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Chapter 7
Evolutionary Debunking Arguments and Moral Realism

Maximiliano Martinez, Alejandro Mosqueda and Jorge Oseguera

Abstract In this chapter we will develop a way for moral realism to respond to evolutionary debunking
arguments. In general terms, debunking arguments that appeal to evolutionary theory hold that natural
selection and moral realism are incompatible. Our aims are threefold. First, we will describe some of the
relevant arguments in the debate on this topic. We distinguish between a modal argument, a parsimony
argument, and Sharon Street’s Darwinian dilemma. Second, we will focus on Street’s argument, which
has ignited most of the recent interdisciplinary debate between philosophy of biology and metaethics. We
will focus on the overlooked fundamental tenets of moral realism to open a route for defending it: its
cognitivist character, its representational language nature, and the relationship between evaluative
judgments and their truthmakers (which are facts). This will allow us to propose a response to the
evolutionary debunking arguments. Finally, contra Street, we will argue that moral realism is not
scientifically inferior to moral anti-realism and therefore the former is not debunked.

7.1 Debunking Arguments

The recent debate over evolutionary debunking arguments against moral realism gained
strength in 2006 with the publication of “A Darwinian Dilemma for Realist Theories of
Value” by Sharon Street (2006 t this kind of debunking arguments can be found in
the literature much earlier. The first version is found in The Descent of Man, where
Darwin offers an evolutionary explanation of moral standards. Michael Ruse and
Edward O. Wilson (1986), and Richard Joyce (2007), developed the basic argument on
which Street expanded on.

Debunking arguments are epistemic arguments in the sense they aim to undermine

the justification of our moral beliefs, but they can be divided into different types
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depending on the reasons they appeal to. Here, we will start distinguishing between two
different types of reasons in order to pave the way for analyzing Street’s argument.
Darwin offers a modal debunking argument, since he points at the contingency of our
moral beliefs. Michael Ruse and Edward O. Wilson offer an ontological debunking
argument, since they point out at the unnecessarily heavy ontology of non-naturalist
moral realism; Joyce expands this argument to naturalist moral realism. Sharon Street’s
claim is more complex, since she offers a mix of these types of arguments. In this
section we present a description of the arguments and point out some of the differences

between them.

7.1.1 The Modal Argument

Charles Darwin developed the basis of =" -* we know today as the theory of biological
evolution th=~~h natural selection (see .... ¥in 1859), which he then applied to human
beings (see _ .. vin 1888). Morality was not something that he left out of his analysis.

le morality can give little or no advantage to a human being and their children over
another human being of the same tribe, a tribe composed of humans who have a feeling
of patriotism, loyalty, obedience, courage, sympathy, who are always willing to help
others and who are willing to sacrifice themselves for each other, has a significant
advantage over another tribe lacking these characteristics. This resulted in a prevalence
in the population of its characteristics.

This evolutionary explanation of morality motivates skepticism towards moral
realism if we consider the following thought experiment that Darwin stated: If “men
were reared under precisely the same conditions as bee-hives, there can hardly be any
doubt that our unmarried females would, like worker bees, think it a sacred duty to kil
their brothers, and mothers would strive to kill their fertile daughters; and no one would
think of interfering” (Darwin 1888, p. 73). This hypothetical case points to the
contingency of our moral beliefs. We have the moral beliefs that we have only because
of how we evolved, but if we had evolved differently, we would have different moral
beliefs and our morality would be different. This is problematic because it conflicts with
the objectivity, inescapability and necessity present in our traditional conception of
morality and therefore seems to undermine it. In other words: if the moral truths are

necessary and objective, as we seem to consider them, it is problematic to demonstrate
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that our moral judgments are originated from contingent and historical contexts that
could be otherwise. This problem is known in the literature as the “contingency
challenge” (Lillehammer 2010, p.365). Since it seeks to undermine the justification of
our moral beliefs appealing to modality, Darwin’s argument can be considered a modal
argument. It is important to note that this argument only targets moral realisms that hold

that moral truths are necessarily true.

7.1.2 The Parsimony Argument

On the other hand, Michael Ruse and Edward O. Wilson offered an argument of
ontological parsimony against moral realism. They characterize moral claims as

distinctly prescriptive in an objective way:

they [our moral claims] lay upon us certain obligations to help and to co-operate with others in
various ways. ... Morality is taken to transcend mere personal wishes or desires. ... moral
statements are thought to have an objective referent whether the Will of a Supreme Being or

eternal verities perceptible through intuition (Ruse and Wilson 1986, p. 178).

