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Preface 

“But then with me the horrid doubt always arises whether the convictions of man's mind, 
which has been developed from the mind of the lower animals, are of any value or at all 
trustworthy. Would anyone trust in the convictions of a monkey's mind, if there are any 

convictions in such a mind?” ~ Charles Darwin1 
 

.  If we take Darwin’s doubt to its extreme, it might turn out to be the case that our 

cognitive faculties are wholly unreliable, thus each and every belief they produce is 

untrustworthy.  Some scholars, hereafter known as doubters, have held that if Darwinian Theory 

and metaphysical naturalism are conjoined then our cognitive faculties are unreliable.  To avoid 

global skepticism, doubters typically reject metaphysical naturalism rather than Darwinian 

Theory.  Other scholars, the reliabilists, claim that this conjunction leads to a high probability of 

having reliable cognitive faculties, in which case there is no skeptical pressure to reject the 

conjunction.  Reliabilists must instead explain how the conjunction could so regularly give rise 

to metaphysical, i.e. supernatural, beliefs without compromising their global reliability claim.   

Historically, the sides have been split between reliabilists who believe that the reliability 

of each belief should be judged by the standards of empirical science, including beliefs that are 

abstract or metaphysical, and doubters who believe that not all genuine knowledge is natural, 

empirical, and scientific.  The reliabilist narrative relies on an Evolutionary Supporting 

Argument (ESA) while the doubter’s narrative relies on an Evolutionary Debunking Argument 

(EDA).  Both the ESA and EDA are intended to establish what follows given Darwinian Theory. 

Neither is attempting to deny or support Darwinian theory itself.    

                                                      
1 "Darwin Correspondence Project — Letter 13230 — Darwin, C. R. to Graham, William, 3 July 1881" 
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In this thesis, I will argue that neither the reliabilist nor the doubter offer a more 

persuasive narrative about the rise of our cognitive faculties.  After analyzing both narratives in 

relation to the empirical data, specifically evolutionary psychology, I argue that neither has an 

empirical advantage.  However, I argue that the reliabilist narrative, while accounting for the 

reliability of common sensical beliefs, does not account for the reliability of metaphysical 

beliefs.  This problem causes the reliabilist narrative to fail when it comes to metaphysical 

beliefs.  After arguing that metaphysical naturalism is itself a metaphysical belief, I argue that 

metaphysical naturalism cannot account for its own rise reliably.  Throughout the rest of 

introduction the rest of the historical elements of the argument will be analyzed.   

Darwin’s Doubt (or the Doubter’s narrative) 
Darwin’s doubt that evolution could produce convictions that were trustworthy is based 

on the claim that evolution is a “blind” process where the fitness of the individual, community, 

or species is selected for over cognitive faculties that reliably produce true beliefs.  When one’s 

cognitive faculties are unreliable it ought to lead one to distrust their cognitive faculties.  None of 

the authors who raise this doubt intend to evaluate the theory of evolution (nor am I); rather the 

doubters are attempting to show that given Darwinian Theory and metaphysical naturalism it is 

improbable that our cognitive faculties are reliable, from which it would follow that….2  The 

focus of the doubt is on the reliability of our cognitive faculties in general.  I will argue that this 

approach is not particularly successful, since there seem to be evolutionary reasons for believing 

                                                      
2 The question is about the connection of evolution and certain metaphysical conclusions.  I do not endorse 
creationism, intelligent design, etc.  I’m not advocating any position throughout my thesis.   
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that common sensical beliefs are reliable but those reasons do not apply equally well to 

metaphysical beliefs.3 

Reliability Assumptions 
The doubt did not die with Darwin. As we will see in Chapter 1, it was picked up by a 

number of philosophers over the past 200 years.  Most of them characterize the problem in terms 

of the reliability of our cognitive faculties rather than in terms of the trustworthiness of our 

faculties as Darwin did.  A reliable faculty in this context is one that produces true beliefs a high 

percentage of the time. 

It is assumed by many scientists that our cognitive faculties are quite reliable in 

producing true beliefs.  They argue that the human with true beliefs will survive longer than the 

one without them, thus true beliefs are fitness enhancing.  As Maarten Boudry and Michael 

Vlerick put the point, “True beliefs are better guides to the world than false ones.  This is a 

common-sense assumption that undergirds theorizing in evolutionary epistemology.”4  There are 

two possible assumptions at work here—first that evolution generally produces reliable cognitive 

mechanisms and second, since our cognitive mechanisms are reliable then evolution must have 

produced them reliably.  Dennett and McKay claim that this is an unstated assumption,  

“A prevailing assumption is that beliefs that maximise the survival of the believer will be 
those that best approximate reality (Dennett 1971; 1987; Fodor 1983; 1986; Millikan 
1984a; 1984b; 1993). Humans are thus assumed to have been biologically engineered to 
form true beliefs – by evolution. On this assumption, our beliefs about the world are 
essentially tools that enable us to act effectively in the world. Moreover, to be reliable, 
such tools must be produced in us, it is assumed, by systems designed (by evolution) to 
be truth-aiming.”5 

                                                      
3 Beilby, James K., ed. Naturalism Defeated? Essays on Plantinga's Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism. 
(Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY, 2002): 4 
4 Boudry, Maarten; Vlerick, Michael, “Natural Selection Does Care About Truth,” International Studies in the 
Philosophy of Science, 28, 1 (2014): 65-77 
5 Dennett, Daniel; Mckay, Ryan, “The Evolution of Misbelief,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences, (2009) 32, 493 –561 
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Rhetoric and Counter-Narratives 
One of the largest areas of contention over Darwin’s Doubt concerns the use of 

evolutionary theory.  It has been charged, as we will see in Chapter 2, that the doubt disappears if 

a proper narrative about evolution is used.  Implicit in this assertion is that rhetoric has come to 

play too large of a role in the discussion.  In other words, rhetoric has replaced empirical 

evidence as the main tool of persuasion.  Rhetoric for the purposes of this project will defined as 

the use of persuasive techniques in an attempt to persuade an audience of a proposition.6  .  

Dahlstrom claims that “Narratives follow a particular structure that describes the cause-and-

effect relationships between events that take place over a particular time period that impact 

particular characters.”7  A narrative, in this case, is attempting to make sense of the glut of data, 

logical arguments and metaphysical principles.  Thus, logical arguments on both sides of this 

debate are attempting to use narratives as a part of their larger arguments.   

Evolution clearly becomes a narrative in Dahlstrom’s sense when it involves an 

explanation of the rise of cognitive faculties, since this includes cause-and-effect relationships 

between events and characters.  The characters in this case are early humans, proto-humans and 

hypothetical individuals.  While scientists might attempt to deny the use of narrative in 

discussions of evolution, it is important to remember that evolutionary theory is not like some 

other scientific theories or laws.  Human evolution is a historically based science (like geology or 

archeology) as opposed to an ahistorical science such as physics.  For example, in geology when 

there is a lack of data (i.e. mineral and fossils) describing a certain strata, narratives must be 

                                                      
6 Corbett, E. P. J. “Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student.”  (Oxford University Press, New York, 1990) 1. 
7 Dahlstrom, Michael, “Using Narratives and Storytelling to Communicate Science with Non-expert Audiences,” 
Proc Natl Acad Sci 111(2014). 
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created to account for the history of the strata.  The evolution of human cognitive faculties is in 

much the same boat.  There are multiple narratives about the rise of cognitive faculties.  The 

theory that appears to offer the narrative which fits our pre-existing data the best ought to be 

chosen regardless of whether it supports metaphysical naturalism or not.   

Metaphysical Naturalism 
Metaphysical naturalism (or ontological naturalism)8 can roughly be described as 

postulating that every fact and entity is natural.  However, it is a very difficult position to fully 

define, mostly because it is difficult to define what “natural” means, much less to establish the 

ontological commitments it entails.9     According to Peter Hylton naturalism “phrased 

generally…[is] the claim that the methods and techniques of natural science are the source of 

knowledge about the world…[which] would certainly be accepted by, for example, Carnap, and 

even perhaps Kant.”10  This view of naturalism is firmly epistemic, as opposed to metaphysical, 

since it only advances a claim about what we can know not about what actually exists.  Michael 

Devitt agrees “there is only one way of knowing: the empirical way that is the basis of 

science.”11  According to Alvin Goldman, “A typical thesis of…naturalism might then be the 

thesis that (normative) epistemic properties are analyzable, or reducible, to natural properties.”12   

The epistemic claim of naturalism only applies to the physical realm, whereas the 

metaphysical naturalist extends the claims of science to the metaphysical realm.  As Dieveney 

claims, “Ontological Naturalism is the view that science supplies our ontology. Science, not 

                                                      
8 This term is interchangeable with ontological naturalism, as are the definitions.   
9 Rea, Michael C., “World Without Design: The Ontological Consequences of Naturalism”. (Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 2002) 
10 Hylton, Peter, “Quine’s Naturalism,”  Midwest Studies in Philosophy 19: (1994): 261 
11 Devitt, Michael, “Naturalism And the ‘A Priori,’” Philosophical Studies 92 (1998): 45-62 
12 Goldman, Alvin, “Naturalistic Epistemology and Reliabilism,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 19: (1994): 301 
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metaphysics, tells us what there is.”13  One of the most famous and influential accounts of 

metaphysical naturalism is by W.V.O. Quine who defines it as “the recognition that it is within 

science itself, and not in some prior philosophy, that reality is to be identified and described.”14  

Another famous advocate of metaphysical naturalism agrees with Quine, Wilfried Sellars states, 

“Science is the measure of all things, of what is that is and of what is not that it is not.”15   

However, metaphysical naturalists go beyond the dictates of naturalism, since it claims 

that all possible entities are natural (and none are supernatural).16  Pennock, “The Ontological 

Naturalist makes a commitment to substantive claims about what exists in nature, and then adds 

a closure clause stating ‘and that is all there is’.”17  Thus, Pennock a metaphysical naturalist 

himself, claims that metaphysical naturalism commits its adherents to “substantive” ontological 

claims.  The most important of which is the closure clause ordering what can and cannot exist 

given metaphysical naturalism.  For example, the closure clause would dictate that naturally 

inexplicable phenomena cannot exist.  The metaphysical naturalist is thus committed to the 

highly problematic claim that we must know about something, scientifically, for it to exist. Such 

a position seems problematic since we are constantly gaining knew knowledge about heretofore 

unknown entities. 

The closure clause is a tenet specifically of metaphysical naturalism, one to which 

naturalists in general need not be committed. On the other hand, the metaphysical naturalist is 

                                                      
13 (Italics added). Dieveney, P. In Defense of Quinean Ontological Naturalism. Erkenntnis: An International Journal 

Of Analytic Philosophy, 76:2 (2012), 225-242. 
14 (Italics added) Quine, W.V.O, Theories and Things, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press (1981): 21.  
15 Sellars, Wilfried, “Empricism and the Philosophy of the Mind,’ in his Science, Perception, and Reality (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1963), 127-96. 
16 Dieveney, P. In Defense of Quinean Ontological Naturalism. Erkenntnis: An International Journal Of Analytic 

Philosophy, 76:2 (2012), 225-242. 
17 (italics added) Pennock, R. T. Naturalism, evidence, and creationism: The case of Phillip Johnson. In R. T. 
Pennock (Ed.), Intelligent Design Creationism and its Critics (Cambridge, MA: MIT-Press, 2001) 77–97. 
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committed to accept the findings of the natural sciences, whatever they may be..  If the sciences 

appear to show that all of the current data supports theory X the metaphysical naturalist is 

epistemically committed to believing in theory X, even if X entails the existence of phenomena 

that are currently naturally inexplicable. The metaphysical naturalist would then need to 

demonstrate that a supernatural explanation in hand is necessarily worse than some natural 

explanation we may or may not someday discover, without begging the question   

What is ultimately at stake here, is religion.  Metaphysical naturalism is generally 

perceived to imply atheism because God is ex hypothesi a supernatural entity.18  Alvin Plantinga 

defines metaphysical naturalism as “the belief that there aren't any supernatural entities - no such 

person as God, for example, but also no other supernatural entities, and nothing at all like 

God.”19  Tye agrees, “…on the naturalist view, the world contains nothing supernatural…”20  

While naturalism is itself not opposed to the existence of God, since science might offer strong 

evidence in favor of the existence of God, metaphysical naturalism is opposed to the view that 

God exists.  The closure clause in metaphysical naturalism ultimately functions as a denial of the 

existence of metaphysical supernatural entities.  Thus there is an intimate connection between 

atheism and metaphysical naturalism.   

