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1. Introduction 

Moral disagreement has been thought relevant to meta-ethics in several ways. On one type of 

argument, the disagreement is a reason to reject moral realism, according to which (roughly) there 

are moral facts which are objective in the sense that they are attitude-independent. The idea is that 

if it is an objective fact, say, that the death penalty is immoral or that meat-eating is permissible, 

then we have reason to expect less disagreement about those issues than there in fact is. 

On another type of argument, the disagreement supports some form of moral skepticism, 

which is the thesis that moral beliefs are unjustified or fail to constitute knowledge.1 On that line 

of thinking, what the disagreement suggests is that, whether or not it is a fact that the death penalty 

is immoral or that meat-eating is permissible, we lack good reasons for thinking so.2 

The aims of these different types of argument can also be combined. In such a more 

ambitious argument, the goal is to undermine moral realism because of its epistemological 

implications. It is assumed that disagreement leads to skepticism only given a realist view on the 

nature of moral facts, and that this is in turn a reason to adopt a metaethical theory that avoids 

those implications. The aim of the chapter is to examine that strategy. What form of skepticism 

would such an appeal to disagreement have to establish to vindicate the ambitious argument? What 

are the prospects of showing that the disagreement actually supports that sort of skepticism? Which 

 
1 Some authors, such as Mackie 1977, use “skepticism” to refer to a metaphysical rather than 
(just) an epistemological thesis. We will adopt a different usage on which only distinctively 
epistemological theses count as skeptical ones. This is simply a terminological difference. 
2 For more elaborate accounts of the two types of argument, as well as references to their 
advocates, see Tersman 2021. 
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epistemological assumptions will such an argument have to invoke, and which constraints must it 

satisfy? These are some of the questions that shall be addressed.  

The plan is as follows. The structure of the type of argument from disagreement that we 

have in mind is explained in section 2. In section 3, we formulate two conditions of adequacy that 

such arguments need to satisfy and show how those conditions pose problems for some existing 

versions of the disagreement challenge. The conditions are inspired by two common objections to 

arguments from moral disagreement. The first is that they fail to accommodate the fact that, besides 

the many moral issues over which there is intense disagreement (including those of the morality 

of meat-eating and the death penalty), there are also those which command almost universal 

agreement. The second objection points to the fact that there is plenty of disagreement also in other 

areas, including both other philosophical areas and the empirical sciences. This in turn is supposed 

to show that arguments from moral disagreement “overgeneralize”, in that they, implausibly, 

generate skeptical conclusions about those areas as well. The conditions of adequacy those 

objections motivate suggest, we argue, that the prospects for supporting moral skepticism solely 

by appealing to disagreement are bleak. However, we then go on, in sections 4 and 5, to suggest 

that a stronger case for skepticism can be made by invoking not only facts about disagreement but 

also an evolutionary explanation of moral beliefs. The upshot is a combined argument for moral 

skepticism which both avoids overgeneralization and accommodates the fact that some moral 

claims are (almost) universally accepted. In section 6, finally, we make some concluding remarks. 

 

2. The structure of the anti-realist challenge 

The anti-realist strategy indicated above involves a type of complexity, as the reasoning from 

disagreement to skepticism is embedded, like a Russian doll, in the broader argument against 
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realism. What is supposed to generate a problem for realism is that it, together with facts about 

moral disagreement, leads to skepticism. The structure is brought out by the following outline of 

the argument: 

 

P1. Certain facts about moral disagreement obtain. 

P2. If those facts about moral disagreement obtain and moral realism is true, then moral 

skepticism is true. 

IC. Therefore: if moral realism is true, then moral skepticism is true. (P1, P2) 

P3. If IC is true, then we have no reason to accept moral realism. 

C. Therefore: We have no reason to accept moral realism. (IC, P3) 

 

While the argument is valid, each premise raises questions. In the remainder of the chapter we 

shall mostly focus on P1 and P2. We shall begin, however, by considering a question about P3. 