In this popular way of understanding morality, moral facts become true in virtue of
objective referents, be they theological or moral entities. Their argument aims to debunk
this objectivity in morality by making those properties irrelevant to the explanation of
moral phenomena. The first step they take is to offer an evolutionary explanation of
why we experience our moral judgments as objective and with a prescriptive force:
“human beings function better if they are deceived by their genes into thinking that
there is a disinterested objective morality binding upon them, which all should obey.
We help others because it is “right” to help them and because we know that they are
inwardly compelled to reciprocate in equal measure” (Ruse and Wilson 1986, p. 179).
In other words, evolution selected cognitive mechanisms that make us experience our
moral judgments as objective, which helped us to be more effective cooperators and,
therefore, to maximize our biological fitness. The key point here is that this explanation
does not require the existence of an objective morality. Our moral judgments and their
prescriptive and objective phenomenology can be explained without having to raise

objective references for moral statements, such as “Will of a Supreme Being or eternal

verities perceptible through intuition”. If this hypothesis is true and can successfully
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explain our moral phenomena, then, offering an “objective basis for morality is
redundant™; it does not play a necessary explanatory role (see Ruse and Wilson 1986, p.
254). Even if the entities that make objective moral propositions did not exist, we would
still make the moral judgments we make. On the other hand, if they exist, we have no
reason to suppose that evolution puts us in correspondence with them. If these entities
are redundant, what reason do we have to posit them? The conclusion then is that the
objectivity of morality is an illusion, which would imply that moral realism is false.

Richard Joyce (2007, p. 189) interprets Ruse and Wilson in the following way.
There are two competing hypotheses that could explain our moral judgments. One, let’s
call it Hypothesis A, is the evolutionary explanation offered by Ruse and Wilson: we
have the moral beliefs that we have because evolution designed us that way. According
to an alternative explanation, Hypothesis B, there are entities (for example, a supreme
being, irreducible moral properties) that are intuited or perceived, which gives
objectivity to moral claims. Given that Hypothesis A has the same explanatory power as
Hypothesis B, but does not raise additional ontological entities, we can apply Ockham’s
razor and deny Hypothesis B. But according to Joyce, this conclusio ~ oo hasty, since
an ontological reduction of Hypothesis B to Hypothesis A is possible. - explanation of
moral properties could be offered in terms of natural or physical properties. With such a
reduction, Hypothesis B would not imply an ontology greater than Hypothesis A. In this
way, Ockham’s razor could not be applied, so the argument of Ruse and Wilson only
applies to non-naturalist realist theories. But a naturalistic theory that intends to make
such a reduction would have the burden of proof, because it would have to offer a clear
and plausible explanation of what such a reduction consists of. According to Joyce, the
prospect of a theory of this type is very unlikely, since it could not satisfy a desideratum
that he considers key: to explain “the inescapable practical authority” of morality. We
will not dwell on this topic because it falls out of the scope of this paper.

To sum up: Darwin’s contingency challenge is the seminal evolutionary debunking
argument. Ruse and Wilson framed it in ontological terms as an argument against non-
naturalist moral realism, on which Joyce expanded to include naturalist strands of moral
realism. We will now move on to analyze Sharon Street’s more complex argument. As
we will point out, she takes elements of these formulations and develop them further.
After our analysis, a response to both the modal and the ontological argument will

become apparent.
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7.2 Street’s Debunking Argument

In “A Darwinian Dilemma for Realist Theories of Value” (2006), Sharon Street
introduced one of the most discussed arguments in metaethics based on evolutionary
premises and against moral realism. With this debunking argument she attempts to
undermine moral realism by appealing to the evolutionary origins of our moral beliefs.
Roughly, the idea of the argument is that the best explanation of the content of our
moral judgments is an explanation based on evolutionary biology that does not appeal to
the independent moral truths posited by moral realism. We have reconstructed Street’s

argument as follows:

1. Realism: Moral truths are independent of our evaluative attitudes.

2. Evolution: Natural selection has had an important influence on the content of
our moral beliefs.

3. If the realist does not want to be incompatible with science, she has the
challenge of explaining the relation between (1) and (2).

4. Dilemma: Either (a) there is no relation between (1) and (2), or (b) there is a
relation between (1) and (2): natural selection favored the ancestors who grasped
moral truths.

5. (a) leads to moral skepticism.

6. (b) is an unacceptable explanation on a scientific basis.

Therefore, since moral realism cannot give a satisfactory explanation of the relation
between (1) and (2), moral realism is debunked.

The first premise exposes, according to Street, one of the most important
characteristics of moral realism. For Street, the “claim of realism about value (...) is that
there are at least some evaluative facts or truths that hold independently of all our
evaluative attitudes” (Street 2006, p. 110). For moral realism the truth or falsity of

moral judgments does not depend on our evaluative attitudes, which

include states such as desires, attitudes of approval and disapproval, unreflective evaluative
tendencies such as the tendency to experience X as counting in favor of or demanding Y, and

consciously or unconsciously held evaluative judgements, such as judgements about what is a



reason for what, about what one should or ought to do, about what is good, valuable, or

worthwhile, about what is morally right or wrong, and so on (2006, p. 110).