Metaphysical naturalism is also generally rhetorically connected with Darwinism, 

because Darwinism provides an explanation for the diversity of life on the planet.  Beyond the 

empirical support Darwinism offers to metaphysical naturalism, it also offers a rhetorical 

                                                      
18 As Michael Ruse notes, “On the one hand, one has what one might call “metaphysical naturalism”: this in deed is 
a materialistic, atheistic view, for it argues that the world is as we see it and that there is nothing more.”  (Ruse, M. 
Methodological Naturalism Under Attack. South African Journal Of Philosophy, 24:1 (2005), 44-60.). 
19 Beilby, J.K. "Introduction by Alvin Plantinga". Naturalism Defeated?: Essays on Plantinga's Evolutionary 
Argument Against Naturalism. (Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 2002) 1–2, 10 
20 Tye, Michael “Naturalism and the Problem of Intentionality,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 19: (1994): 122-42 
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narrative, like an origins or “genesis” story.  For example, Alexander Rosenberg argues that 

naturalism is defined by a commitment to “a repudiation of ‘first philosophy’ [and committing 

to]…2. Scientism…[and] 3. Darwinism.”21  Rosenberg means that these three commitments are 

aspects of the closure clause in metaphysical naturalism. 

Though naturalist and metaphysical naturalist positions are diverse, there is a common 

core.  David Papineau claims that these differences are merely rhetorical and not substantive.22  

As Michael Rea explains, proponents of metaphysical naturalism seem to agree on 

“methodological dispositions” (i.e. a commitment to the dictates of science) that are opposed to 

supernatural explanations in the sciences. 23  These dispositions motivate the discretization of any 

possible claims to supernatural entities.  He continues, “Perhaps the only clearly formulated 

explicitly ontological thesis that all naturalists agree on is…there are no supernatural entities.”24   

As we can see, because of the positive universal commitments the metaphysical naturalist 

makes about reality, the metaphysical naturalist is also making universal commitments to what is 

not a part of reality.  Metaphysical naturalism clearly entails the denial of the following 

metaphysical claims: 

                                                      
21 Rosenberg, Alexander. "Darwinism in Philosophy, Social Science and Policy” (Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 2000) 9.  
22 Papineau, David, Philosophical Naturalism. (Blackwell Publishers, Cambridge, 2007?): 1. 
23 Rea, Michael C., “World Without Design: The Ontological Consequences of Naturalism”. (Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 2002) 
24 Rea, Michael C., “World Without Design: The Ontological Consequences of Naturalism”. (Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 2002): 21 
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Deities exist. 

The existence of disembodied spirits or souls  

The existence of spiritual realities or laws.  

The existence of a disembodied mind. 

Finally, I think the following definition fairly encapsulates metaphysical naturalism, 

based on the historical evidence:   

MN:  A commitment to two beliefs:  1) empirical science gives us reality and 2) that all 

that exists is natural.   

It is sometimes argued that metaphysical naturalism is not a belief, merely an acceptance 

of a set of scientific theories.  Roy Wood Sellars, in 1922 held such a view, “we are all 

naturalists now…It is an admission of direction more than a clearly formulated belief.”25 

Presumably, Sellars means that metaphysical naturalism is merely an acceptance of the direction 

of science.  One this view, metaphysical naturalism is merely acceptance of the fact that science 

continually discrediting supernatural metaphysical claims.  However, this position is not popular 

among metaphysical naturalists because it doesn’t capture the closure clause implicit in 

metaphysical naturalism.  As Rea notes, “This view of naturalism—that it is not a thesis but a 

research program—is now a minority view.”26  It appears also to be unjustifiable—since 

metaphysical naturalism is committed to “substantive ontological claims” such as the closure 

clause.  Successful “research program” paradigms involve beliefs about closure, “naturalness”, 

inferential validity, etc.  This issue will be revisited more substantially in Chapter 3.   

                                                      
25 Sellars, Roy Wood, “Evolutionary Naturalism” (Chicago, Open Court, 1922).  
26 Rea, Michael C., “World Without Design: The Ontological Consequences of Naturalism”. (Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 2002): 66.  
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Evolutionary Theory 
Metaphysical naturalism is rhetorically closely related with modern Darwinian Theory 

both in popular culture and academia.  Darwinian Theory paved the way for explanations of 

natural phenomena that previously appeared problematic.  Previous to Darwinian Theory, 

naturalists could not explain the diversity of life on earth without using outmoded scientific 

explanations.  As Richard Dawkins notes, “Living organisms had existed on earth, without ever 

knowing why, for over three thousand million years before the truth finally dawned on one of 

them. His name was Charles Darwin.”27  Helena Cronin agrees,  

“An awesome gulf divides the pre-Darwinian world from ours. Awesome is not too 
strong a word…. The theory of natural selection revolutionized our understanding of 
living things, furnishing us with a comprehension of our existence where previously 
science had stood silent.”28   
Since science now appeared to offer a compelling explanation for all of the diversity of 

life on the planet, metaphysical naturalism (which denies a special creation by a deity) appeared 

to be preferable. Thus, the prominence of metaphysical naturalism as a philosophical position in 

the last century can partially be tied to the success of Darwinian Theory in the sciences.  Since 

there is a close rhetorical and philosophical relationship between Darwinian Theory and 

metaphysical naturalism, it is important to get a clear idea of what modern evolutionary theory 

claims.   

The precedence of Darwinian Theory over competing explanations of evolution is due 

largely to its empirical success over competing theories.  The orthodox position before the 

development of the theory of evolution was that God played a vital role in the process of 

diversity of life.  However, with the development of evolutionary ideas by Jean-Baptiste 

                                                      
27 “Darwin and the Case for Militant Atheism.” CNN, Nov. 24, 2009.   
28 Cronin H. “The Ant and the Peacock.” (Cambridge University Press, New York, 1991) p. xi. 
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Lamarck in 1801 there appeared to be a new way of explain the diversity of life.  Lamarck 

theorized that organisms change based on a desire to do so—for example, he posits that giraffes 

grow longer necks out of a desire to eat leaves off of trees.  However, Darwinian Theory 

replaced Lamarckian theory, because it relied on natural selection.  Darwinian theory holds that 

the “desires” of the organism play no part in its evolution.  Lamarckian theory posited that 

mechanism deterministically selected for traits, rather than on nature selecting for traits based on 

fitness.   

The publication of Theodosius Dobzhansky’s Genetics and the Origin of Species in 1937, 

united two previously disparate fields—genetics and natural selection.  Before Dobzhansky’s 

book, geneticists and naturalists (naturalists who study nature, not metaphysical naturalists) 

assumed that their fields didn’t interact in the same way that we know that they do today.  

Eventually, genetics began to play a role in explaining the mechanism of natural selection at 

work, but it wasn’t until the 1940s that the genetic mechanism of natural selection was widely 

accepted.29  Before the syntheses during the 1940s, many people posited various theories to 

explain how speciation occurred—few of these theories allowed for “natural selection.”   

Darwinian Theory gives an explanation for how speciation and diversity: small genetic changes 

selected for and replicated over generation and generations becomes the norm.  Thus, instead of 

invoking a creator or some other form of causality outside of nature, Darwinian Theory gives a 

natural explanation which removes the “obstacles” to belief in metaphysical naturalism.  

Darwinian reliance on blind mechanisms better depicts the empirical data.  This eventually gave 

rise evolutionary psychology, which attempts to explain the mind through Darwinian Theory.    

                                                      
29 Mayr, Ernst.  “The Modern Evolutionary Theory," The Journal of Mammalogy. 77:1 (Feb. 1996) 1-7. 
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There are three mechanisms in standard evolutionary theory:  replication (or 

reproduction), mutation (random changes in replication) and selection (as selected by fitness, 

environment etc).  While all of them are important, selection is the most important for the 

purposes of this project, since selection plays the vital role of choosing which adaptations are get 

passed on and which do not.  Selection is based on many factors, including the fitness 

enhancement of any mutations, the environmental suitability of mutations, the acceptance of a 

mutation in an organism’s “community” etc.    Thus, while the first two mechanisms describe the 

process by which genetic diversity is “born,” the last describes how speciation occurs. Given 

metaphysical naturalism, it is asserted, that selection is based completely on random factors.  

However, supernaturalism asserts that while the process is random it is guided by laws instituted 

before time by God.30   

Indeed, many complex mechanisms are involved in selection, not all selection pressures 

are intuitive.  These mechanism are only at work in evolution generally.  Moreover, there are 

times when these mechanisms do not play a large role in selection.  For example, altruistic 

behavior (which is behavior linked with the good of another organism at a cost to oneself) plays 

an important role in selection in primate societies.  It is theorized that altruism is selected 

because when individuals work together for the good of other organisms they are also enhancing 

their own chance of survival.  This is especially important with familial relationships, because 

kin altruism specifically reflects on the survival of one’s own genetic information (or something 

sufficiently close to it).  This example merely demonstrates that some selection mechanisms 

                                                      
30 This is a Christian version.   
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might appear to be counter-intuitive to the narrative of Darwinian Theory, but still exert pressure 

on selection.  Evolutionary psychology attempts to explain the rise of our cognitive faculties.   

Evolutionary Psychology 
Evolutionary psychology, a field relying on both psychology and Darwinian Theory, 

attempts to trace the origins of our minds through historical evolution.  One of the main 

contentions in evolutionary psychology concerns the modularity of the mind.  Modularity 

theories posit that the mind works through specifically adapted “modules” for certain 

environments.  For example, there is a module that governs the use of language in social 

interactions.  There is also another module that governs the use of perceptions.  There are sub-

modules that govern specific situations for perceptions and language as well.  On this view, the 

mind (or brain) is not as a whole subject to ‘‘operant conditioning, social learning, and trial-and-

error induction” like traditional models such as the Standard Social Scientific Model have 

suggested.31 Instead the mind works in ‘‘modules or mental organs, each with a specialized 

design that makes it an expert in one arena of interaction with the world.”32  So modules are, 

somewhat independently, subject to operant conditioning, social learning and trial-and-error 

induction.  David Buller sums it up,  

“The principal theoretical argument for massive modularity has been this: Like the human 
body, the human mind has evolved under selection. Accordingly, just as the body contains 
distinct morphological adaptations that evolved to perform distinct physiological functions, 
the mind must contain distinct ‘‘mental organs,’’ which evolved to solve a Vast Number of 
adaptive problems that required distinct behavioral solutions”33 
 

                                                      
31 Cosmides L. and Tooby J. “Cognitive adaptations for social exchange.” In: Barkow J.H. et al. (eds), The Adapted 
Mind: Evolutionary Psychology and the Generation of Culture. (Oxford University Press, New York, 1992) 163–
228. 
32 Pinker S. “How the Mind Works.” (W. W. Norton, New York, 1997) 
33 Buller, David, “Get Over:  Massive Modularity” Book Review of David E. Over (ed.), Evolution and the 
Psychology of Thinking: The Debate, (Psychology Press, New York, 2003).  
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For example, many in the modularity camp hold that the rise of reasoning is not 

attributable to just one module within the brain, but many modules working together.  Thus, 

reason is itself the conglomeration of a complex relationship between different heuristic 

modules.  It is quite possible given evolutionary psychology that one of the many modules that 

makes up our cognitive faculties governs altruism.  Moreover, the internal conflict between 

altruistic behavior and self-preservation might represent two different modules at work.   

However, others view the modularity thesis as highly problematic, especially in the 

neurosciences.34  Caruthers notes,  

“Many cognitive scientists and some philosophers now accept that the human mind 
is modular, in some sense and to some degree. There is much disagreement, however, 
concerning what a mental module actually is, and concerning the extent of the mind’s 
modularity.”35   
 
The theory of Cosmides and Tooby, the most popular amongst evolutionary 

psychologists, suggests that the mind is more like a “Swiss Army Knife” than a “domain general 

computer.”  The key to understanding, Cosmides and Tooby’s proposal is in their argument that 

adaptation will lead to a fuller understanding of human behavior.  They argue,  

“Adaptationism is based on the recognition that selection is the only known natural 
physical process that builds highly ordered functional organization (adaptations) into the 
designs of species, in a world otherwise continuously assaulted by the ubiquitous entropic 
tendency of physical systems to become increasingly disordered with time. Thus, 
although not everything is functional, whenever complex functional organization is found 
in the architectures of species, its existence and form can be traced back to a previous 
history of selection.” 
 