Why is the conclusion that moral realism leads to skepticism supposed to be an embarrassment for 

realism?3 

That this is so is usually taken for granted. According to Russ Shafer-Landau, for instance, 

the combination of moral realism and a thoroughgoing moral skepticism is “a logically coherent 

position that contains about zero appeal” (2012: 1). The question remains, however. The 

combination is logically coherent since it is not contradictory to claim that there is a realm of 

objective moral facts to which we have no epistemic access. So why is it nevertheless unappealing?  

 
3 For discussion of this question, see Risberg and Tersman 2020. 
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While Shafer-Landau does not elaborate his remark, a possible answer can be found in 

Derek Parfit’s discussion of moral disagreement.4 Parfit considers the question of whether moral 

disagreement reveals that we lack the “intuitive ability” to recognize normative truths (which Parfit 

takes to include moral truths), and claims that “if none of us could recognize [any] normative 

truths, we could not rationally believe that there are any such truths” (2011: 546). This suggests 

the following principle, which can be taken to underpin P3: 

 

Parfit’s Principle (PP): If we have no reason to think of any moral claim M that M is a 

truth, then we have no reason to think that there are any moral truths. 

 

According to PP, we have no reason to believe that there are moral truths unless we have reason 

to believe that some particular moral claim, such as the claim that lying is wrong or that we are 

morally obliged to prevent global warming, expresses such a truth. That idea can be challenged, 

partly because corresponding claims in other areas are less plausible. For instance, we might have 

strong reason to think that there is a winning ticket in a lottery without having reason to think of 

any particular ticket that it is the winner. While the analogy between ethics and the lottery situation 

can in turn be questioned, we shall not discuss that issue further here but simply take for granted 

that PP provides the needed justification for P3.5 

 
4 There are also other possible answers. For instance, one might think that the main reason to 
accept moral realism is that it preserves our everyday thought and talk about morality (cf., e.g., 
Enoch 2011, sect. 1.2), and argue that this motivation is difficult to reconcile with a 
thoroughgoing form of moral skepticism. 
5 For a defense of the principle, see Tersman 2019. Note that it answers the question why the 
conclusion of the argument is not that realism is false but rather that we have no reason to accept 
it. A variant of the argument to the effect that realism is false would have to rely on a variant of 
Parfit’s Principle which states that if we have no reason to think of any moral claim that M is a 
moral truth, then there are no moral truths. And that principle seems more difficult to motivate. 
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 The points just made have implications for a different question concerning P2 and IC, 

namely how “moral skepticism” must be understood for the argument to succeed. A skeptical 

thesis about morality is a claim that denies that at least some moral beliefs are justified, constitute 

knowledge, or have some other positive epistemic status. However, such theses can differ in at 

least two independent dimensions: (i) their generality (i.e., how many moral beliefs they apply to) 

and (ii) their modal strength. For instance, according to a skeptical thesis that is weak in both 

dimensions, we actually lack knowledge or justified belief about just a few moral issues. These 

may include those that are especially complex, controversial, and depend on tricky empirical 

questions about the long-term consequences of actions, but exclude those that are largely 

uncontested, such as whether we have moral reasons not to mistreat children. Weak skeptical 

theses of that type are reasonable in most domains, and can readily be reconciled with all major 

metaethical views, including moral realism. 

However, there are also versions of moral skepticism that are correspondingly strong in 

both dimensions. According to such views, we necessarily lack knowledge or justified belief about 

all moral issues, including those that are largely uncontroversial.6 The interaction of the two 

dimensions can be illustrated as follows: 

 

Forms of moral 
skepticism 

Modally weak Modally strong 

Less general Modally weak skepticism 
about a limited set of moral 
beliefs 

Modally strong skepticism 
about a limited set of  
moral beliefs 

 
6 Note that this raises the question of how exactly the class of moral issues should be delineated. 
For instance, beliefs in logical truths such as “every action is either right or not right” should 
presumably not be taken to be targeted by the skeptical challenge, despite the fact that they in 
some sense have to do with morality. We shall set this question aside here, however, since our 
discussion will not depend on controversial assumptions about what beliefs that count as moral. 
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More general Modally weak skepticism 
about a larger set of moral 
beliefs 

Modally strong skepticism 
about a larger set of moral 
beliefs 

 

Both generality and modal strength are matters of degree. For instance, on a thesis which is 

exceedingly strong in the modal sense, knowledge or justified belief about the target moral issues 

is impossible for every possible thinker. On a weaker but still strong thesis, it is just impossible for 

thinkers like us, no matter how hard we try to improve our epistemic positions (e.g., by gathering 

more evidence or by considering pertinent arguments more carefully). 