This does not imply that there is no relationship between the subjects and what makes
the moral judgments true or false. The independence that moral realism claims only
consists in the following: what makes a moral judgment true or false does not depend on
what a subject or a group believes, desires, etc. Street characterizes moral realism in this
way “because it is independence of this type of mental states that is the main point of
contention between realists and antirealists about value” (Street, n. 1, p. 156).

The second premise is supported by evolutionary biology, which explains morality
as a trait that increases the fitness (survival and reproduction) of those who possessed it.
Street points out that “one enormous factor in shaping the content of human values has
been the forces of natural selection, such that our system of evaluative judgements is
thoroughly saturated with evolutionary influence” (Street 2006, p. 114). The intuition
behind this premise is “that just as evolutionary forces shaped our eyes and ears, so they
shaped our moral beliefs” (Vavova 2015, p. 104).

To demonstrate the influence that natural selection has had on the content of our
moral judgments, Street cites six judgments whose wide acceptance can be explained by

evolutionary biology:

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

The fact that something would promote the interests of a family member is a reason to do it.
We have greater obligations to help our own children than we do to help complete
strangers.

The fact that someone has treated one well is a reason to treat that person well in return.
The fact that someone is altruistic is a reason to admire, praise, and reward him or her.

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

Evolutionary biology explains the widespread human acceptance of these
Jjudgments based on the idea that they promoted reproductive success and survival more
effectively than alternative judgments (see Street 2006, p. 115). In this sense, we
consider being negligent with our children as something incorrect because it does not
promote our reproductive success or our survival. Despite cultural, historical and social
differences, these six judgments have been widely accepted because they increased our

fitness. This shows, according to Street, that “the content of human evaluative
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judgements has been tremendously influenced ... by the forces of natural selection”
(Street 2006, p. 121).

According to Street, “[c]ontemporary realist theories of value claim to be
compatible with natural science” (Street 2006, p. 109). This poses a challenge to moral
realism. As stated in the third premise, if moral realism does not want to be
incompatible with natural science then it “needs to take a position on what relation there
1s, 1f any, between the selective forces that have influenced the content of our evaluative
judgements, on the one hand, and the independent evaluative truths that realism posits,
on the other” (Street 2006, p. 121).

This challenge generates the dilemma indicated in the fourth premise: “[r]ealists
have two options: they may either assert or deny a relation” (Street 2006, p. 121). What
is required of moral realism is that it takes a position on it. In this sense, denying that
there is a relation is an option that the realist can choose in order to take a position. (a)
1s an interesting option because it allows realism to recognize the influence of
evolutionary forces on the content of our evaluative judgments, and thus not be
incompatible with science, without their notion of independence being in danger, since
it does not commit to linking such influence with independent evaluative truths.

If the realist denies that there is a relation, then she would have to accept that
evolution has pushed us to adopt precisely just the moral judgments that accord with
independent truths. But this would be a matter of luck. It would be fortunate that the
moral judgments that natural selection promoted are precisely the moral judgments that
moral realism considers true. In this way, denying that there is a relation between (1)
and (2) “leads to the implausible skeptical result that most of our evaluative judgements
are off track due to the distorting pressure of Darwinian forces” (Street 2006, p. 109), as
mentioned in the fifth premise of the argument.

The second horn of the dilemma is to accept that there is a relation between (1) and
(2). We can account for this relation from a tracking account: natural selection made us
track those events that satisty the truth conditions of our moral judgments. “According
to this hypothesis, our ability to recognize evaluative truths, like the cheetah’s speed and
the giraffe’s long neck, conferred upon us certain advantages that helped us to flourish
and reproduce” (Street 2006, p. 126). The individuals who captured such facts and made
judgments in accordance with them, had more fitness than those who did not.

The tracking account is a scientific explanation because it offers a hypothesis about

how the course of natural selection explains the wide presence of certain moral
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Jjudgments rather than others in humans (see Street 2006, p. 126). As this explanation is
a scientific explanation, it is subject to competition with other theories under scientific
standards. In this competition, the tracking account is overcome by an alternative
explanation called the adaptive link account: the tendency to adopt certain moral
judgments contributed to fitness because our ancestors forged adaptive links between
their surrounding circumstances and appropriate responses to them, making them act,
feel and believe in ways that were advantageous (see Street 2006, pp. 126-127). In
living organisms there are several mechanisms that serve to link the circumstances of
the organism with their responses in ways that tend to promote fitness. “A
straightforward example of such a mechanism is the automatic reflex response that
causes one’s hand to withdraw from a hot surface, or the mechanism that causes a
Venus’s-flytrap to snap shut on an insect” (Street 2006, p. 127). Street argues that the
adaptive link account is superior to the tracking account at least with respect to three
common criteria of scientific adequacy: parsimony, clarity and explanatory power.

The tracking account is less parsimonious because it “posits something extra that
the adaptive link account does not, namely independent evaluative truths” (Street 2006,
p. 129). The tracking account postulates independent moral truths supported by moral
facts to explain why it is adaptive to make certain judgments. In contrast, the adaptive
link account explains the adaptive advantage of such judgments without the need to
postulate independent evaluative truths. With respect to parsimony, the adaptive link
account is preferable because its explanation is simpler and does not multiply the
ontology of the world since it does not postulate independent evaluative truths.