                                                      
34 Machery, Edoaurd, “Massive Modularity and Brain Evolution,” Philosophy of Science, 74 (2007) 825–838. 
35 Carruthers, Peter, “Moderately Massive Modularity,” Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplement, (Cambridge 
Univ Press, Cambridge, 2003).   
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They critique the Standard Social Science Model (SSSM) as being “not only wrong, but 

misconceived.”36  The SSSM model is misguided because it attempts to place the mind as a 

central processing computer with little to no modularity.  They argue that when the SSSM is 

replaced there will be “dramatic and far reaching” changes to the way that the mind is viewed.37  

However, critics have suggested that Cosmides and Tooby’s work creates a rhetorical dichotomy 

between total modularity and the SSSM that is both unjustifiable and untenable.38  These critics 

assert that this rhetorical dichotomy does not take into account other theories of modularity 

which seem to have empirical support.  I will return to this discussion in Chapter 2.   

 In Chapter 1, I will address three major doubter’s arguments in the last 200 years.  

Specifically, I will focus on the more popular/rhetorical accounts of C.S. Lewis and Freidrich 

Nietzsche, then I will turn to the more philosophically adept account proffered by Alvin 

Plantinga.  In Chapter 2, I will analyze the reliabilist’s narrative in terms of its adherence to 

evolutionary psychology, and argue that it opens their position up to a counter-argument.  In 

Chapter 3, Darwin’s Doubt will be extended to the issue of metaphysical beliefs, specifically 

metaphysical ones, and it will be argued that at the very least the reasons given for believing that 

“common-sense” beliefs are true do not support metaphysical ones, and that there are at least 

some reasons to doubt the reliability of our cognitive faculties when it comes to metaphysical 

beliefs.  This conclusion in turn will be applied to metaphysical naturalism, which is itself a 

metaphysical belief, thus giving reasons to doubt metaphysical naturalism itself.

                                                      
36 Tooby, J. & Cosmides, L. “Conceptual Foundations of Evolutionary Psychology.” In D. M. Buss (Ed.), The 
Handbook of Evolutionary Psychology (Wiley, Hoboken, NJ 2005) 5-67. 
37 Tooby, Cosmides, -67. 
38 Richardson, Robert C.  “Evolutionary Psychology As Maladapted Psychology.” (MIT Press, Cambridge, Mass, 
2007) 
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Chapter 1 
 

For the last 200 years, philosophers and scientists such as Friedrich Nietzsche, Charles 

Darwin, Daniel Dennett and G.K. Chesterton have lead the discussion of Darwin’s Doubt into a 

variety of interesting philosophical arenas such as epistemology, philosophy of mind and 

psychology.  Recently, Darwin’s Doubt has been the subject of increased interest among scholars 

from varying non-philosophical fields such as literature (C.S. Lewis), cognitive science (Jerry 

Fodor), biology (Patricia Churchland) and even political science (Alfred Balfour).39  Over the 

last twenty five years, variations of Darwin’s Doubt have been articulated in hundreds of 

philosophical and rhetorical articles.   

 I will consider first, C.S. Lewis’ Argument from Reason because of its popular appeal; 

second, Friedrich Nietzsche’s Knowledge Argument because of his distinction between kinds of 

reasoning and finally, Alvin Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism because it is 

the most important iteration of the Doubt philosophically.  Plantinga’s argument is focused on 

the philosophical aspects of the problem, whereas both Lewis and Nietzsche’s argument are 

more rhetorical in nature.  Most of the literature on the subject is tied with their work, thus it is 

indispensable to any discussion of the Doubt.  While I will articulate each argument, I will not 

attempt to defend any of their arguments in this chapter.   

                                                      
39 A short search on EBSCOhost lists 316 articles referencing the argument.  PhilPapers, a database specifically 
targeted to philosophy papers, lists over 1,000 related articles.   
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C.S. Lewis  
C.S. Lewis was an important literary critic, Christian theologian and popular philosopher 

who became the most important “popular” advocate of the problem in the 20th century.  The 

argument portrays the problem of reason evolving out of non-reason.  While it offers some 

important contributions to the discussion, it has a number of serious philosophical problems.  

First, a lot of the language that Lewis uses is extremely vague and never defined.  For example, 

Lewis attempts to claim that his opponent cannot ground reasoning in a reasonable way, but 

never provides a definition of what those grounds might be.  Second, his argument presumes that 

natural causes cannot be reasonable in and of themselves, which is an unjustifiable assumption.  

“no account of the universe can be true unless that account leaves it possible for our thinking to be a 
real insight. A theory which explained everything else in the whole universe but which made it 
impossible to believe that our thinking was valid, would be utterly out of court. For that theory 
would itself have been reached by thinking, and if thinking is not valid that theory would, of course, 
be itself demolished…[Naturalism] discredits our processes of reasoning or at least reduces their 
credit to such a humble level that it can no longer support Naturalism itself.”40 
 
Thus, thinking cannot offer “real insight” without a circular account of its origin.  Lewis 

believes that Naturalism cannot give a non-circular account, because thinking would be 

inexplicable without reference to previous “brute” processes that are irrational.  (Lewis 

constantly moves back and forth between reasoning and rationality, but means the same thing).  

What Lewis really means here is that reason, or “valid” thinking, cannot validate itself without 

some external referent.  He believes that given naturalism this is impossible.  Lewis’ argument 

goes as follows:  

1.  In order for a thinking process to be valid, it must come from a process where there is 
more insight than merely responding to stimuli. 
2.  Metaphysical naturalism is only reasonable if the thinking process supporting it is valid. 
3. However, metaphysical naturalism claims that the process of thinking comes as a result of 
evolution. 

                                                      
40 Lewis, C.S. “Miracles: A Preliminary Study” (University Press Glasgow, London, 1947) 26. 
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4. Evolution cannot give rise to organisms that do anything more than merely respond to 
stimuli. 
5.  Thus, thinking given metaphysical naturalism is not valid.   
6.  Thus, metaphysical naturalism is not valid. 

 

In this Argument from Reason, Lewis takes aim at metaphysical naturalism and asserts 

that materialism “refutes itself.”  Lewis claims that thinking cannot be valid if it comes from 

non-thinking, since it would rely on inexplicable events for its own meaning.  It is worth noting 

that Lewis switches between thinking, reasoning and rationality within his argument, but the 

meaning remains the same.   

For Lewis, thinking is based on the process of inferring from sensations.   He says, “It is 

clear that everything we know, beyond our own immediate sensations, is inferred from those 

sensations.”41  However, these inferences from sensations are not valid because of the “historical 

process that brought them about.”42  The historical process, according to Lewis, is that matter 

gave rise to non-thinking organisms which in turn gave rise to humans.  He does not believe that 

non-human primates were able to think (or more specifically to think validly).  Before humans 

there were merely responses to stimuli, which according to Lewis do not involve valid 

inferences.  He claims, “But it is not conceivable that any improvement of responses could ever 

turn them into acts of insight, or even remotely tend to do so.”43   

Before moving on it is worth considering why Lewis believes that the historical process 

cannot give rise to insight.  He says, “it is agreed on all hands that reason, and even sentience, 

and life itself are late comers in Nature…and of course, for the [metaphysical] Naturalist, this 

                                                      
41 Lewis, 25. 
42 Lewis, 28 
43 Lewis, 26. 
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process was not designed to produce a mental behavior that can find truth.”44  Thus, he grounds 

his objection to the historical narrative in the directionality of evolution.  Since evolution was not 

designed to produce mental behavior focused on finding truth, it also would not provide a valid 

process of thinking for humans.  He further claims 

 “Now natural selection could operate only by eliminating responses that were 
biologically hurtful and multiplying those which tended to survival…Such perfection of 
the non-rational responses, far from amounting to their conversion into valid inferences, 
might be conceived as a different method of achieving survival—an alternative to 
reason.”45   

This operates as Lewis’ response to the critic who argues that thinking processes that tend 

towards truth help the organism survive.  He believes that this alternative to reasoning is based in 

an organism responding to stimuli rather than thinking.  He never fully defines this alternative 

reason; however, he doesn’t seem to believe that it could ever achieve valid thinking. 

Ultimately, Lewis believes that this undermines metaphysical naturalism.  He argues, 

“All possible knowledge, then, depends on the validity of reasoning…Unless human reasoning is 

valid no science can be true.”46  Since valid reasoning is now impossible, so too is the knowledge 

that everything is natural.  Thus, ultimately metaphysical naturalism is unjustifiable.  Lewis 

never really explicates why the metaphysical naturalist could not bite the bullet on some of these 

claims and still hold to metaphysical naturalism.  For example, the metaphysical naturalist might 

agree that evolution does not involve a design focused on finding truth.  However, they might 

argue that our thinking processes can still provide truth.   

There are at least two major problems with Lewis’ argument.  First, this argument commits 

Lewis to a strict and simplistic view of thinking processes (or cognitive science).  Lewis’ 

                                                      
44 Lewis, 28 
45 Lewis, 29.   
46 Lewis, 26. 
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narrative about the rise of thinking posits that organism cannot go from merely making 

inferences (responding to stimuli) to insightful inferences (thinking).  There is no room for 

expansion within his narrative.  However, this seems like an implausible account of both nature 

and reasonable thought, since cognitive faculties adapt over long periods of time to the 

environmental needs.  Ultimately, Lewis’ view of cognitive science is not justifiable in view of 

modern science.  As we will see later in this chapter, Plantinga’s narrative attempts to give a 

more sophisticated account of cognitive faculties.     

Second, it is unlikely that the relationship between cause and effect is as simple as Lewis 

seems to believe.  He argues that every reasonable action requires two causes, “Unless our 

conclusion is the logical consequent from a ground it will be worthless and could be true only by 

a fluke.  Unless it is the effect of a cause, it cannot occur at all. It looks therefore, as if, in order 

for a train of thought to have any value, these two systems of connection must apply 

simultaneously to the same series of mental acts.”47  Moreover, the naturalist cannot account for 

both the logical consequent and a physical cause, so Lewis holds that thinking cannot be “of any 

value.”  However, this just brings more confusion into the discussion, since Lewis never defines 

what a “grounded” belief might be.  In addition, it does seem plausible that the naturalist can 

account for both causes at the same time.  Not every physical cause is necessarily not also a 

logical one.  Indeed, it’s unclear why one might need both a physical and logical cause for a 

rational decision, if one’s reasons are legitimate.  As long as one has strong reasons it wouldn’t 

necessarily matter what caused the mental act.   

                                                      
47 Lewis, 27. 
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While Lewis’s argument was widely popular, and is still defended today48, it has not been 

the focus of much literature recently.  This is partially due to its slightly outmoded narrative 

about the rise of cognitive faculties, the lack of epistemological clarity and Lewis’ confusion 

over causality.  However, as a rhetorical argument it has been extremely effective amongst non-

academic philosophers and scientists.  Its ongoing use speaks to the popularity and accessibility 

of Darwin’s Doubt within non-academic culture.  Though the argument is not sound it has given 

rise to Plantinga’s argument, which we will discuss later in this chapter.  Plantinga’s argument is 

far less vague in its use of epistemology, evolutionary narratives and science.  Nietzsche’s 

version of the Doubt is far more radical in its agenda and conclusion than either Lewis’ or 

Plantinga’s.  Unlike both of them, Nietzsche is willing to take the conclusions of the argument in 

another direction—that knowledge might not be worth saving.   

Friedrich Nietzsche49 

Nietzsche’s defense of the Doubt is innovative because unlike Lewis and Plantinga he 

proposes that we abandon knowledge and the idea of truth-functional cognitive faculties for 

pragmatic reasoning.  This theoretical knowledge formed as part of our evolution in the world.  

The power that “knowledge” gives is a rhetorical power based in politics.  Rhetorical power for 

Nietzsche is the use of persuasive techniques to accomplish ends, often for the benefits of the 

individual wielding it.  For example, knowledge is wielded as a political tool to keep society in 

line.  However, rhetoric can also be used to free society from the grips of its obsession with 

                                                      
48 Reppert, Victor. “C.S. Lewis's Dangerous Idea,” (InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, Illinois: 2003) 
49 All references to Nietzsche are from Nietzsche, Freidrich, “The Gay Science” translated by Josefine Nuackhoff in 
Cambridge Texts in The History of Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2001). 
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knowledge and truth.  He notes, “Thus the strength of knowledge lies not in its degree of truth, 

but in its age, its embeddedness, it character as a condition of life.”50 

Nietzsche drew the radical conclusion that the errors were not only within knowledge, but 

more fundamentally within our unreflective acceptance of knowledge.  Unlike Lewis, whose 

argument indirectly appealed to a popular rhetoric, Nietzsche’s argument is thoroughly 

rhetorical.  The real error was in accepting knowledge in the first place.  As Richardson notes, 

“He [Nietzsche] takes Darwin to have these critical consequences, by his decisive step in 

naturalizing life-i.e. in explaining it by processes that are non-divine and indeed non-psychic.”51  

The critical consequences of Darwinian Theory are that we can now, for the first time, see that 

knowledge is not what we thought it was.  The rhetorical power of Darwinian Theory plays a 

vital role in The Gay Science, antithetically mocking the serious epistemologies to which 

Nietzsche is opposed throughout the rest of his work.   