 Which type of skeptical thesis must “moral skepticism” in P2 and IC refer to, then, for the 

anti-realist challenge to go through? Given that the motivation for P3 is provided by PP, it must 

be completely general. That is, it must apply to all moral issues or claims, including non-

controversial ones.7 Importantly, however, there is no need for it to be strong in the modal 

dimension. Since the conclusion the argument seeks is that we in fact lack sufficient reason to 

accept moral realism, all that needs to be shown, given PP, is that we in fact lack sufficient reason 

to accept any moral claim. The questions we shall focus on in what follows are accordingly if and 

how appeals to moral disagreement can support that claim. 

 

3. Two conditions of adequacy and the interplay between them 

Let us say that a skeptical thesis which applies to all moral beliefs is “universal” (while bearing in 

mind that such a thesis can be modally weak). The upshot of the discussion in the previous section 

 
7 Similar points are emphasized by several realists (see, e.g., Parfit 2011: ch. 34). However, some 
writers present arguments from disagreement against moral realism that rest on more limited 
forms of skepticism; see, e.g., Bennigson 1996 and Rowland 2016. 
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is that the embedded argument from P1 and P2 to IC (which is contained in the broader anti-realist 

challenge) can be reformulated as follows: 

 

P1. Certain facts about moral disagreement obtain. 

P2*. If those facts about moral disagreement obtain and moral realism is true, then 

universal moral skepticism is true. 

IC*. Therefore: if moral realism is true, then universal moral skepticism is true. (P1, P2) 

 

The question is if there is a way of filling in the details in this outline in a way that vindicates the 

argument. We shall begin to address that question by formulating certain conditions of adequacy 

that a plausible skeptical argument from moral disagreement arguably must satisfy. 

 The first condition departs from a common objection to skeptical arguments from moral 

disagreement. The objection is that they “overgeneralize”, as they (mutatis mutandis) yield similar 

skeptical conclusions also about other domains where disagreement occurs (see, e.g., Shafer-

Landau 2004: 108–109; Huemer 2005: 146–147; Decker & Groll 2013; Sampson 2019; Pölzler 

2020). Of course, not all generalizations of the arguments reasonably count as over-

generalizations. It would presumably not be a big deal if they were to support skepticism also about 

astrology. What the critics have in mind are rather generalizations to domains such as mathematics 

and the empirical sciences, where there may be independent reasons to reject skepticism. In 

particular, it would be problematic if the arguments could be extended so that they also lead to 

skepticism about their own premises, since that would raise concerns about self-defeat (cf. Enoch 

2009: 47–48; Sampson 2019). Accordingly, let us say that an argument overgenergeneralizes if it 

yields skepticism about “too many” other domains, where the vague expression “too many” is to 
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be understood in the way just indicated. The upshot is that any plausible version of the 

disagreement challenge must satisfy the following condition: 

 

No Overgeneralization: The argument does not generate skepticism about too many other 

domains besides morality. 

 

The second condition is motivated by a fact that we have already touched upon, namely that 

although some moral issues are highly controversial (concerning e.g. animal rights and eating 

meat, abortion, the death penalty, and retributive justice more generally), others are less so. Indeed, 

some moral claims seem to command nearly universal agreement, such as that pain is something 

bad and that parents have a prima facie obligation to take care of their children. Arguably, any 

plausible skeptical argument from moral disagreement must somehow accommodate or allow for 

this fact, in the sense that the near-universal acceptance of some moral beliefs does not render it 

unsound. This condition can be stated as follows: 

 

Accommodate Agreement: The argument accommodates the fact that some moral claims 

are virtually undisputed. 