Regarding the criterion of clarity, Street argues that the tracking account becomes

obscure upon closer examination:

[A]ccording to the tracking account, making certain evaluative judgements rather than others
promoted reproductive success because these judgements were true. But let’s now look at this.
How exactly is this supposed to work? Exactly why would it promote an organism’s
reproductive success to grasp the independent evaluative truths posited by the realist? The

realist owes us an answer here (Street 2006, pp. 129-130).

The only explanation that the tracking account can give about why certain moral
judgments promoted fitness is that such judgments are true. But this answer is
unsatisfactory because of the following question: exactly why does the fitness of an

organism promote independent evaluative truths? Conversely, the adaptive link account
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holds that we make such judgments simply because they were adaptive, not because
they are true.

Finally, Street argues that the adaptive link account has more explanatorv power
than the tracking account. “Its appeal to the truth and falsity of the judgements in
question sheds no light on why we observe the specific content that we do in human
evaluative judgements; in the end, it merely reiterates the point that we do believe or
disbelieve these things” (Street 2006, p. 134). First, the tracking account cannot explain
the remarkable coincidence that the moral truths that it posits is exactly equivalent as
the judgements that are explained by the adaptive link account. Second, the adaptive
link account explains why we tend to make judgments that today we would clearly
consider as false, for example, the judgment that we should help more people from our
group and less to people who do not belong to our group: it was adaptive for our
ancestors to cooperate with close individuals and to be wary of the non-close. Lastly,
the adaptive link account also explains why, out of all the possible moral judgments, we
have the ones we have: our moral judgments are those that were appropriate for the
circumstances of our ancestors. The tracking account, by contrast, does not explain
these issues. In this way, the sixth premise of Street’s debunking argument is supported.

The above shows that moral realism is in trouble: either it has to deny the relation
between (1) and (2) and fall into a skepticism, or it has 1o adopt an explanation that is
scientifically inferior to the unrealistic explanation of the adaptive link account. The
argument, according to Street, shows that the adaptive link account is better for
explaining the content of our moral judgments. But such an explanation does not appeal
to independent evaluative truths, instead it explains the content of our evaluative
Judgments based on what promoted survival and adaptation. Therefore, moral realism is
undermined because the forces of evolution determined in an important way the content
of our moral judgments in directions that have nothing to do with the independent

evaluative truths postulated by moral realism.

7.3 A version of Moral Realism based on Realism itself: a critical

examination of Street’s Argument

The discussion has been extensive and several aspects of Street’s argument have been
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examined. David Copp (2008), for example, argues that the tracking account and the
adaptive link account are compatible, so he proposes an alternative realistic explanation
to explain the relation between (1) and (2), which he calls society-centered moral
theory. Erik Wielenberg (2010), on the other hand, discusses the first horn of the
dilemma and tries to show that skepticism does not followed from denying that there is
no relationship between the independent evaluative truths posited by the realist and the
influence of natural selection on the content of our evaluative judgments. In a recent
paper, Marc Artiga (2015) uses the naturalistic theory of teleosemantics to try to show
that the tracking account is not inferior to the adaptive link account. strategy will be
different: we will try to defend moral realism from its fundamental characteristics. We
will offer a detailed explanation of the notion of independence of the evaluative
attitudes in order to introduce into the discussion other important characteristics of
moral realism --such as cognitivism, representational language and moral facts-- and
thus offer a more precise explanation of the tracking account; one that shows that it is
not really an inferior explanation to the adaptive link account.

Our argument is based on a review of the first premise of Street’s argument. “Moral
realism” is a technical term and therefore there is not a single correct definition. For
Street, “[the] claim of realism about value ... is that there are at least some evaluative
facts or truths that hold independently of all our evaluative attitudes” (Street 2006, p.
110). The independence of the evaluative attitudes is undoubtedly one of the main
characteristics of moral realism. However, we believe that to fully understand this
characteristic it is necessary to make explicit that moral realism is a form of
cognitivism.

One of the reasons why moral realism holds that what makes a moral judgment true
or false is independent of our evaluative attitudes, is because it considers that moral
Jjudgments do not pretend to express our opinions, desires, beliefs, emotions, or moral
theories; but we intend to describe the world. This claim makes moral realism a form of
cognitivism. In general, “the key thought for cognitivism is that the sentence [a moral
statement] purports to describe how things are” (Bedke 2018, p. 293). Moreover, a
“view is cognitivist if it allows for a central class of judgments within a domain to count
as beliefs, capable of being true or false in virtue of their more or less accurate
representation of the facts within the domain™ (Shafer-Landau 2003, p. 17). Moral
realism is a form of cognitivism because it holds that evaluative judgments are

statements that can be true or false by virtue of correctly reporting certain facts. “Realist
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not only think that moral language and thought purport to describe or represent, but they
think there are mind-independent moral properties and facts that we sometimes describe
or represent accurately” (Bedke 2018, p. 296). For moral realism, the truth or falsity of
moral judgments does not depend on our evaluative attitudes, but depends on their
correct description or representation of the facts. It is important to note that for any kind
of moral realism the facts are the truth conditions of our evaluative judgments. That is, a
moral realist cannot disregard the existence of facts as one of his fundamental theses,
because, after all, it is the facts that determine whether an evaluative judgment is true or
false. It is because of this commitment to cognitivism that, for moral realism, the truth
or falsity of evaluative judgments is independent of our evaluative attitudes.