The will to power is the main driving force for Nietzsche in the development and 

evolution of humans, even above adaptation and natural selection.  Though Nietzsche never fully 

developed the will to power, it is not merely a forceful power (kraft), but rather a desire to 

overcome the strictures of ourselves.  The will to power then is opposed to the rhetorical 

structures of knowledge and truth.  The goal of reason is not truth, but usefulness.  Natural 

selection aids in the production of useful reasoning rather than useless searches for truth.  He 

claims, “The whole apparatus of knowledge is an apparatus for abstraction and simplification - 

directed not to knowledge, but to obtaining power over things.”52  Abstractions and 

                                                      
50 Nietzsche, 110-111. 
51 Richardson, John. “Nietzsche Contra Darwin.” Philosophy & Phenomenological Research 65:3 (2002) 537-575.   
52 Nietzsche, Freidrich quoted in "Nietzsche über Vernunft - "Meine wiederhergestellte Vernunft", in: Rationalität 
und Prärationalität, eds. Jan Beaufort and Peter Prechtl, (Königshausen & Neumann, Würzburg: 1998) 107-115.  
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simplifications, both forms of theoretical thinking, are useless according to Nietzsche.  The entire 

aim of The Gay Science, is the creation of a new, more practical scholarship, not one based on 

“theoretical” concepts.   

Nietzsche holds that the claim of truth is itself a claim to power, albeit a forceful power.53  

For Nietzsche, “knowledge” does not have its fixity in truth, but rather its age.  In other words, 

we hold something to be true only in virtue of its age and not because it is like reality.  This is 

the actuation the forceful power which is opposed to the will to power.  Presumably, he means 

that the older, and the more engrained, a belief is the more power it holds over the human 

psychology.  For example, the older an “error” is, the more hardwired, socially entrenched or 

accepted it is in its claim to be true.  For Nietzsche, the concept that reason and rationality are 

“free” and “spontaneous” is a self-deception born from a desire for power.54  Since rationality is 

subject to its own “erroneous” evolutionary past it is also based, at least partially, on the age of 

each epistemic bit.  While Nietzsche holds that this is epistemically unjustifiable, it is 

rhetorically persuasive.  People want to believe that there “reason” is not erroneous or tied to the 

past.  However, for Nietzsche, this is a deception.   

In agreement with Lewis, Nietzsche points out that logic itself has come out of  

“illogicality” and that this illogical domain is “immense.”55  Nietzsche (not unlike Bel Hooks) 

must use the same vehicle for meaning that they claim is oppressing society, in this case 

argument structure.  Instead of just using logicality to show that logic is itself problematic, he 

also uses rhetoric to show the shortcomings of the logical method of argumentation.  Since the 

                                                      
53 Nietzsche, 111. 
54 Nietzsche, 111. 
55 Nietzsche, 112.  
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power of logic is not in its relation with reality but rather its rhetorical power, Nietzsche is using 

rhetoric to undermine logic.   

  In order to make his argument, Nietzsche distinguishes between two kinds of thought-

processes.  One process, “pragmatic reasoning” is merely, and inclusively, survival-enhancing 

because it helps the organism figure out analogous relationships between nutritious foods and 

dangerous animals.56  For example, large mammals can survive without having reliable 

theoretical beliefs about their environments.  The second process, the “rational process” is 

focused on theoretical knowledge which is not immediately pragmatic.57  For example, Nietzsche 

would argue that Christianity is a metaphysical belief which is theoretical and not pragmatic.  In 

Chapter 2 and 3, I will return to this distinction and argue that the reliabilist narrative opens them 

up for just such a charge.   

 There are a number of obvious problems with Nietzsche’s analysis.  First, like Lewis’ 

argument, Nietzsche’s argument suffers from vagueness.  Unlike Lewis, however, Nietzsche is 

intentionally employing rhetorical devices as a surrogate for argument because his aim is to 

undermine the rhetorical power of knowledge and truth claims.  Second, Nietzsche’s argument is 

problematic since its claims are overly dramatic.  Nietzsche’s claim that there were “nothing but 

errors” being just one example.  While both Nietzsche and Lewis suffer from vagueness, 

Plantinga’s argument is very precise.   

                                                      
56 Nietzsche, 110. 
57 He says, “Whoever, for example, could not discern the ‘like’ often enough with regard to food, and with regard to 
animals dangerous to him, whoever, therefore, deduced too slowly, or was too circumspect in his deductions, had 
smaller probability of survival than he who in all similar cases immediately divined the equality.” (Sec. 110) 
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Alvin Plantinga 
Plantinga’s version of Darwin’s Doubt is by far the most philosophically and empirically 

proficient of the three.  His argument is part of a larger epistemological project trying to justify 

knowledge in terms of a proper functioning cognitive faculties.  In addition, his argument is 

written to an audience of philosophers, thus his language is more precise than any previous 

elucidation of the Doubt.  His precision in the use of modern epistemological language has 

garnered the Doubt a considerably larger audience than it had before 1990.   

Epistemology 

Plantinga’s version of the argument was shaped out of his larger epistemological goals of 

giving an account of knowledge that extends ones’ epistemological duties.  It’s necessary to have 

a grasp of Plantinga’s epistemological project in order to understand his argument.  In Warrant: 

The Current Debate, Alvin Plantinga attacks internalist accounts of epistemology, i.e. 

epistemologies that attempt to justify beliefs based merely on factors internal to the agents 

(internalism).58  He does so for a number of reasons, most importantly he believes that none of 

these theories offer a persuasive account of proper functioning.   In Warrant and Proper 

Function, Plantinga then articulates an “externalist” epistemology according to which both 

external and internal factors affecting a person are necessary for justified belief.59  This is 

important since the majority of modern epistemologists have been internalists, though this is 

changing. In the external model, a person must do more than just fulfill his or her intellectual 

duties, because he or she must also fulfill external duties.  These duties relate to what one ought 

to believe based on certain kinds of evidence.  For example, if someone believes that their 

                                                      
58 Plantinga, Alvin, “Warrant: The Current Debate” (Oxford University Press, Oxford 1993). 
59 Plantinga, Alvin “Warrant and Proper Function” (Oxford University Press, 1993) 
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cognitive faculties are unreliable then they ought to suspect all of their beliefs.  This externalist 

epistemology permits Plantinga’s to later make the claim that if metaphysical naturalism 

undermines our cognitive faculties than we ought to distrust them. 

When is it justified to believe something and when can we call this belief knowledge?  

Plantinga offers a novel way of answering both questions.  According to Plantinga, the only way 

to have knowledge is when one has a warranted true belief.  Thus, in order to have knowledge, 

one must have 1) a true belief and 2) warrant.  This view is opposed to the more traditional view 

that knowledge is a justified true belief.   

According to proponents of the classic justified true belief model of knowledge, e.g. 

Chisolm, there is nothing more to knowledge than having a justified true belief.60  The classical 

view does not put constraints on “proper functioning” in the same way that Plantinga does, 

which is a crucial point in Plantinga’s argument.  In 1963, Gettier famously critiqued this 

classical epistemology.  He pointed out that S could believe that P and P could be true without S 

being justified in believing that P.61  For example, if Jones and Smith are both applying for the 

same job and Smith has strong evidence that (d) Jones has 10 coins in his pocket from which he 

infers (e) the man with 10 coins in his pocket will get the job.  Gettier notes,  

“Let us suppose that Smith sees the entailment from (d) to (e), and accepts (e) on the 
grounds of (d), for which he has strong evidence. In this case, Smith is clearly justified in 
believing that (e) is true.  But imagine, further, that unknown to Smith, he himself, not 
Jones, will get the job. And, also, unknown to Smith, he himself has ten coins in his 
pocket. Proposition (e) is then true, though proposition (d), from which Smith inferred 
(e), is false. In our example, then, all of the following are true: (i) (e) is true, (ii) Smith 
believes that (e) is true, and (iii) Smith is justified in believing that (e) is true. But it is 
equally clear that Smith does not know that (e) is true; for (e) is true in virtue of the 
number of coins in Smith's pocket, while Smith does not know how many coins are in 

                                                      
60 Chisholm, Roderick M. “Perceiving: A Philosophical Study” (Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 1957).  
61 Gettier, Edmund, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” Analysis 23 (1963) 121-123.  
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Smith's pocket, and bases his belief in (e) on a count of the coins in Jones's pocket, whom 
he falsely believes to be the man who will get the job.”62 

Thus, since Gettier has shown that one seemingly has a justified belief that is false, justified true 

belief is not sufficient to have knowledge.   

In order to capture the necessary connection between justification and truth highlighted 

by Gettier, Plantinga coins the term “warrant” to cover “whatever it takes to get from true belief 

to knowledge.” He then argues that warrant requires the proper functioning of cognitive 

faculties.63  As he explains:   

 “According to the central and paradigmatic core of our notion of warrant (so I say) a 
belief B has warrant for you if and only if (1) the cognitive faculties involved in the 
production of B are functioning properly . . . (2) your cognitive environment is 
sufficiently similar to the one for which your cognitive faculties are designed; (3) . . . the 
design plan governing the production of the belief in question involves, as purpose or 
function, the production of true beliefs . . .; and (4) the design plan is a good one: that is, 
there is a high statistical or objective probability that a belief produced in accordance 
with the relevant segment of the design plan in that sort of environment is true.”64 

Here, Plantinga’s account differs from justified true belief in that his system requires that 

an agent’s cognitive faculties are functioning properly. But what does proper function entail?  

Proper function entails an organism’s basic ability to function as it was designed to within a 

specific type of environment.  Proper function, for Plantinga, means that an organ or artifact is 

functioning in accord with its design plan and within the environment it was designed to function 

in.  For example, a human’s cognitive faculty was not designed to function with an open skull, so 

if someone’s skull is open than they cannot have warrant and thus they also cannot have 

knowledge.   

                                                      
62 Gettier, 121-123.  
63 Plantinga, WPF, 194. 
64 Plantinga, WPF, p. 194 
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A design plan in the relevant sense is not necessarily the plan of a designer, according to 

Plantinga, though he does not offer a very convincing reason why it does not.  A design is a 

necessary connection between truth and proper function, e.g. a causal relation such that the 

proper functioning cognitive unit produces a high level of probability of true beliefs.  For 

example, a good design plan for a human S would not include a cognitive faculty that had no 

connection with the senses.  This design plan would make it impossible to gain true beliefs 

reliably.  To address the obvious circularity in the notion of warrant, Plantinga claims that a 

design plan and its proper function are correlative terms that cannot be defined separately.  This 

would be like other correlative terms that cannot be defined without reference to each other such 

as acidity and alkalies.  In a more human example, our cognitive faculties could not function 

properly unless they involved a large enough skull and a brain sufficiently complex to solve 

problems. 

The Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism (EAAN) 

Plantinga’s argument is the most important version of the Doubt from a philosophical point 

of view, because he addresses the epistemological worries that other authors like Lewis did not.  

In addition, his argument has succeeded in reviving philosopher’s interests in the argument.  

Here is the argument he makes:   
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A. Pr(R/N&E) is low or inscrutable 

B. If Pr(R/N&E) is low or inscrutable, then every informed naturalist has a rationality 

defeater for R. 

C. Every informed naturalist has a rationality defeater for R. 

D. Anyone who has a rationality defeater for R also has a rationality defeater for all his 

or her other beliefs as well. 

E. Thus, every informed naturalist has a rationality defeater for all of his or  her beliefs, 

including his or her belief in naturalism. 65 66 

 

Here, R stands for reliable cognitive faculties,67 N stands for metaphysical naturalism and E 

stands for current evolutionary theory.  The argument proceeds as a modus ponens (A-C), with 

two further generalizations (D-E).  The most controversial premise of the argument is A, which 

will be the focus of most of the rest of this chapter.   It is not my goal to offer a defense of 

Plantinga’s argument here.  In future chapters I will defend aspects of the argument and apply 

Darwin’s Doubt to further unexplored philosophical issues.   