 

These two seemingly plausible conditions of adequacy give rise to problems for any attempt to 

derive universal moral skepticism from the combination of moral realism and facts about moral 

disagreement. The problems can be seen by considering some versions of the disagreement 

challenge that are available in the literature. 
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 One of them has been offered by Sarah McGrath (2008). It relies on an epistemic principle 

that is congenial with the view known as “conciliationism” in the peer disagreement debate (see, 

e.g., Feldman 2006, Christensen 2007, Elga 2007). The idea that animates this view is that if we 

learn that our beliefs in some area are disputed by people who are our “peers”, in the sense 

(roughly) that they are equally competent and well-informed in that area as we are, then this should 

make us become significantly less confident in those beliefs, or perhaps abandon them altogether. 

On McGrath’s related principle, which is stated in terms of knowledge rather than justification, 

your belief about some topic does not amount to knowledge if it is “denied by another person of 

whom it is true that: you have no more reason to think that he or she is in error than you are” (2008: 

91).8 

This principle leads McGrath to conclude that controversial moral beliefs fail to amount to 

knowledge, by which she means those beliefs “that tend to be hotly contested in the applied ethics 

literature as well as in the broader culture” (2008: 92), such as beliefs about animal rights and 

retributive justice. She also stresses, however, that her skeptical conclusion does not apply to moral 

beliefs that are not similarly contested, such as the beliefs that it is prima facie wrong to lie, or to 

cause others pain for the sake of one’s own amusement. She acknowledges that there are seemingly 

competent people who reject those beliefs as well, including moral philosophers with error-

theoretical leanings. But she also suggests that, with respect to such people, we do have more 

reason to think that they are in error (2008: 95). The reason is simply that they form such a 

miniscule minority and are vastly outnumbered by others, many of whom are no less competent. 

 
8 For criticism of McGrath’s argument, see King (2011). See also McGrath (2011) for a 
response. One could also object to the argument by denying conciliationism. For various 
alternative views of peer disagreement, see, e.g., van Inwagen (1996), Kelly (2005) and Enoch 
(2010b).  
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Her idea seems to be that, by stubbornly holding on to their view in the face of massive opposition, 

those outliers display a kind of irrationality that counts as a source of error. That is why she thinks 

that their dissent does not generate any skeptical implications. 

 By thus limiting the scope of the conclusion, McGrath’s argument accommodates the fact 

that there is near-universal agreement about some moral claims, which means that it satisfies the 

second condition of adequacy we identified above. However, the restricted conclusion of the 

argument also means that it offers little help for the question we are focusing on, which is whether 

moral disagreement can support a universal form of moral skepticism.9 The problem with her 

argument in that context, and indeed with every argument that invokes conciliationism, is that they 

take skepticism to be a direct consequence of the existence of certain types of disagreement. It is 

the actual dissent from peers that is supposed to motivate skepticism. For this reason, it has no 

implications about issues where such dissent is absent. 

 A possible response to that diagnosis is that we instead should go for an argument which 

focuses not on actual disagreement but on the mere possibility of it. On this idea, what supports 

moral skepticism is not the fact that equally competent and well-informed people do disagree about 

the target claims but that they could do so (without being less competent or well-informed). This 

move can also be independently motivated. As Thomas Kelly notes, 

 

[...] whether there is any actual disagreement with respect to some question as opposed to 

merely possible disagreement might, in a particular case, be an extremely contingent and 

fragile matter. In particular, whether there is any actual disagreement might very well 

 
9 Of course, for those versions of the argument from disagreement against realism which do not 
take disagreement to support universal skepticism (cf. note 7), this need not itself a problem. 
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depend on factors that everyone will immediately recognize as irrelevant to the truth of the 

question at issue. (2005, 181)  

  

To illustrate what he has in mind, Kelly imagines a scenario in which “all of the would-be 

dissenters have been put to death by an evil and intolerant tyrant” (2005, 181). Surely, if the 

absence of disagreement is due to such facts, it does not provide any reassurance for a non-skeptic. 

This can be taken to suggest that if disagreement is nevertheless supposed to lead to skepticism, it 

must be the mere possibility of it that does so. 