It is then important to recognize that for this view of moral realism the moral
discourse is of a representational type and that its truthmakers are facts. Moral language
behaves very similarly to other representational languages. Both the sentence
“Corruption is common” and “Corruption is incorrect” are statements that we can affirm
or deny and to which we can assign truth values based on the facts. By taking moral
language as representational, our evaluative judgments aim to describe a reality that is
independent of our way of speaking and thinking about it.

Recognizing the cognitivist position of moral realism allows us to better understand
the claim that the truth or falsity of evaluative judgments is independent of our
evaluative attitudes, and also helps us to distinguish moral realism from other
metaethical positions. Unlike non-cognitivism, expressivism and emotivism, moral
realism holds that “moral or normative talk is fully representational, that is fully and
straightforwardly fact-stating and truth-evaluable, that it expresses beliefs, that it
attempts to describe the normative part of the universe” (Enoch 2018, p. 30). And unlike
constructivism, moral realism holds that moral judgments “are not made true by our
decision-making procedures, or by our endorsing them, or by anything about us and our
perspectives” (Enoch 2018, p. 30).

We must understand then the moral realists’ notion of independence of the
evaluative attitudes as a cognitivist thesis, which states that for moral realism evaluative
language is a representational language, with which you try to represent or describe
reality. Facts play an important role since they are the truth makers of this
representational language. How does this explanation clarify or specify the tracking
account mentioned above? Faced with the dilemma generated by the thesis of moral

realism and the thesis of evolutionary biology, Street believes that moral realism can
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claim that there is a tracking relation between independent evaluative truths and the
influence of natural selection on the content of our evaluative Jjudgments. According
with the Street’s version of the tracking account, “our ability to recognize evaluative
truths ... conferred upon us certain advantages that helped us to flourish and reproduce”
(Street 2006, p. 126). The evaluative judgments that provided the most selective
advantages to our ancestors were those that were true. In this way, moral realism can
point to the evolutionary advantages of grasping evaluative truths: “Surely ... it is
advantageous to recognize evaluative truths; surely it promotes one’s survival ... to be
able to grasp what one has reason to do, believe, and feel” (Street 2006, p.125).

Now, it should be noted that it is confusing to say that moral realism proposes to
grasp independent evaluative truths, as Street affirms. This suggests that the thesis of
moral realism about moral truths is completely ontological and we think it is not so. As
we stressed, the thesis about independent evaluative truths consists in affirming that our
evaluative judgments are representational statements with which we try to describe or
represent a certain reality. In this sense, the truth or falsity of a evaluative judgment
does not depend on the evaluative attitudes of the agent but on the correct reporting or
description of the reality in question. Undoubtedly there is an ontological element in
this thesis since it assumes that there are facts by virtue of which evaluative judgments
are true or false, depending on whether or not they are adequately represented. But it is
a different thing to affirm that there are (independent) facts than to affirm that there are
(independent) evaluative truths. The thesis about independent evaluative truths seems to
be more a semantic thesis that exposes a cognitivist way of understanding moral
discourse.

We also believe that we must avoid thinking about our ability to recognize
evaluative facts by virtue of which an evaluative judgment can be true or false as a
special capacity. J. L. Mackie had already expressed this concern from the rarity

argument:

If there were objective values, then they would be entities or qualities or relations of a very
strange sort, utterly different from anything else in the universe, Correspondingly, if we were
aware of them, it would have to be by some special faculty of moral perception or intuition,

utterly different from our ordinary ways of knowing everything else (Mackie 1977, p. 38).

Among other difficulties that arise in such an argument, for Mackie there would be an

epistemological difficulty in accounting for our knowledge of the entities or evaluative
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traits and their links with the natural features of which would be consequences that
suggests the need to postulate a special capacity for it.

But why is it necessary to postulate a special capacity that allows us to see the
evaluative traits? As Platts points out, “why, to change the case, we can not account for
the recognition that people make of the malicious, the loyal, the aggressive, the
dishonest, simply in parallel terms to those who realize their recognition of others traits
in the world?” (Platts 1983, p. 4). As we have mentioned, for moral realism evaluative
language is representational, with it we try to describe the facts in the world. We
recognize them in the same way that we recognize other non-evaluative features in the
world.