According to Plantinga, given the conjunction of metaphysical naturalism and evolution, 

the probability of having reliable cognitive faculties is low or inscrutable.  Plantinga offers three 

arguments in favor of this premise.  First, he argues that the metaphysical naturalist cannot give 

                                                      
65 Draper, Paul. "James Beilby (Ed.), Naturalism Defeated? Essays On Plantinga's Evolutionary Argument Against 

Naturalism." Book Review in International Journal For Philosophy Of Religion 55.1 (2004): 65-68. 
66 Mirza, Omar. “A User’s Guide to the Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism.” Philosophical Studies 141:2 
(2008): 125-146. 
67 R refers to the proposition that our faculties are “reliable,” where, roughly speaking, a cognitive faculty is 
“reliable” if the great bulk of its deliverances are true. Plantinga specifically discussed a thermometer stuck at 72 °F 
(22 °C) and placed in an environment that happened to be at 72 °F as an example of something that is not “reliable” 
in this sense. (Plantinga, Alvin “Introduction” in Beilby, James K., ed. “Naturalism Defeated?: Essays on 
Plantinga's Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism.” (Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 2002)). 
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an account of “proper functioning” thus they cannot give an account of reliability.  Second, he 

gives four possible accounts for the relationship between behavior and mental beliefs and argues 

that none of them provide reliable beliefs for the metaphysical naturalist.  Third, he uses a 

hypothetical example to argue that there is no necessary connection between survival and the 

formation of truth tracking faculties.  

Plantinga’s evolutionary narrative is based on the work of biologist and metaphysical 

natrualist Patricia Churchland.   Specifically, he uses her simplistic formula of “four F’s,” which 

are a list of attributes most selected for within nature.  These “four F’s” are fleeing, fighting, 

feeding and reproduction with the pursuit of truth “at the hindmost.”68  They are the foundation 

for all fitness-based selection.  Churchland notes, in seeming agreement with Plantinga, that 

“Natural selection has no direct interest in truth per se, nor, indeed, any authoritative 
access to it…Instead, what shapes the meander of biological evolution is the relative 
reproductive success of a creature's behavior, not the truth value of the creature's 
theories…The selective pressures exerted by evolution are focused on quite different 
factors.  Our cognitive mechanisms have been selected for their ability to sustain 
reproductively successful behaviors, not for their ability to track truth.”69 

Indeed, this position seems quite common.  As evolutionary psychologist, and critics of 

Plantinga, John Wilkins and Paul Griffiths note, “It has become quite common for philosophers 

and psychologists to argue that evolution does not produce cognitive systems that track truth.”70 

Plantinga interprets Churchland as “meaning” that the only thing that matters is “adaptive 

behavior.”71  He continues, “Natural selection doesn’t care what you believe; it is interested only 

in how you behave.”72 Plantinga’s narrative further posits, 

                                                      
68 Churchland, Patricia “Epistemology in the Age of Neuroscience.” Journal of Philosophy, 84 (1987) 548. 
69 Churchland, Patricia, “Is Evolutionary Naturalism Epistemologically Self-Defeating?” Philo, 12:2 (2009): 136.  
70 Wilkins, John; Griffiths, Paul, “Evolutionary Debunking Arguments in Three Kinds: Fact, Value and Religion.” 
In James Maclaurin Greg Dawes (ed.), “A New Science of Religion.”  (Routledge (forthcoming)). 
71 Plantinga, in Beilby, 4.  
72 Plantinga, in Beilby, 4. 
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“According to current evolutionary theory, we human beings, like other forms of life, 
have developed from aboriginal unicellular life by way of such mechanisms as natural 
selection and genetic drift working on sources of genetic variation: the most popular is 
random genetic mutation.  Natural selection discards most of these mutations (they prove 
deleterious to the organisms in which they appear), but some of the remainder tunr out to 
have adaptive value and to enhance fitness; they spread through the population and thus 
persist.  According to this story, it is by way of these mechanisms...that our cognitive 
faculties have arisen.”73 

 Given the above narrative, Plantinga holds that we have strong reasons to hold that, 

probably, our cognitive faculties are unreliable given the conjunction of metaphysical naturalism 

and Darwinian Theory. Plantinga holds that given this narrative it is highly unlikely that our 

cognitive faculties produce a high number of true beliefs.  Given externalism, which was 

discussed just above, there must be some kind of reliability requirement (i.e a design plan).  The 

requirement in many cases becomes a form of proper function.   

Plantinga argues that the metaphysical naturalist cannot give an account of proper 

function, which means that it is essentially impossible to give an account of reliability.  How is it 

impossible?  Without an account of proper functioning, the naturalist is left trying to explain 

what reliability might mean in externalist terms.  Within Plantinga’s work, he considers three 

prominent theories of naturalistic proper functioning from giants within the field, each one 

representing a different strategy for getting to proper functioning.   

A general account of proper function should be able to give an account of both 

mechanical and biological things.  The first version of proper functioning considered is that of 

famous philosopher Pollock, who shows that we can make functional generalizations about 

mechanical and biological things. 74  Pollock argues that in order for anything to be said to 

properly function that thing must have a structure and a probability of acting in a certain way.  

                                                      
73 Plantinga, in Beilby, 4. 
74 WPF, 180. 
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The structure of the organ, then must fit with the proper structure of such an organism.  For 

example, the brain must be undamaged in order to be functioning properly.  It must also have a 

high probability of acting the way that other brains act.  That is the brain must have the high 

probability of actually functioning for said organism in order to properly function.   

Plantinga argues that Pollock’s view cannot make functional generalizations that would 

succeed within nature.  For example, Plantinga applies Pollock’s view to the heart; the heart 

functions properly if, and only if, it has the structure of a heart and probability dictates that it acts 

in a certain way.  He argues that this account simply doesn’t work.  Let us assume that the 

majority of human hearts no longer function at the age of 90—that is the person is dead.  

However, it seems incorrect to say that a 90-year-old heart only functions properly if it is not 

working at age 90.  But given Pollock’s theory this would be proper functioning for the 90 year 

old heart, since it is structured like other 90 year old hearts and it is acting within the probability 

of other 90 year old hearts.   

Proper function, though, is more than a term of probability.  Rather, a proper function 

claim is a normative claim about the way things ought to be.  The problem of normative 

statements about function is especially profound for the metaphysical naturalist, because it seems 

bizarre to posit that non-natural normative structures exist that judge which functions are proper 

and which are improper.  In other words, the metaphysical naturalist would have to give an 

account of how the non-natural normative standard developed itself, and would also have to give 

an account of how that normative standard was itself functioning properly.   
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According to the second view, X is functioning properly if it is part of an ancestry where X 

helped its ancestors to survive. 75  So, if X helped P’s parents survive, and thus indirectly helped 

P, then X is functioning properly.  For example, the brain can only be said to be functioning 

properly if it is the product of a long line of preceding brains much like itself.  Plantinga objects 

that X should not have to have ancestors in order to properly function.  For example, artifacts do 

not need an ancestor to function properly without having ancestors.  Indeed, if Millikan’s view is 

accepted, no evolving creature could be functioning properly since it is not following its previous 

ancestry.  So an early human whose cognitive faculties tracked truth better than his ancestors 

would be improperly functioning, since his cognitive faculties were not acting in accord with its 

ancestry. 

On the third account of proper functions, X functions properly if it is functioning in concert 

with its entire organism and with the environment it resides in.76  A heart is functioning properly, 

then, if it works in unison with the other organs necessary for the functioning of the organism.77  

For example, the brain can only function properly if it is working in concert with the rest of the 

body in the environment the brain was evolved to work in. 

Plantinga points out that this account is circular because Bigelow and Pargetter define an 

environment as a place that has a “functioning” system.  That is, the only way that Bigelow and 

Pargetter can define proper function is in terms of an environment, and the only way that they 

can define an environment that is “working in concert” is if each organism properly functions.  

This account is circular.   

                                                      
75 Millikan, R. “In Defense of Proper Functions,” Philosophy of Science, 56 (1989) 288-302.  
76 Bigelow, J. and Pargetter, R. “Functions,” Journal of Philosophy, LXXXIV (1987) 181-96 
77 This account is admittedly not as detailed as Bigelow and Pargetter account, but does offer the main feature of 
their theory. 
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 These accounts of naturalistic proper function do not appear to work.  While most of 

these accounts are not from recent literature (Warrant and Proper Function was written in the 

early 1990s), they do offer a prima facie reason to reject naturalistic accounts of proper function 

until a more plausible narrative is offered.  At the very least, it puts the burden of proof on the 

naturalist to offer an account of proper function that is normative without circularity.     

 Plantinga moves to a second consideration in favor of premise A, he argues that given 

any one of four mutually exhaustive hypotheses about the relationship between behaviors and 

beliefs there is a low probability of getting reliability.  This is important to his larger argument in 

that it shows that given any relationship between behavior and belief the probability of having 

reliable faculties is low or inscrutable.  Plantinga begins from the premise that there are only four 

possible relations between belief and behavior and argues that in each case survival enhancement 

has only a contingent relation to reliability.  This claim about contingency is the crux of his 

argument.  Given each possibility, Plantinga attempts to show that survival enhancement would 

not necessarily lead to a high reliability of our cognitive faculties forming true beliefs.  The four 

possibilities are as follows:   

i. Epiphenomenalism: Mental events are caused by physical events, but are 

not causes of other physical events.  Plantinga claims, “On this possibility, [a beliefs] 

movement and behavior would be caused by something or other—perhaps neural 

impulses—which would be caused by other organic conditions including sensory 

stimulation:  but belief would have a place in this casual chain leading to behavior.”78  

Given this view, “thoughts would be invisible” to evolution and would thus give a low or 

                                                      
78 Plantinga, in Beilby, 6.  
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inscrutable value of reliable cognitions.  If thoughts are invisible, then survival cannot 

“get at” the thoughts to change them.  In other words, there is no direct pressure on 

beliefs to change in order to support the creature’s survival.   

ii. Semantic Epiphenomenalism: Behavior is an efficient cause for beliefs but 

not true beliefs.  Plantinga argues that these beliefs might be effacious because of their 

syntax (structure) not by virtue of their semantics (truth value).79  For example, S sees the 

light change from green and, even though this causes a change in belief it does not cause 

a true belief, i.e. S thinks that the light is red instead of yellow.  Plantinga claims that this 

gives a low probability of reliability because the connection between an efficient cause 

and a true belief are not direct.  In other words, there is some pressure to change beliefs, 

but not to change them towards true beliefs.  

iii. Beliefs have an effect on behavior but they do so in a way that decreases 

survival.   

iv. Beliefs have an adaptive effect on behavior, but this does not necessarily 

lead to a high probability of these beliefs causing reliable cognitive faculties.  Plantinga 

holds that, even given the fact that survival puts pressures on beliefs to be true, it does not 

lead to a high probability of reliably true beliefs.  This seems to be the crux of Plantinga’s 

argument—that indirectness leads to an inscrutable or low probability of reliable 

cognitions.  A weakness, which he attempts to malady through several examples.    

           Plantinga argues that none of the four possible relations between body and mind lead to a 

high probability of reliably true beliefs.  Plantinga then relies on the following examples to prove 

                                                      
79 Plantinga, in Beilby, 6. 
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that each leads to a low probability of reliability.  In the first example, Plantinga wants us to 

imagine a hypothetical population “much like ourselves…on a planet much like our own.”80  

This population is “rational” and has evolved in accord with Darwinian Theory.  Plantinga asks 

what it is that causes this population to have reliably true beliefs.  He thinks that as long as 

actions are adaptively positive in terms of fitness, the semantic value of those beliefs does not 

matter.  This true by degree within the population.  In order to see his argument more clearly, he 

offers the analysis of what one member of this population might do in response to a tiger.   