An argument along these lines has been developed by William Tolhurst (1987). It is part 

of a broader challenge against moral realism of exactly the sort that we are focusing on, as he takes 

the skeptical conclusion he pursues to be conditional on a realist view.10 Its premises include two 

epistemic principles which together imply that if a person’s belief that P is justified, then it is not 

possible for there to be another person who is similar in all epistemically relevant respects but who 

believes not-P instead. These respects include, e.g., how competently the parties have reasoned 

and the empirical information to which they have access. A further premise is that, for every person 

A and every moral claim M which A accepts, it is indeed possible for there to be another person 

who believes not-M and is nevertheless similar in all epistemically relevant respects. From these 

assumptions, it follows that no moral belief is justified. 

 Just like McGrath’s argument, Tolhurst’s argument satisfies Accommodate Agreement. 

However, it does so in a different way. McGrath’s argument meets the condition because its 

 
10 It is not clear why Tolhurst’s argument is supposed to go through only “on a realist model” (as 
he puts it), and Tolhurst does not discuss the issue. But one possible idea is that at least some 
anti-realists (such as non-cognitivists and relativists) can avoid skepticism by denying that in a 
moral disagreement, the clashing judgments are beliefs that cannot be jointly true. 
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conclusion only applies to beliefs that are controversial. Tolhurst, by contrast, accommodates the 

fact that some beliefs are largely uncontested by pointing out that they still could have been 

disputed by equally competent reasoners. Since this move renders the fact that some moral beliefs 

are actually uncontroversial irrelevant, it allows him to argue those beliefs are also unjustified. 

Tolhurst’s version of the disagreement challenge may therefore seem to offer a more promising 

avenue for those who seek to argue for universal moral skepticism. 

 Unfortunately, however, that assessment is premature. The reason is that Tolhurst’s 

argument instead risks violating the first condition of adequacy that we identified earlier, namely 

No Overgeneralization. Tolhurst may well be right that all moral claims could at least possibly be 

contested by one’s peer. But it is hard to see why the same could not be said about most if not all 

claims in other domains, including mathematics, the sciences, and the field of epistemology to 

which the central premises in Tolhurst’s argument belongs. Why would it be impossible for there 

to be a peer who disagrees with us about, e.g., how humans have evolved, which version of set 

theory we should accept, or, indeed, whether Tolhurst’s epistemic assumptions are correct? Unless 

there is a compelling reason to think that moral claims and nonmoral claims differ in this respect, 

Tolhurst’s argument  faces self-defeat worries of the very kind that motivates the No 

Overgeneralization condition. 

 There is a general lesson to be learned here. To satisfy Accommodate Agreement without 

restricting the conclusion they seek, moral skeptics need to invoke epistemic principles that take 

quite strong conditions to be necessary for knowledge or justification. Tolhurst’s argument is an 

example, as it takes justification to require the impossibility of disagreement from a peer. The 

problem is that the stronger principles one invokes, the greater the risk of overgeneralization. There 

is thus a problematic interplay between the two conditions of adequacy—Accommodating 
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Agreement and No Overgeneralization—and the aim of establishing a universal form of moral 

skepticism. While pursuing that aim, it is hard to satisfy both conditions.11 

 

4. A Different Approach 

Where does this leave us? Well, the skeptical conclusion of Tolhurst’s argument has the generality 

we seek, but at the price of serious overgeneralization worries. The worries are due to the fact that 

the argument appeals to the mere possibility of certain types of disagreement. A natural response 

for a skeptic might therefore be to return to the strategy of relying just on existing disagreement. 

We saw earlier that McGrath’s version of that strategy only resulted in a limited type of skepticism. 

Nevertheless, the idea we shall explore in what follows is that it can still be used to support 

universal moral skepticism, in a way that not only accommodates the fact that some moral claims 

are (virtually) uncontested but also avoids overgeneralization. 