According to Street, the tracking account states that we have an ability to recognize
evaluative truths that gives us certain adaptive advantages that helped us grow and
reproduce. But we have tried to show that we should not understand such ability as a
special capacity and that we should not confuse the semantic thesis of independent
evaluative truths with the ontological thesis of evaluative facts. Consequently, the
description of the tracking account should be specified. The tracking account that
explains the relationship between (1) and (2) would consist in that we can recognize the
evaluative facts that exist in the world from which an evaluative judgment is true or
false by virtue of representing such facts correctly, and some of those facts that are
truthmakers are also evolutionary facts: facts about what promote fitness.

Before testing this new version of the tracking account under the criteria of
parsimony, clarity and explanatory power (the scientific standards Street uses to attack
it); we would like to point out that there seems to be a gap in Street’s argument. Street
argues that if the moral realist does not want to be incompatible with science, she has to
explain the relation between her thesis that evaluative truths are independent of our
evaluative attitudes and the evolutionary thesis that natural selection has had an
important influence on the content of our evaluative beliefs. This generates, according
to Street, the following dilemma: moral realism has to deny that there is a relation
between the realistic thesis and the evolutionary thesis, or has to accept that there is a
relation between them. Street herself proposes the tracking account as an option that
moral realism has to explain such a relation. The problem with the tracking account is,
according to Street, that it is unacceptable on a scientific basis because it is an inferior
explanation to the adaptive link account in relation to the criteria of parsimony, clarity

and explanatory power. The strange thing in this step of the argument is that the
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parameters in relation to which the explanation of the tracking is inferior have nothing
to do with the explanation of the relation between (1) and (2), which was supposed to be
the challenge that moral realism had to explain. We believe that for two explanations to
compete it is important that both are trying to explain the same phenomenon (in this
case the relationship between theses (1) and (2) in Street’s argument). While the
tracking account does explain such a relationship, the adaptive link account does not do
so. How then can these explanations compete if they do not try to explain the same
phenomenon?

The adaptive link account does not explain the relationship between (1) and (2).
The criteria of parsimony, clarity and explanatory power from which Street contrasts the
tracking account with the adaptive link account, revolve around explaining the tendency
that we have to adopt certain evaluative judgments rather than others, why such
Judgments contributed to fitness, and why we observe the specific content we do in
evaluative human judgments. All these aspects strictly correspond to the evolutionary
thesis. But note that the explanation of the relation between the thesis of independent
evaluative truths and the thesis that natural selection has influenced in important ways
the content of our moral beliefs is left aside. Given this caveat, the question for Street
would be: why the fact that the tracking account is inferior to the adaptive link account
with regard to the evolutionary thesis makes the tracking account also unacceptable to
explain the relationship between the realistic and the evolutionary theses? No doubt the
result would be different if we contrast the tracking account and the adaptive link
account under the criteria pointed out by Street (not only in relation to the evolutionary
thesis but in relation to the explanation of the relationship between the realistic thesis

(1) and the evolutionary thesis (2)), which is the core of the dilemma she stresses.

7.4 Reassessing the superiority of the Adaptive Link Account over the
Tracking Account

So far, we have tried to contextualize moral realism and the tracking account from the
basic tenets of moral realism itself: its cognitivist character, its claim that evaluative
language is representational, and the feature that evaluative judgments are true or false

by virtue of corresponding properly with particular facts. So, the tracking account
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would hold that we can describe facts of the world independently of our interests and
desires, by virtue of which our evaluative judgments are true or false. And some of the
facts that determine the truth values of our moral judgments are evolutionary. For
example, the judgment “Caring for our children is correct” is true in virtue of the
evolutionary fact that taking care of our children promotes our fitness. Or the judgment
“Not to be reciprocal before cooperative attitudes is incorrect” is true in virtue of which
not being reciprocal before cooperative attitudes does not promote our fitness.

In this sense, evolutionary facts are facts about fitness. But what kind of fitness are
we talking about here? We take a multi-level selection approach @ la Mayr (2002),
Matthen (2003), Okasha (2006), and Martinez and Moya (2011), in which selection
operates primarily on organisms, since it “has direct effects on both a higher level
(characteristics of [groups and] populations) and a lower level (characteristics of genetic
pools)” (Martinez and Moya 2011, p. 5). This focus on the organismal level means that
the fitness we are primarily considering is individual fitness. Now, altruism and other
moral behaviors are usually explained through genetic or group fitness, so it could be
argued that if we focus on individual fitness, the implication will be that in some
scenarios acting in a non-altruistic way will be seen as morally permissible. For
example, cheating in a prisoner’s dilemma scenario could increase the individual fitness
of an organism, if the other organisms involved are not cheating. The cheater would be
free riding on the non-cheating group by getting benefits at the expense of the others. If
this translates into more offspring for the cheater, then the cheater would be fitter and
we would have to conclude that cheating is morally obligatory or at least morally
permissible. But as Trivers’ (1971) and Axelrod’s (1981) analyses show, mechanisms
could evolve to make the non-cheaters more individually fit than the cheater. The non-
cheaters could evolve mechanisms to become “reciprocal altruists,” i.e., organisms that
can distinguish cheaters from non-cheaters, which leads them that cooperate with other
non-cheaters, but not with cheaters. This would preclude the cheaters from getting the
benefits of cooperation and make the non-cheaters more fit, and therefore, make
cheating morally impermissible.