“Perhaps Paul very much likes the idea of being eaten, but when he sees a tiger, always 
runs off looking for a better prospect, because he thinks it unlikely the tiger he sees will 
eat him. This will get his body parts in the right place so far as survival is concerned, 
without involving much by way of true belief. (Of course we must postulate other 
changes in Paul's ways of reasoning, including how he changes belief in response to 
experience, to maintain coherence.) Or perhaps he thinks the tiger is a large, friendly, 
cuddly pussycat and wants to pet it; but he also believes that the best way to pet it is to 
run away from it. Or perhaps he confuses running toward it with running away from it, 
believing of the action that is really running away from it, that it is running toward it; or 
perhaps he thinks the tiger is a regularly occurring illusion, and, hoping to keep his 
weight down, has formed the resolution to run a mile at top speed whenever confronted 
with such an illusion; or perhaps he thinks he is about to take part in a sixteen-hundred-
meter race, wants to win, and thinks the appearance of the tiger is the starting signal; or 
perhaps. . . . Clearly there are any number of belief-cum-desire systems that equally fit a 
given bit of behaviour.”81    

 
Because Paul is surviving, it really does not matter whether he is fleeing for any of the above 

reasons.  Since survival is the key to Paul’s passing of genetic information, it does not matter 

whether he runs based on true beliefs or not.  While this example is admittedly bizarre—it 

doesn’t take away from Plantinga’s point that any belief-behavior that gets Paul away from the 

tiger will be fitness enhancing.  He goes on to suggest that Paul might be an “animist” or an early 

Leibnizian who believes that everything is conscious.  All of these false beliefs, according to 

                                                      
80 Plantinga, in Beilby, 5.  
81 WPF, pp. 225-226. 
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Plantinga, can be both adaptive and false.  What is true of Paul might be true of anyone in the 

hypothetical population.  Thus, for any situation where a true belief exists there are a number of 

other false beliefs which are just as adaptively positive.  Anyone one of these beliefs might be 

chosen for and thus the probability of it being a true belief is inscrutable or low.  He concludes, 

“Darwin’s Doubt…is the sensible attitude to take towards [premise A] specified to the 

hypothetical population…it will also be sensible to apply it to us.”82 

Now that Plantinga argues that the probability of having reliable cognitions given the 

conjunction of metaphysical naturalism and Darwinian Theory is low, he argues that the 

metaphysical naturalist has an undercutting defeater for their belief in reliable cognitions.  An 

undercutting defeater is one that provides a defeater for believing X, without providing a reason 

for believing X’s negation.  So S has a defeater for his belief that D loves him when she doesn’t 

respond to his gift, but he doesn’t have a reason to believe that she hates him.  Specified to the 

situation at hand, Plantinga thinks that the naturalist who perceives that there cognitive faculties 

have a low or inscrutable probability of producing true beliefs, has a defeater for the belief that 

there cognitive faculties are reliable.83 

In order to clarify this point, Plantinga gives an example of a fictional man who has taken 

Drug XX which he believes will produce unreliable cognitions in everyone who takes it.  In 

addition, he believes that the entire world has also taken this drug.  But the people who have 

                                                      
82 Plantinga, in Beilby, 10. 
83 Plantinga offers the following narrative about defeaters.  (D represents a defeater, B is a belief and S is a person, 
N represents the mental structure of an individual evolved in accord with Darwinian Theory in this quotation.)   “D 
is a [rationality] defeater of B for S if S’s [mental structure] N includes B and is such that any human being (1) 
whose cognitive faculties are functioning properly in the relevant respects, (2) whose [mental structure] is N, and (3) 
who comes to believe D but nothing else independent of or stronger than D would withhold B (or believe it less 
strongly).” (Peressini, Anthony. “Evolution, and Self-Defeat.” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 
44:1 (1998) 41-51). 
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taken it, either unwittingly or through their own choice, do not know that their senses are now 

unreliable.  Plantinga suggests that, given this, the man has a defeater for the belief that his 

cognitive faculties are reliable because he knows that given XX everyone has unreliable 

cognitions.  Again, Plantinga’s argument is focused on the “informed naturalist.”  The informed 

naturalist is the person who knows about Darwin’s Doubt and realizes that it casts strong doubt 

on the reliability of their beliefs.  For example, the fictional man who takes XX knows that any 

beliefs he arrives at while on XX were likely unreliably formed, thus he has a defeater for all 

such beliefs.  He is an “informed Drug XX taker.”  The metaphysical naturalist is, according to 

Plantinga, informed once they have come across Darwin’s Doubt. 

A person who knows that his or her cognitive faculties have a low reliability has an 

undercutting defeater for any particular beliefs that arise from them.  Since beliefs come through 

such a process, all beliefs have an undercutting defeater.  Since metaphysical naturalism is a 

belief that formed under this process, it also has an undercutting defeater.  Thus, Plantinga feels 

that the metaphysical naturalist has a defeater for their beliefs.   

His argument has elicited a strong response from many metaphysical naturalists—who deny 

that his narrative about evolution is empirically adequate, that his epistemological project is 

persuasive, that his argument supports its conclusion or that his discussion of mental structure is 

adequate.  I do not have the time to explicate or respond to these criticism here.  However, it is 

worth noting that Plantinga’s argument has certain presuppositions which appear to be circular.  

For example, Plantinga’s definitions of proper function and design plan appear to ultimately fall 

back on theistic presuppositions.  By defining them as he does it appears to be impossible for the 

metaphysical naturalist to offer a persuasive account of proper function.  We’ve seen three 

versions of Darwin’s Doubt explicated.  Each of them have built off of previous versions.  C.S. 
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Lewis’ version provides an important introduction to the popular arguments and rhetoric 

surrounding Darwin’s Doubt, it also provides an important starting point for Plantinga’s work.  

Freidrich Nietzsche’s radical argument attempting to undermine knowledge is much different 

from both Lewis’ and Plantinga’s attempts to save reason and knowledge.  Finally, Alvin 

Plantinga’s argument provides the most sophisticated and scholarly attempt to defend Darwin’s 

Doubt yet.  However, each of them have problems.  It is not my goal to offer an exhaustive list of 

what those objection are or to defend against them.  I will focus on two problems throughout the 

rest of this thesis—first, whether the evolutionary narrative given to us by evolutionary 

psychology undermines Darwin’s Doubt; second, applying Darwin’s Doubt to metaphysical 

beliefs.   

All three arguments share a number of problems.  I will focus on the two most important 

problems—the lack of consideration for empirical data and the lack of discussion of 

metaphysical beliefs.  The first problem is that the arguments offer a narrative of the rise of 

cognitive faculties without too much consideration for the narrative offered by evolutionary 

psychology.  While there is too much literature to address the entire field, none of the authors 

address conflicting empirical evidence.  More importantly, none of the authors challenge 

counter-narratives about the rise of our cognitive faculties.  In Chapter 2, I will analyze both the 

narratives offered by Plantinga and his opponents in terms of its fit with the narrative offered by 

evolutionary psychology.  The second problem is that all three of these arguments do not provide 

an in-depth application of Darwin’s Doubt to metaphysical beliefs.  This is major shortcoming 

since metaphysical beliefs appear to be much less directly adaptive than common-sense beliefs.  

In the coming chapters, I will apply Darwin’s Doubt to metaphysical beliefs.   
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Chapter 2 
In this chapter, analysis will be given to the reliabilist narrative, specifically whether it 

matches the narrative offered by evolutionary psychology.  Additionally, I will lay the 

groundwork for the argument of the next chapter in which I argue that the reliabilist narrative 

cannot account for the rise of reliable cognitive faculties in producing metaphysical beliefs.  

However, before making this move I will argue that the evolutionary narrative is at least partially 

a rhetorical one as opposed to an empirical one.  This rhetorical narrative can either support or 

undermine the arguments put forward by both sides, since it ostensibly gives vital empirical 

support to the Doubt or to its critics.  Thus, the dispute over the “narrative” of evolution plays an 

important role within the argument of this thesis.  By evaluating the rhetorical counter-narrative 

put forward by the reliabilist camp in light of the standard narrative offered by evolutionary 

psychology, we will be able to better analyze the merits of each narrative.  While I will not argue 

that there are strong reasons in favor of either narrative, I will argue that the one offered by many 

metaphysical naturalist cannot account for the rise of metaphysical beliefs, including their own.  

While the critical literature on Darwin’s Doubt is vast, I will be focusing on one specific 
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objection focused on the narrative found mainly in Alvin Plantinga’s argument (many of the 

other critiques have been addressed in a number of insightful essays84,85,86).   

The Narrative of Evolution 
While it might appear controversial to claim that evolution has a narrative(s), it is 

impossible for it to lack a narrative if it is a historical theory.  For example, tracing the rise of 

homo sapiens requires the creation of narrative about our own genealogies.  This origin story 

must be a narrative because even thoughthese genealogies rely on empirical data, they must 

ultimately also draw on a-empirical (non-empirical) storylines to link the data in a plausible story 

about how it all happened.   

While a narrative that has a-empirical elements might appear to be anti-scientific, it is 

not.  This is most obvious when one considers the type of narrative that evolution must have in 

comparison with other scientific theories.  Human evolution by its very nature is a different kind 

of scientific theory than the Theory of Gravity.  While the Theory of Gravity is readily 

empirically testable, the theory of human evolution must be tested via other methods.  These 

methods, while quite adequate, do not offer a full narrative of human evolution.  Thus, out of 

necessity, narratives about the rise of human complexity have been advanced to explain these 

phenomena.  While empirical data constantly is used to check these narratives, when there are 

more than one empirically adequate narratives, the one that gives the most plausible story 

generally wins.  For example, there is a large debate between evolutionary biologists about the 

                                                      
84 Nunley, Troy, “A Defense of Alvin Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism” (Dissertation, 
Missouri, 2005). 
85 Mashburn, Emmett Frank, “On Alvin Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism” (Dissertation, 
Tennesse 2010).  
86 Mirza, Omar, “The Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism.” Philosophy Compass, 6:1 (2011): 78. 
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rise of the human eye.  A biologist’s position on the issue depends largely on what narrative 

biologists accept about the rise of soft tissue.  Each of the narratives offer plausible accounts of 

the rise of soft tissue, but biologists still debate the issue.   

A good analogy to this situation involves a scientist, not unlike Sherlock Holmes, who 

must do his best to construct a narrative of the evolution of the brain (i.e crime scene) using only 

the available empirical data.  He does not have all of the empirical data, so he must act as an 

investigator in order to create the most plausible narrative about the rise of the brain.   

Indeed, some biologists have posited historical a-empirical narratives for evolution.  For 

example, sociobiologist E.O. Wilson has argued that there is an “Epic of Evolution.”87  He 

claims, “The evolutionary epic is probably the best myth we will ever have.”88  Elsewhere he 

notes, “The true evolutionary epic, retold as poetry, is as intrinsically ennobling as any religious 

epic.”89 

Many of the writings of prominent evolutionists include a narratival portrayal of 

evolution.  Misia Landau has shown that scientists starting with Darwin himself and leading to 

Tobias and Johnson have used a specific narrative about the rise of humans.90  These narratives 

portray the common hero tale in folk and myth literature, otherwise known as the “monomyth.”  

Joseph Campbell defines a monomyth as, “A hero ventures forth from the world of common day 

into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive 

victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow 

boons on his fellow man.”91  The hero, in the case of evolution, is the non-human primate who 

                                                      
87 Wilson, E.O., “On Human Nature,” (Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA 1978) 201. 
88 Wilson, 201. 
89 Wilson, 201. 
90 Landau, Misia, “Narratives of Human Evolution,” (Yale University Press, New Haven: 1993). 
91 Campbell, Joseph. “The Hero with a Thousand Faces.” (Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1949): 23. 



 
 

 

28 
 

leaves his “original” habitat and journey’s with his new found equipment (cognitive faculties) on 

many tests which eventually make him into a man.  Indeed, Tooby and Cosmides, who offer the 

standard evolutionary psychological model, seem to descend into this narrative quite often.  They 

note that, “Our hunter-gatherer ancestors were, in effect, on a camping trip that lasted a lifetime, 

and they had to solve many different kinds of problems.”92 

Indeed, the success of C.S. Lewis’ narrative despite its deficiencies can be attributed to 

Lewis’ use of narrative within his argument.  Many within popular culture accepted Lewis’ 

argument because of its compelling narrative.  Even though Plantinga’s argument does not rely 

on narrative to succeed in the same way that Lewis does, his argument still relies on the use of 

narrative to establish some of its conclusions.  For example, Plantinga holds that his argument is 

valid in large part due to his use of a hypothetical narrative about a species much like ourselves 

in a world much like our own.  Nietzsche uses narrative in an attempt to undermine the political 

power structures of society.  He argued that the narrative offered to society about the rise 

knowledge was a tool that was used by institutions against society.  He would concur with Hugh 

Miller’s argument,  

“A dominant narrative, once it is institutionalized, defines the status-quo way of 
understanding problems in its domain. Defending against competing narratives is an 
easier task when undertaken from an institutional perch. Institutionalized narratives, 
possessing a history and reinforced by established practices, can influence which new 
ideas and practices are allowed into the mainstream and which are excluded—a filtering 
process we call gatekeeping.”93 

This “gatekeeping” role within the narrative of evolution is important, since enemies of 

evolution such as Young Earth Creationist have attempted to hijack its narrative before.  

                                                      
92 Cosmides, L. & Tooby, J.  “Evolutionary psychology: New perspectives on cognition and motivation.”  Annual 

Review of Psychology, 64 (2002) 201-229. 
93 Miller, Hugh T. “Narrative Competition in Public Discourse.” Administrative Theory & Praxis 36:3 (2014) 287-
307. 
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However, the battle over the narrative of evolution is not confined to debates over creationism, 

or even Darwin’s Doubt, but even to problems within evolutionary biology and psychology.  For 

example, the rise of genetic information in the 1940s gave rise to new fields within psychology, 

sociology and philosophy.  These fields attempted to re-understand themselves in light of 

evolutionary theory.  They created narratives about the rise of each of their specialties (i.e. the 

rise of society, the rise of reason, etc.).  At the heart of these debates over the narrative of 

evolution are questions of rhetorical explanation and as Nietzsche would argue political power.   

