could
not be sonnets, experiences could not be stones, and justice could not be – as some Pytha-
goreans were said to have believed – the number 4. […] It is similarly true, I believe, that
when we have decisive reasons to act in some way, or we should or ought to act in this way,
this fact could not be the same as, or consist in, some natural fact, such as some psycho-
logical or causal fact.³⁰⁶

Of course, these brief remarks do not settle the matter.Whether normativity can
be naturalized is still very much an open question, and I do not purport to have

 Parfit, 2011b, p. 280; see also FitzPatrick, 2008, 2011, 2014; McNaughton and Rawling, 2003,
pp. 30–31; Olson, 2009; Parfit, 1993.
 Huemer, 2005, p. 94.
 Parfit, 2011b, pp. 324–325
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provided anything resembling a conclusive answer.³⁰⁷ But the above considera-
tions should make clear that naturalizing prudential normativity represents a
formidable philosophical challenge, even if prudential normativity may be atti-
tude-dependent and non-categorical. For even if one would not have to show
that some natural property has practical authority irrespective of people’s con-
tingent interests, one would still have to show that practical authority itself is
a natural thing. And whether this can be accomplished is, to say the least, doubt-
ful.

7.4 Conclusion

There is good reason to think that the evolutionary debunking of morality can-
not be prevented from spilling over to prudential normativity. This finding back-
fires by undermining Joyce’s (tentative) case for retaining morality as a fiction.
Fictionalism is the idea that we have prudential reasons to maintain moral dis-
course as a useful fiction. Even when we are no longer justified to believe in
moral facts, it can be advisable to pretend to believe in moral facts. Engaging
in acts of make-believe to uphold moral discourse as a fiction can nudge us to-
wards actions that benefit us. The case for moral fictionalism is thus premised on
the existence prudential reasons. There are prudential ‘oughts’ that speak in
favor of continuing to use and think in terms of moral ‘oughts’. But if the
above argument is sound, we are not justified to believe in the existence of pru-
dential ‘oughts’. It no longer makes no sense to argue for retaining morality as a
fiction on the grounds that it is ‘good for us’ or ‘beneficial’, because these are
normative predicates that we are no longer justified to believe in.

Could we retreat one step further and adopt fictionalism about prudential
normativity? Just as Joyce insists that philosophical doubts about the reality of
morality do not necessarily warrant abolishing morality as an institution, one
might question whether doubts about the reality of prudential normativity really
requires abandoning thinking in terms of prudential ‘oughts’. Unfortunately, ef-
forts to salvage prudential normativity as a fiction are rather obviously bound to
fail, as it is unclear on what grounds we should adopt fictionalism about pruden-
tial normativity. Joyce’s moral fictionalism rests on the assumption that we have
got prudential reasons to accept morality as a fiction. But we can hardly appeal
to such prudential reasons in an attempt to vindicate fictionalism about pruden-
tial normativity. We would have to appeal to independent reasons to adopt pru-

 See e.g. Copp, 2012 for a subtle critique of Parfit’s arguments against naturalism.
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dential discourse as a fiction, and it is unclear what these reasons might be. The
prospects of grounding prudential fictionalism on aesthetic or epistemic reasons
are dim

If anything, we might end up as prudential fictionalists for the simple reason
that we just cannot help but think in terms of prudential ‘oughts’. Even if we
are aware of philosophical considerations that challenge the reality of prudential
normativity, we might be psychologically unable to stop thinking in prudential
terms. Rather than to actively decide to maintain prudential discourse as a use-
ful fiction because this decision is supported by reason, it is conceivable that we
end up carrying on with prudential discourse because it is psychologically near
impossible not to think in prudential categories. We might then also maintain
morality as a fiction based on (fictitious) prudential grounds. But whether all
this would be ‘good for us’ is a moot question.

7.4 Conclusion 127
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8 Conclusion

Philosophy’s renewed interest in genealogical arguments has been overdue. The
assumption, long implicit or explicit in much analytic philosophy, that we need
not be concerned with how philosophical beliefs and theories have originated
reflects a misconception about the distinctness of ‘genesis’ and ‘validity’. Argu-
ably, this misconception has been a considerable hindrance to philosophical
progress. The case for taking into account genealogical information is particular-
ly compelling for moral philosophy. It has become increasingly difficult to justify
doing moral philosophy without paying attention to the origins of moral cogni-
tion and those of particular moral intuitions and convictions. At the same time,
empirically informed ethics is very much in its infancy, and how debunking ar-
guments should be constructed and where they lead us is still poorly under-
stood. This book has sought to contribute to a better understanding of empirical-
ly informed ethics and debunking arguments in particular. It has revealed some
of the pitfalls of drawing on genealogical information to construct debunking ar-
guments, and it has outlined how the evolutionary debunking project can be
taken even further.

One general lesson for future would-be debunkers concerns the argumenta-
tion-theoretical status of debunking arguments. While a strict division between
‘genesis’ and ‘validity’ is misguided, there is also some truth in the widely shared
idea that genealogical reasoning is objectionable. We have seen that debunking
arguments that rely on higher-order defeat, although not fallacies, should not be
permitted in philosophical debate. Genealogical arguments should be welcomed
again in philosophy, but only genealogical arguments of a certain type. Another
result is that the usefulness of experimental investigations into the factors that
trigger our moral responses for debunking projects is still very much in the
air. Would-be debunkers are well advised to either pursue other debunking ap-
proaches, or to first elucidate the point of relying on experimental findings to
construct arguments from moral irrelevance. The most important takeaway con-
cerns the difficulty of tailoring debunking arguments to one’s dialectical ambi-
tions. The chief problem with debunking arguments is that they tend to collapse
into more skeptical arguments than intended by its authors. Indeed, it is likely
that the evolutionary debunking project forces us to accept skepticism about
both morality and prudential facts.

I want to close by suggesting that the argument might in fact be extended
even further. The target of the argument outlined in the last chapter was belief
in prudential normativity. It does not challenge other normative realms, such
as epistemic or aesthetic normativity. But it is only natural to wonder whether

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110750195-009
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all normative beliefs can eventually be debunked in this way. Given that thinking
in normative categories has an impact on people’s behavior, it is not far-fetched
to surmise that our faculty of thinking in terms of ‘oughts’ of whatever kind is an
adaptive but deceptive invention of evolution.³⁰⁸ The appearance that certain
responses are normatively required might be but a figment of our minds that
served the function of pushing us towards fitness-enhancing behavior. Whether
such a global normative debunking argument may succeed depends inter alia on
whether these other normative realms can be naturalized and on the plausibility
of the genealogical hypothesis. Also, attempts to debunk epistemic normativity
are complicated by the fact that they threaten to be self-defeating. An argument
that yields the conclusion that we are not epistemically justified to believe in
facts about epistemic justification has certainly an air of contradiction about
it.³⁰⁹ I will not pursue these difficult questions here, but I wish to mention
them as a plea for further study.

 See again Machery and Mallon, 2010. See Streumer, 2017 for the similar but even stronger
claim that we should become error theorists about all normative judgments. And refer to Cline,
2018 for an instructive discussion of some issues related to global normative skepticism.
 Similarly Kahane, 2012, p. 117.
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