  One option is to argue that disagreement has a more indirect role to play. The idea could 

be that, although disagreement is evidence for a skeptical conclusion, it is not the disagreement 

itself (contrary to what McGrath assumes) that makes our moral beliefs unjustified or fail to count 

as knowledge. Rather, it is some underlying epistemic “illness” or deficiency of which the 

disagreement is a symptom, and which might thus be present also in those cases where the 

symptom is absent (i.e., in those beliefs that are widely shared). If disagreement can be shown to 

indicate that both disputed and undisputed moral beliefs suffer from this deficiency, it may still 

 
11 This is not to say that it necessarily helps the skeptic to pursue a more restricted, non-universal 
form of skepticism. Consider for example conciliationism-based arguments, such as McGrath’s. 
They only challenge the status of beliefs that are actually disputed (by peers). But since 
conciliationism is also actually disputed (by philosophers who defend “steadfastness” in the face 
of peer disagreement; cf. note 8), such arguments are also vulnerable to self-defeat challenges 
and thus risk violating No Overgeneralization. 
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help to establish a general skeptical conclusion of the kind that the challenge against moral realism 

requires. Obviously, in an argument of that type, the role of disagreement is somewhat reduced 

compared to the role it plays in McGrath’s challenge, as disagreement only serves as evidence that 

moral beliefs are epistemically defective in some more fundamental way. However, it is not 

entirely obliterated. 

  Someone who wants to pursue that idea faces several challenges. One is to explain why the 

alleged deficiency manifests itself in disagreement in some cases but not in others. A related task 

is to explain how disagreement about some moral beliefs could indicate not only that those beliefs 

suffer from the deficiency but also that uncontested ones do so as well. Finally, to stave off 

overgeneralization worries, one would have to point to some difference between morality and the 

domains to which one does not want to extend one’s skepticism that justifies a mixed verdict. 

  We deem that the chances of accomplishing all those things are dim if one narrowly focuses 

just on disagreement, in view of the fact that plenty of disagreement occurs in the other domains 

as well. It is therefore hard to see how facts about disagreement can pull the whole load in such an 

argument. This does not rule out, however, that they can pull some of the load in an argument 

which also invokes other considerations that support moral skepticism. The trick, we submit, is to 

articulate the argument from disagreement so that it can join forces with other skeptical challenges. 

   

5. Disagreement, Reliability, and Evolutionary Debunking Arguments 

We shall begin by identifying the epistemic “illness” we have in mind. What is the underlying 

epistemic problem that moral disagreement is supposed to reveal? A standard strategy among 

skeptics is to argue that what the disagreement indicates is that the abilities or methods we use to 

form our moral beliefs are not sufficiently reliable or truth-tracking. There are different ways to 
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explicate the concept of reliability, and which one we opt for will have implications for the details 

of the argument we are seeking (for an overview, see Goldman and Beddor 2021). However, it is 

easy enough to see on all of them that if (equally) competent uses of these methods lead to widely 

different and conflicting conclusions, then that reflects badly on their reliability. After all, if the 

conclusions are conflicting, then some of them have to be false, and each instance of a false output 

speaks against the reliability of the method which produced it. 

As disagreement in ethics is pervasive, even among those who seem best equipped to use 

the methods that are available to us in that domain, the line of thinking just indicated allows moral 

skeptics to argue that those methods are unreliable. To establish the further conclusion that the 

beliefs they produce are unjustified one needs to make other assumptions, concerning the relevance 

of reliability to justification. However, there are plenty of options for skeptics here. There is the 

externalist view that only reliably produced beliefs are justified. But there are also internalist 

alternatives, such as the idea that what undermines the justification of a belief is the availability of 

evidence that it is unreliably produced. On both views, if moral disagreement provides evidence 

that our moral beliefs are not reliably formed, it also provides evidence that they are unjustified. 

The type of argument we have indicated can of course be questioned in several ways. For 

example, one might challenge the idea that the disagreeing parties really use the same methods 

(for a version of this idea, see de Lazari-Radek and Singer 2012, who in turn draw on Sidgwick 

1874). That move would allow a non-skeptic to deny that the failure of one party to reach the truth 

reflects badly on the reliability of the methods used by the other. Another option is to challenge 

the link between reliability and justification that the argument assumes. However, we shall set 

those criticisms aside in what follows. For the present aim is just to illustrate how this version of 
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the argument can be combined with other skeptical challenges in order to satisfy both 

Accommodate Agreement and No Overgeneralization. 

As for Accommodate Agreement, the challenge is to reconcile the claim that the methods 

we use to form moral beliefs are unreliable with the fact that, in some cases, they generate beliefs 

that are shared. The distinct skeptical challenge we think might be of assistance is the evolutionary 

debunking challenge. 