The narrative of evolution, as has been suggested, plays an important role in evaluating 

Darwin’s Doubt.  Some critics have claimed that “The strand of reductive formalism that 

Plantinga promotes is—to put it mildly—unlikely to yield a fruitful philosophical discussion, 

because it sweeps many empirical details and qualifications under the carpet.”94  Childers agrees, 

“Such cartoonist skepticism arises only as a byproduct of forcing ourselves to think in artificially 

rigid black and white categories, while ignoring our best current naturalistic models of the 

biological and social evolution of cognition.”95  He continues, “Plantinga has correctly identified 

a few illuminating implications of the theory of evolution by natural selection, but his theistic 

assumption of man’s cognitive reliability finds itself on the wrong side of a mountain of data.”96   

Other critics note that with a wider analysis of the data, the conclusions of the argument can be 

avoided.   

Critics of Darwin’s Doubt argue that Plantinga’s narrative is “reductionistic.”  This 

objection suggests that DD is based on a “misunderstanding” of the narrative of evolution.  I will 

                                                      
94 Miller, 288. 
95 Childers, Geoff, “What’s Wrong with the Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism?” International 

Journal for Philosophy of Religion 69 (2011) 193–204. 
96 Childers, 200. 
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begin by agreeing with the metaphysical naturalist that Plantinga, Lewis and Nietzsche use a 

“reductionistic” narrative about the origin of human reasoning.  While side-stepping the question 

of empirical adequacy of either narrative, I will argue that critics have not provided a plausible 

counter-narrative that alleviates Darwin’s Doubt when it comes to a certain kind of belief:  

metaphysical beliefs.  The problem, then, is that the metaphysical naturalist has not offered a 

successful narrative which can displace Plantinga’s narrative about the rise of unreliable 

cognitive faculties.   

In chapter 1, Plantinga’s narrative about the rise of cognitive faculties was explicated.  He 

claims that his narrative is based off of the work of Patricia Churchland, specifically he claims to 

use her “Four F’s” analogy in explaining natural selection.  In addition, his narrative uses an 

analogy to a hypothetical population much like ourselves.  He argued that given this hypothetical 

population, the metaphysical naturalist has strong reasons to doubt the reliability of their 

cognitive faculties.  Plantinga’s analysis of Darwinian Theory is at best limited, as is the analysis 

offered by both Lewis and Nietzsche, which is problematic.  Specifically, Plantinga offers a 

purely hypothetical analysis of what might happen given a certain narrative about evolution.  

This narrative does not attempt to interact with the mountain of empirical data relating to the 

evolution of human cognitions.  If Plantinga’s accounts are too reductionistic, then his argument 

is open to claims that he is begging the question.   While I grant that Plantinga’s account is 

reductionistic, I do not grant that this poses a serious problem for Plantinga.  Even if his account 

is problematic, it does not automatically support his critics.  His critics must show that a counter-

narrative is “Plantinga-proof.”  That is that they can provide an empirically based narrative about 

the rise of reliable cognitive faculties that does not fall prey to Darwin’s Doubt.  With this 

consideration in mind, it will be worthwhile considering the metaphysical naturalist’s narrative.    
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The Metaphysical Naturalist’s Narrative 
There are at least two counter-narratives about the evolution of reason within the 

literature on Darwin’s Doubt, one suggesting that our cognitive faculties are probably reliable in 

producing truth and the opposite that our cognitive faculties are not generally reliable in 

producing truth.  Each counter-narrative relies on two opposing general arguments—

Evolutionary Debunking Arguments and Evolutionary Supporting Arguments.  Darwin’s Doubt, 

as used by the three authors in the last chapter, is a kind of Evolutionary Debunking Argument 

(EDA).  The goal of EDA’s is to “debunk” a certain kind of belief by arguing that evolution 

could not have brought about that certain belief in the way described (it is not about debunking 

evolution).  In this case, the conjunction of Darwinian Theory and metaphysical naturalism is not 

likely to bring about reliable cognitive faculties.  Critics of the doubt use an Evolutionary 

Supportive Argument (ESA), which purports to do the opposite, to prove that a belief could be 

brought about in the way it is generally described as doing.  They attempt to show that given 

metaphysical naturalism and Darwinian Theory it is highly likely that our cognitive faculties are 

reliable.   It is the main narrative given in justification of reliability.   

Using the work of other metaphysical naturalist’s Boudry and Vlerick construct the 

standard reliabilist narrative as follows: 

(1) Organisms need to interact with the environment to survive and reproduce (premise) 

(2) An organism’s beliefs guide its interaction with the world (premise) 
 
(3) There is a correlation between an organism’s fitness (likelihood of survival and 
reproduction) and its beliefs (from 1 and 2) 
 
(4) True beliefs are better guides to action in the world than false beliefs (premise, see 
above for subtle empirical qualifications) 
 
(5) Beliefs have a neural substrate (premise) 
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(6) Natural selection will weed out neural structures that give rise to false beliefs (from 3, 
4, and 5) 
 
(7) Natural selection is the main driving force of evolution (premise) 
 
(8) Evolution will produce organisms with cognitive systems that produce (overall) true 
belief (from 6 and 7) 
 
(9) Our belief in evolutionary [metaphysical] naturalism is justified.97 98 

This, then, is the standard narrative of evolution offered by critics of Plantinga.  It is supposed to 

“ground the truth-tracking abilities of our cognitive faculties in their evolutionary origins.”99  

Before moving into the hinterlands of disagreement between Plantinga’s narrative and this one, it 

will be worth interpreting Boudry and Vlerick’s narrative.   

 Presumably, the “organism” in question is a humanoid creature, since it can have beliefs.  

This humanoid creature’s experience of an environment is guided by beliefs, which are its guides 

to the world.  There is a strong correlation between fitness and belief, specifically true beliefs.  

Generally, true beliefs are a better “guide” to the world than false ones, i.e. they improve fitness.  

These beliefs are hard wired into the brain.  The beliefs can be “weeded” through in terms of 

semantic value (truth value).  Since natural selection is the driving force for evolution, and it 

produces true beliefs, then evolution tends to produce true beliefs.  The final premise, including 

the sub-premise that metaphysical naturalism provides an attractive empirical narrative, suggests 

that metaphysical naturalism is justified.     
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 Boudry and Vlerick claim that this narrative is much more empirically satisfying than 

Plantinga’s, because it is informed by current biology.  In addition, it appears to deal with 

Darwin’s Doubt, since it affirms that evolution will produce cognitive faculties which generally 

produce true beliefs.  Obviously, this narrative contradicts Plantinga’s narrative.  Specifically, it 

does so at (3), (4), (6) and (9).  I will explicate each of these disagreements, since each one offers 

an important view into the contradicting narratives offered.   

 Plantinga would not accept (3) without a strong argument, since it presumes the final of 

the four exhaustive relationships between beliefs and behavior.  But even given the fourth 

alternative, that beliefs have an adaptive effect on behavior, it does not follow that these beliefs 

are true (4).  Thus, (4) is flatly denied by Plantinga through his Paul example.  As a reminder,  

“Perhaps Paul very much likes the idea of being eaten, but when he sees a tiger, always 
runs off looking for a better prospect, because he thinks it unlikely that the tiger he sees 
will eat him. This will get his body parts in the right place so far as survival is concerned, 
without involving much by way of true belief….Or perhaps he thinks the tiger is a large, 
friendly, cuddly pussycat and wants to pet it; but he also believes that the best way to pet 
it is to run away from it….or perhaps he thinks the tiger is a regularly recurring illusion, 
and, hoping to keep his weight down, has formed the resolution to run a mile at top speed 
whenever presented with such an 17 illusions; or perhaps he thinks he is about to take 
part in a sixteen-hundredmeter race, wants to win, and believes the appearance of the 
tiger is the starting signal”100 
 

Plantinga holds that many adaptive relationships between behavior and beliefs include false 

beliefs.  Indeed, Plantinga holds that the metaphysical naturalist already believes that there are 

many false beliefs which appear to be adaptively positive—such as beliefs about animism.  This 

leads to Plantinga’s denial of (6).  One issue with (6) is that it is unclear, especially from 

Plantinga’s point of view, how this neural structure would weed out false beliefs.  (This will be 
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the focus of later parts of this chapter and the entirety of the next chapter.)  Finally, of course, 

Plantinga denies (9).   

 Since Boudry and Vlerick hold that Plantinga’s account is “cartoonish.”  It will be 

worthwhile considering the empirical adequacy of their theory in light of evolutionary 

psychology.  As noted earlier, evolutionary psychology is a field of study based within 

evolutionary biology focused on the rise of the human brain and cognitive faculties.   

The Narrative According to Evolutionary Psychology 

It is impossible for the sake of space to consider all of the empirical data supporting or 

conflicting with both counter-narratives.  However, it will suffice to consider whether the 

reliabilist narrative aligns with the “standard” view in evolutionary psychology.  Tooby and 

Cosmides offer the following standard narrative model about the evolution of cognition: 

C-1: Each organ in the body evolved to serve a function. 

C-2: Individual behavior is generated by this evolved computer, in response to 

information that it extracts from the internal and external environment.  

C-3: The programs that comprise the human brain were sculpted over evolutionary time 

by the ancestral environments and selection pressures experienced by the hunter-

gatherers from whom we are descended 

C-4: Although the behavior our evolved programs generate would, on average, have been 

adaptive (reproduction promoting) in ancestral environments, there is no guarantee that it 

will be so now. 



 
 

 

35 
 

C-5: Perhaps most importantly, natural selection will ensure that the brain is composed of 

many different programs, many (or all) of which will be specialized for solving their own 

corresponding adaptive problems.  

C-6: Finally, descriptions of the computational architecture of our evolved mechanisms 

allows a systematic understanding of cultural and social phenomena.101 

 

As noted in the introduction, evolutionary psychology treats the brain as a set of modules, 

each of which, acts as its own processing center.  Evolutionary psychology rejects the SSSM, 

which asserts that the brain is a general processing device.  Many, but not all, evolutionary 

psychologists including Tooby and Cosmides hold Massive Modularity (MM), which asserts that 

the brain is thoroughly modular.  In other words, even high level cognitions like theoretical 

reasoning are strongly tied to one module.   

Tooby and Cosmides, specifically, argue that massive modularity is the result of natural 

selection.  They hold that these modules were adapted by our hunter-gatherer ancestors to 

specific needs like fleeing.  Massive modularity would have been more beneficial for our 

ancestors since it is based on speedy decisions.  Moreover, having a speedy reaction to a predator 

is fitness enhancing while having a general problem solving faculty would hurt one’s fitness in 

such a situation.  They hold that these considerations offer strong evidence for the likelihood of 

massive modularity.  

Given this narrative the brain, and mind, are not one general “computer” rather it is a set 

of numerous modules which have evolved within certain environments for the adaptive benefits 
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of the individual.  However, Tooby and Cosmides, and most evolutionary psychologists, argue 

that there are significant differences between different kinds of reasoning.102  Certain heuristic 

kinds of reasoning have tremendous value for evolving humans, while more theoretical 

knowledge can be too costly.  Hueristic reasoning would allow for the early proto-human Paul to 

heuristically figure out the necessary speed, endurance and plausibility of chasing a gazelle.  

Tooby and Cosmides argue that these early figures would have adapted specific “modules” for 

specific situations such as the one Paul is engaging in.  These modules have evolved for 

“specific” needs within humans in hunter-gatherer societies.  However, these modules do not 

necessarily function well in environments that they were not adapted for originally. 

C3 – C6 offers the most important insight into the mechanism of brain evolution.  The 

human brain was pressured by experiences within the “hunter-gatherer” society.  These pressures 

would not be uniform and would only be adaptive “on average.”  This is an important distinction 

for both sides of the discussion.  Plantinga tends to discuss the evolution of cognitive faculties 

only in terms of adaptation.  However, according to this narrative, cognitive faculties do not 

always conform to adaptation, it only does so “on average.”  Indeed, there may be large gaps of 

time in which natural selection does not select for cognitive faculties in a linear fashion.  For 

example, it could be that for a time the ability to be extremely agile is selected for above the 

ability to cognize properly.     