But what if there are subtler cheaters, who cheat only when they realize that their
cheating is not going to be discovered? This more refined cheater would be ripping the
benefits of cooperation while sometimes free riding without having being discovered,
and therefore not losing future opportunities to cooperate with non-cheaters. This

strategy would seem to be more adaptive than the one of the non-cheater, and therefore
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not morally impermissible. But this strategy would encounter problems because, as
Trivers (1971) points out, a complex system of mechanisms would be developed to
identify that kind of subtle cheaters and excluding them from the benefits of
cooperation. Unnoticed cheating would become so costly in terms of resources and
effort that would not be adaptive anymore.

However, calling attention to the points just mentioned, and the ones we mention at
the end of the last section, not only allows us to reexamine and strengthen the moral
realistic position with something of greater justice, it also allows us to reevaluate
another of Street’s attack points: the scientific inferiority of the tracking account
compared with the adaptive link account. Recall that, for Street, the latter is a better
scientific theory than the former given its alleged superiority in three aspects:
parsimony, clarity and explanatory power. Let’s see how the version of moral realism
that we have just proposed allows us to reconsider this issue.

According to Street, the tracking account is less parsimonious than the adaptive link
account because it postulates independent evaluative truths to explain why it is adaptive
to make certain judgments. The tracking account is also less clear because it fails to
answer the question of why grasping independent evaluative truths promotes the
reproductive success of an organism. And finally, the tracking account has less
explanatory power because, unlike the adaptive link account, it does not explain three
key issues: a) why the truths that the realist proposes turn out to be exactly the same
Jjudgments that form adaptive judgments between the circumstances and the answers, b)
why we tend to make certain judgments that we would consider false today, c) why, out
of all the possible moral judgments, we have the ones we have. For Street, since the
adaptive link account is scientifically superior to the tracking account, which is directly
linked to moral realism (remember the dilemma presented in the fourth premise), then
the latter must be abandoned.

We believe that the tracking account is no less parsimonious, obscure or with less
explanatory power than the adaptive link account, as Street argues. Let’s see why. With
regard to parsimony, it is possible to hold now that the evaluative truths are not
something postulated by the tracking account, much less ontologically. As we have
insisted, the thesis behind the postulation of independent evaluative truths is that moral
Judgments are true or false by virtue of describing or representing facts in an adequate
manner. So the truth or falsity of judgments is independent of our evaluative attitudes.

In this sense, the tracking account does not postulate independent truths to explain why
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it is adaptive to make certain evaluative judgments; it simply says that such judgments
were adaptive because they correctly described an evolutionary and independent fact.
Clearly there is nothing extra, ontologically speaking, postulated by the tracking thesis.

In relation to the criterion of clarity, the problem with the tracking account was that
it could not explain why to grasp the independent evaluative truths promotes the
reproductive success of an organism. Again, moral realism does not propose to grasp
truths, but argues that moral judgments are intended to describe or represent a reality, so
their truth or falsity depends on whether they manage to do it properly. The question
then would be: why does it promote the fitness of an organism to correctly represent a
fact from a moral judgment? From the tracking account perspective we could say that
correctly representing an evolutionary fact through an evaluative judgment promotes
our fitness, since it prevents us from adopting judgments that would cause our own
detriment (e.g., because an individual or group believes that they are true). One example
is avoiding to take as true the judgment “it is right not to feed your own children”,
simply because an individual or group believes it. On the other hand, the tracking
account would show how such a judgment is false because it is an evolutionary fact,
independent of the group’s or personal evaluative attitudes, that not feeding their own
children goes against their fitness. In short, we are more likely to adopt judgments that
promote fitness if the truth or falsity of evaluative judgments rests on independent facts
(contrary to them depending on our evaluative attitudes). By simple evolutionary logic,
it is more adaptive to make judgments whose truth conditions are independent of us
than to make judgments whose truth rests either in fictions (see Mackie 1977) or in the
swing of our evaluative attitudes, since the former are anchored in a less contingent
reality.

Lastly, for Street, the adaptive link account has greater explanatory power in
relation to three relevant issues in dispute: a) how to explain the remarkable coincidence
that the moral truths posited by the realist are exactly equivalent to the judgements that
are explained by the adaptive link account, b) why do we tend to make certain
judgments that we consider false today, and c) why, out of all the possible evaluative
judgments, we have the ones we have. We think the version of moral realism (and its
respective tracking account) we developed here copes with those three questions. With
regard to the first one, moral realism does not postulate independent evaluative truths,
but facts independent of evaluative attitudes. Therefore, the first issue in dispute is not

problematic, because the facts are part of the reality that has causal effects and, given
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the previous explanation of why representing these facts is adaptive, it explains the
coincidence that Street asks to explain: we have the evaluative judgments we have
because they are adaptive by representing facts.