The aim of the evolutionary debunking challenge is similar to the version of the argument 

from disagreement that we have been exploring, in that it aims to support a skeptical conclusion 

about moral beliefs by questioning the reliability of the mechanisms that have produced them (for 

two influential formulations, see Street 2006 and Joyce 2006). Evolutionary debunkers depart from 

the assumption that our moral beliefs have been significantly influenced by natural selection. Very 

roughly, the idea is that we are disposed to think that pain is something bad and that we are obliged 

to take care of our children (and so on) because accepting such beliefs tended to prompt our 

ancestors to behave in fitness-conducive ways. What debunkers also assume is that the factors that 

have thus shaped our moral beliefs are unrelated to the mind-independent moral facts that realists 

posit, in the sense that they have pushed our moral beliefs in a certain direction regardless of 

whether the mind-independent moral facts really lie in that direction. This is what is supposed to 

allow them to conclude that if realists are right about the nature of moral facts, then moral beliefs 

are the products of an unreliable process. 

Just as in the case of our argument from disagreement, there are plenty of ways to respond 

to the evolutionary debunking strategy.12 However, the role we will assign to it, with the aim of 

 
12 For example, Enoch (2010a) presents a “third-factor account” of the reliability of moral beliefs 
that is consistent with an evolutionary account of their origins. Briefly, Enoch claims that if the 
fact that a particular action promotes survival helps to explain both why we believe it to be right 
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augmenting the argument from disagreement, is quite minimal and only employs its least 

controversial aspects. The first thing to note is that the very beliefs that provide the problem for an 

argument from disagreement—those that are (nearly) universally shared—are also those that are 

most easily explained by the evolutionary account. Believing that pain is bad or that parents should 

take care of their children can clearly prompt an individual to behave in fitness-conducive ways. 

The fact that they are widely shared is therefore, on the evolutionary perspective, unsurprising. 

The second thing to note is that the evolutionary explanation of moral agreement is 

consistent with the claim that the shared beliefs are not reliably formed. To be clear, we are not 

suggesting that it rules out that they are reliably formed—we are only making the weaker claim 

that it does not imply that they are reliably formed. But that weaker claim is enough to allow 

advocates of the disagreement challenge to explain away the fact that some moral beliefs are 

widely shared. The dialectic is as follows: The disagreement that pertains to most moral beliefs 

provides positive evidence for the premise that the methods we use to form (all) our moral beliefs 

are unreliable. The fact that some moral beliefs are not disputed could potentially be seen as 

negative evidence against that premise, as it may seem to support the reliability of the methods 

that generate those beliefs. So, the argument must be supplemented with some reason to ignore 

that evidence. By allowing us to explain the agreement about the pertinent beliefs in a way that is 

neutral to their reliability, the evolutionary perspective provides such a reason.13  

 
and why it is in fact right, then it would not be a coincidence if our moral beliefs were to 
correspond to the moral truths. See also Clarke-Doane (2015), who suggests (roughly) that 
debunking arguments are unsuccessful because they fail to establish that we could easily have 
had false moral beliefs. 
13 For discussions of alternative ways to address the problem for arguments from disagreement 
which is raised by moral agreement, see Bennigson (1996), Risberg and Tersman (forthcoming), 
Rowland (2020), and Tersman (2006, esp. chapter 6). 
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We now turn to No Overgeneralization. How could the evolutionary debunking strategy 

help in that context? Consider first the empirical sciences. To show that the argument from 

disagreement overgeneralizes to that domain, it is not enough to establish that it supports 

skepticism about some empirical beliefs (such as those that are highly speculative), since such a 

limited form of skepticism is perfectly reasonable. What needs to be shown is rather that the 

argument leads (mutatis mutandis) to the same universal form of skepticism that we seek about 

moral beliefs. This is the idea that advocates of the disagreement challenge can deny by invoking 

evolutionary considerations. Just as in ethics, there are empirical beliefs that are virtually 

undisputed, including simple perceptual beliefs. However, while an evolutionary account allows 

moral skeptics to explain away the agreement as being consistent with the assumption that the 

shared beliefs are unreliably formed, it is hard to see that an empirical skeptic could make the same 

move. The reason is that the best evolutionary account of our perceptual beliefs is not neutral about 

the reliability of the mechanisms that produce them but rather confirms it. On this account, unless 

our perceptual abilities had generated true beliefs in many circumstances, they would not have 

evolved through natural selection. The cases are therefore not relevantly analogous, which allows 

for a mixed verdict about the epistemic status of moral and empirical beliefs. 

 What about epistemological beliefs? This is another domain that advocates of the moral 

disagreement challenge arguably need to avoid skepticism about, since they would otherwise face 

self-defeat worries (since their arguments invokes epistemological assumptions). Just as in ethics, 

disagreement in epistemology is pervasive. And, just as in ethics, there are areas of agreement. 

What the discussion about empirical beliefs suggests, however, is that whether the argument from 

moral disagreement generalizes to epistemology depends on how that agreement is best explained. 
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If the best explanation of epistemological agreement represents the shared beliefs as reliable, then 

universal epistemological skepticism can be avoided. If not, then overgeneralization looms. 

The matter is difficult to evaluate, not least because the question of how agreement and 

disagreement in epistemology are best explained has been much less studied than the 

corresponding questions about ethics. Any assessment will therefore have to be tentative, which 

makes it hard for a moral skeptic to decisively dismiss the threat. That said, there is at least some 

room for a moral skeptic to defend a mixed verdict by invoking a similar strategy as in the case of 

empirical beliefs. 

One way to see this is to note that our disposition to make epistemic assessments is involved 

in the formation of the empirical beliefs whose reliability the evolutionary account vindicates. 

Presumably, it was important for our ancestors to get certain empirical things right, such as that a 

predator was approaching or that there was water nearby. However, getting those things right 

sometimes required simple inductive or deductive reasoning. Natural selection has therefore 

favored dispositions to reason in ways that promote true empirical beliefs. As Quine put it: 

“Creatures inveterately wrong in their inductions have a pathetic but praiseworthy tendency to die 

before reproducing their kind” (1969: 126). Given that the dispositions to reason in those ways 

also manifest themselves in epistemic assessments that permit or condone the reasoning patterns 

in question, and that their ability to promote true beliefs in turn indicates that those assessments 

are on the right track, then we can conclude that the evolutionary processes have afforded our 

epistemological beliefs at least some level of reliability. 

 

6. Concluding Remarks 
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In this chapter, we have focused on the question of how a skeptical argument from moral 

disagreement should be formulated in a broader challenge against moral realism. We first 

suggested that such an argument must support a universal type of moral skepticism. We then 

identified two conditions of adequacy that any successful argument of that kind arguably must 

satisfy: No Overgeneralization and Accommodate Agreement. The difficulties of meeting those 

constraints haunts any attempt to derive universal skeptical conclusions from moral disagreement. 

This analysis is the main critical conclusion of the chapter.  

Our more constructive proposal is that a promising though underexplored way of 

addressing those difficulties is to combine the argument from disagreement with other skeptical 

challenges. We have illustrated how this might work by focusing on the evolutionary debunking 

strategy. The evolutionary perspective allows advocates of the disagreement challenge to explain 

away (and thus accommodate) the fact that some moral beliefs are widely shared. The way that it 

does so is not, however, equally available in the case of at least some other domains that opponents 

of the challenge have compared to ethics. This potentially allows proponents of the disagreement 

challenge to avoid skepticism also about those domains. 

Combining the argument from disagreement with the evolutionary challenge is not the only 

option, however. There are other possibilities that deserve being explored. There is an odd 

tendency in philosophy to think that if an argument cannot achieve its aim all by itself, then it lacks 

relevance completely. Compare: if the suspect’s fingerprints are found on the murder weapon in a 

criminal case, then we should not discard that piece of evidence altogether even if it is not sufficient 

to convict the suspect by itself. Rather, we should look for further evidence that, in combination 

with the fingerprints, might make the case more compelling. The same holds in philosophy. After 

all, as John Rawls has emphasized, the justification of a philosophical position is “a matter of the 
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mutual support of many considerations, of everything fitting together into one coherent view” 

(1971: 21).14 
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