With respect to the second issue, it can be answered from the tracking account that
the adaptive facts can change over time. What is adaptive in 1 may not be adaptive in
12. The fact that we tend to help only those of our group and to discriminate against
strangers could have been adaptive in the ancestral evolutionary history, but it would
not be so any more given our current globalized context. This would explain why we
tend to maintain such a judgment even if we consider it false. For the moral realism we
advocate here it is enough that the value of truth be determined by a fact, but if the fact
changes, the conditions of truth also change (this will be important when we discuss the
contingency challenge below). Finally, the third point, why of all the logically possible
evaluative judgments do we have the ones we have? According to Street the adaptive
link account answers that we have only those judgments that were adaptive. But
according to the thesis of tracking we defend, which appeals to facts as conditions of
truth, we have those judgments that have truth conditions based on facts. It is not
factually possible that all logically possible judgments are adaptive, so we have those
Jjudgments that we have by virtue of referring to facts independent of our evaluative
attitudes and which conferred fitness on those who adopted them. In short, we consider
as true only those judgments whose conditions of truth are adaptive facts. For example,
it is a fact that to value plants more than human beings or to exhort the murder of
children does not confer fitness. For this reason we do not consider them true even if
they are logically possible.

We think the version of moral realism we defend here answers the modal and the
parsimony debunking arguments we described in the first section. With regard to the
latter, we just argued above that moral realism doesn’t posit an extra ontology: facts that
already exist in the world are the truthmakers of our moral judgments. In no way this
suppose a manner to postulate the existence of extra moral facts of a different kind.
Moreover, it is not necessary to posit a special moral faculty. With regard to the
contingency challenge or the modal debunking argument, from our perspective it is
possible to argue that moral realism does not need to defend the existence of a necessary
relationship between our moral judgments and eternal and immutable moral facts. A
more modest version that defends a simple relationship between our moral judgments

and the facts that are their truthmakers is enough to answer the contingency challenge.
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Under this view, moral truths can change over time if the circumstances change, but that
doesn’t make them less real. As mentioned earlier with the examples of having in-group
preferences and discriminating against strangers, what is adaptive in 71 may not be
adaptive in ¢2. This would mean that in ¢l a proposition like “Giving preferential
treatment to members of your group than to members of other group is morally
permissible” could be true, while false in 2. The fact that the truth-value of a
proposition changes over time does not mean that it is not based on facts that are
independent from our evaluative attitudes. Only a stronger version of realism would
hold moral truths are necessary, but this is not a view that we are defending here.

Before reaching a conclusion a clarification about cultural evolution is in order.
Take the example of the Fore people from Papua New Guinea, who have the
maladaptive tradition of eating their dead, including their brain, which contained
infectious prions responsible of an epidemic that has led to many more deaths. Think
also of some Christian traditions that are not necessarily maladaptive, but are not
precisely adaptive.! These traditions might create social cohesion, which could be
translated into a positive contribution to biological fitness. If the overall contribution to
fitness of a particular conduct is positive, then it would be prescribed in our view; if the
contribution is negative, it would be forbidden; and if it is neutral, it would be
permissible. In the case of the cannibal Fore people, it seems that even though the
tradition is promoting social cohesion, its effect is not overall positive, since a
considerable amount of people are dying. So the proposition “Cannibalism is morally
permissible” would be false, even if it is part of the actual morality of that people. (It is
important to remember that we are not concerned with what people or groups of people
believe is morally good or bad, but with what is actually good and bad). If the tradition
consisted in eating the whole body but the brain, where the infectious prions are, then
there would be no epidemic and the positive effects of social cohesion might be

beneficial in terms of fitness, in which case the tradition could be morally acceptable.

7.5 Conclusions

In this paper we offered a way for moral realism to avoid some of the main challenges

! We want to thank an anonymous referee for pointing out these cases.
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posed by debunking arguments. By bringing attention to and develop the basic tenets of
moral realism (which are ignored in the literature) we were able to respond to the
seminal, modal debunking argument (or the contingency challenge), to the parsimony
debunking argument, and to the debunking argument formulated by Street. Our strategy
was to highlight three fundamental characteristics of moral realism that, from our
perspective, cannot be ignored in the debate: its cognitivist character, its claim that
evaluative language is representational, and the assumption that facts are the
truthmakers of evaluative judgments. Focusing on these elements allowed us to argue
that the tracking account is not inferior to the adaptive link account, one of the main
points of Street’s criticisms to moral realism. If our argument is correct, moral realism
and the tracking account can explain the relationship between the thesis of realism and

the evolutionary thesis. Therefore, moral realism is not debunked.
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