One important assumption (in C-1 and C-2) in this account is that evolutionary 

psychology presumes that our cognitive faculties are reliable and can conduct themselves like an 

“evolved computer.”  Tooby and Cosmides state, “Knowing that natural selection produces 
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computational systems that solve adaptive problems reliably, quickly, and efficiently allows 

evolutionary psychologists to approach the study of the mind like an engineer.”103  However, this 

is not “known,” or there wouldn’t be any doubt in the first place.  Indeed, the assumption that 

natural selection “solves” these problems undermines the reliabilists attempt to use evolutionary 

psychology against the Doubt.  Since they simply assume that the Doubt is not true.  In this way, 

Plantinga’s narrative is more theoretical than the evolutionary psychological narrative.   

Reliabilist Narrative and Empirical Evidence 

Even though Tooby and Cosmides lean towards metaphysical naturalism, there narrative 

does not offer a clear victor between the relaibilist narrative and the doubter’s narrative, since it 

supports and rebuts parts of both narratives.  I’ve previously argued that the doubter’s narrative 

is a bit overly dramatic, especially as it relates to common sensical beliefs.  However. Boudry 

and Vlerick’s reliabilist narrative has at least three serious empirical problems of its own given 

the evolutionary psychologists narrative.  First, this narrative presumes a theory of proper 

functioning (which their theory cannot support).  Second, their narrative differs about “nueral 

substrata.”  Third, this narrative does not support the claim that cognitive faculties evolve the 

same way over time.   

First, evolutionary psychology presumes a specialized theory of natural proper 

functioning (something Plantinga thinks is impossible) without giving an justification for this 

move.  Tooby and Cosmides note, “The brain is also an organ, and its evolved function is to 

extract information from the environment and use that information to generate behavior and 
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regulate physiology.  From this perspective, the brain is a computer, that is, a physical system 

that was designed to process information.”104  Notice that C-1 states that ever organ serves a 

function.  It is presumed within evolutionary psychology that at least the majority of a surviving 

organisms organs are functioning properly.  This assumption is problematic until a successful 

naturalistic theory of proper functioning can be established.  However, it does fit with 

Plantinga’s narrative, since it presumes to use a design plan of sorts.  

Second, Boudry and Vlerick hold that there is a “neural substrata” which plays an 

effacious role in the relationship between beliefs and behavior.  However, Tooby and Cosmides 

see no empirical warrant for such a commitment.  This is very important since within their 

narrative the only way to “weed out” false beliefs is if they are hard wired into the brain.  By 

casting doubt on the empirical adequacy of this claim, Tooby and Cosmides cast doubt on a 

major part of their narrative.   

Third, Boudry and Vlerick’s narrative presumes that false beliefs are generally 

maladaptive.  However, while Tooby and Cosmides claim in C-4 that there is no guarantee that 

this has happened within recent human evolution.  For example, they claim that their account can 

give explanation for social and cultural evolution.  However, these socialized periods of 

evolution are highly problematic from an adaptive stand-point.  For example, within social 

settings it might be adaptive to believe in animism.  However, since animism is a false belief, it 

must be the case that adaptive beliefs do not need to be true.   

When compared with the “standard” evolutionary psychological narrative neither 

Plantinga nor his critics offer an empirically adequate narrative of the rise of cognitive faculties.  
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We are at a empass in both sides arguments since they both rely on narratives and counter-

narratives about the rise of reliable/unreliable cognitive faculties.  But even if Plantinga’s 

narrative is cartoonish, can counter-narratives solve Darwin’s Doubt?  I argue that a certain kind 

of belief is still highly problematic given the reliabilist’s narrative—mainly metaphysical beliefs.     

The Problem with Metaphysical Beliefs 
One of the extreme difficulties of evaluating narratives about the evolution of cognitive 

faculties is the multiplicity of narratives that exist, many of which are extremely theoretical.  

However, even critics of the Doubt, argue that we ought to be “humble” about narratives about 

the rise of metaphysical beliefs.105  The problem appears to be that while some beliefs seem to be 

naturally adaptive, that is they play a role in whether the agent lives or dies, others are not as 

naturally adaptive.  For example, Paul might believe that the tiger will eat him if he does not run 

and thus survives.  However, there seems to be no natural predator to Paul’s belief that the tiger 

is a god.  Paul is much more likely to die if he has a false belief about tigers than if he has a false 

belief about tiger’s being a god.  Thus, non-naturally adaptive beliefs seem to offer a further 

unaddressed problem for the metaphysical naturalist’s narrative.  I will argue that these accounts 

suffer from two problems in addition to the problems are already discussed.   

 First, it appears that even if natural selection does tend to select for true beliefs, it would 

not be adaptively efficient to select for metaphysically true or false beliefs.  Indeed, given the 

evolutionary psychological approach there wouldn’t appear to be a reason for hunter-gatherers to 

need true metaphysical beliefs—such as beliefs about physics or metaphysics.  Tooby and 

Comides apply the problem even to “first order logic,”  
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“First-order logic is very useful: It has rules of inference that generate true conclusions 
from true premises—a very specialized function. But its procedures are blank—free of 
content—so they can operate uniformly on information from any domain. Logic's domain 
generality is a good feature if your goal is to acquire valid knowledge about the world, no 
matter what subject you are studying. But this design feature is a bug for a system 
designed to reason adaptively about social exchange.”106 
 

This “bug” creates unreliability in first order logics for evolving cognitions, since “logic forbids 

inferences” which support social inferences necessary for survival enhancing interactions.  

Second, critics of the Doubt tend to agree that heuristic beliefs are more adaptively 

successful than metaphysical ones.  As Sober and Fitelson admit,  

“Evolutionary theory does say that a device that is reliable in the environment in which it 
evolved may be highly unreliable when used in a novel environment. It is perfectly 
possible that our mental machinery should work well on simple perceptual tasks, but be 
much less reliable when applied to theoretical matters. We hasten to add that this is 
possible, not inevitable.”107 

 
Not all critics accept this premise, but many do.  I will pick up this discussion in much 

more detail in the next chapter.   

 I’ve argued here that critics of the Doubt have not been able to offer plausible counter-

narrative to the “cartoonish” one offered by Plantinga.  Based off of the reliabilist narrative, I 

argued that it cannot be presumed that metaphysical beliefs are survival enhancing.  In the next 

chapter, I will argue that we have reasons to doubt the reliability of our cognitive faculties in the 

production of metaphysical beliefs.   
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Chapter 3 
In this chapter, I will argue that given the metaphysical naturalist’s narrative of the rise of 

cognitive faculties, there are still reliability problems for metaphysical beliefs, specifically 

metaphysical beliefs like metaphysical naturalism itself.  In the last chapter, narratives from both 

sides were considered in terms of their relationship with the standard models of evolutionary 

psychology.   I argued that the standard metaphysical naturalist’s narrative does not have an 

empirical advantage over Plantinga’s narrative.  However, even if Plantinga’s narrative is 

“cartoonish,” I will argue that the alternative narrative does not offer a defense against the 

unreliability of metaphysical beliefs.   

Indeed, Alvin Plantinga claims as much, 

“Perhaps it is not initially implausible to think that unguided natural selection could have 

produced creatures with cognitive faculties who are reliable about matters relevant to 

survival and reproduction. But what about metaphysical beliefs, such as theism, or 

determinism, or materialism, or atheism? Such beliefs have little bearing on behavior 

related to survival and reproduction, and unguided natural selection couldn’t care less 

about them or their truth-value.”108 
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Discussion of Darwin’s Doubt has mostly been relegated to generic beliefs, without 

discriminating between types of beliefs or their contents.  Plantinga specifically never focuses 

more than a few comments on the status of specialized beliefs.  Nunley notes,  

“Even if beliefs cause behaviors and truth of beliefs is a requisite for appropriate 

advantageous behaviors, how would this account for the truth of our philosophical and 

theoretical beliefs?  Plantinga does not discuss this difficulty because he seemingly holds 

the EAAN to be so strong in general that limiting its force to an attack on only the more 

abstract of a naturalist’s beliefs seems moot (although I suspect he has other reasons as 

well).”109 

In addition, Nunley notes that only two critics of Plantinga’s argument give any response 

to the issue of metaphysical beliefs at all.110  Neither Lewis nor Nietzsche even bring up the 

issue.  None of these authors connect their arguments with deeper metaphysical beliefs (with the 

exception of the short excerpt above from Plantinga).  This is ironic considering the theistic 

commitments of Plantinga and Lewis. 

I will argue that given the conjunction of metaphysical naturalism and evolution, we have 

reason to believe that our metaphysical beliefs are not reliable or, at the very least, that the 

metaphysical naturalist does not have grounds to claim that their cognitive faculties are reliable 

when it comes to their commitment to metaphysical naturalism.  The argument will follow a two-

tiered structure.  First, I will argue that the metaphysical naturalist’s narrative about the general 

reliability our cognitive faculties undermines the reliability of another kind of belief:  

metaphysical beliefs.  Second, I will argue that given metaphysical naturalism we have some 
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reason to distrust our cognitive faculties about metaphysical beliefs.  In other words, I will argue 

that given only the resources of the conjunction we have no reasons for trusting that our 

cognitive faculties are reliable about these kinds of belief and then I will argue that we have 

reasons to distrust the conjunction on its own grounds.  My argument looks like this.   

1.  Metaphysical naturalism is a metaphysical belief. 

2.  If we cannot trust the reliability of our cognitive faculties in producing true 

metaphysical beliefs, then we cannot trust that metaphysical naturalism is true. 

3.  We cannot trust the reliability of our cognitive faculties in producing true 

metaphysical beliefs.   

4.  Thus, we cannot trust that metaphysical naturalism is true.   

In the introduction I briefly argued that metaphysical naturalism is a metaphysical belief.  

Here I offer two arguments for the claim that metaphysical naturalism is a belief: first, many 

metaphysical naturalist refer to it as a belief; and second, if it is not a metaphysical belief then it 

cannot oppose supernaturalism.   

In my review of the literature no critics of Plantinga’s argument have argued that 

metaphysical naturalism is not a belief.   This is especially important since Plantinga treats 

metaphysical naturalism as a belief like beliefs about tigers.  This places the rhetorical burden of 

proof on anyone who would deny my first premise.  One might well argue that metaphysical 

naturalism is not a belief like a belief in tigers, e.g. it’s a different kind of belief, but this is no 

objection to my argument.  In order to productively deny my first premise one would need to 

deny that metaphysical naturalism is subject to epistemic evaluation either on its own grounds or 

on evolutionary grounds.  It would be extremely difficult to claim that it is not a belief while 

holding on to the ontological commitments that are inherent within its program.   



 
 

 

44 
 

But is it a metaphysical belief?  First, consider the fact that metaphysical naturalism is a 

claim about all of reality: every entity that exists is natural.  This is a metaphysical claim—it is a 

claim after physics.  It is a claim that all that exists belongs to an ontological category, i.e. a 

metaphysical category.  Secondly, it appears to be incoherent to deny that supernatural agents 

exist, without making a metaphysical claim, i.e. a positive modal claim about what cannot exist.  

The claim that no deities exist is a not only about physics, but what does or does not lie beyond 

physics.  Thus, unless given a strong argument against this position, it appears that metaphysical 

naturalism is a metaphysical belief.     

Epistemic Distrust 

For the purposes of this chapter, “distrust” will be restricted to epistemic justifications 

based on factors that appear to be rational to an agent.  In other words, S has grounds for distrust 

when S believes that his/her cognitive faculties are not generally producing veridical or true 

beliefs.   Given Plantinga’s epistemological framework, S (the informed naturalist) would not 

have warrant for believing anything produced by their cognitive faculties.  Since S would not 

have warrant, and warrant is necessary for knowledge, knowledge is impossible.  For example, 

the man who takes Drug XX realizes that Drug XX should cause him to distrust his own 

cognitive faculties based on his knowledge that Drug XX causes unreliability.  One does not 

need to be a philosopher to distrust their cognitive faculties—it appears to be a basic component 

of our cognitive functioning.  We naturally distrust our cognitive faculties when we feel or 

suspect or have explicit grounds for believing that they are not producing reliably true beliefs.   

Note that we cannot fail to hold beliefs about the reliability of our cognitive faculties, 

though we may typically do so implicitly, e.g. when we behave as if we see and hear what is 
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really there without consciously considering our perceptual status).  We might hold that our 

cognitive faculties are reliable, unreliable or something in between the two.   

Generally we must treat our cognitive faculties as reliable in order for us to function 

within our daily lives.  However, if we start to realize that our cognitive faculties are not 

“functioning properly” then we have an epistemic crisis.  Two factors play an important role in 

this process: first, external factors such as widely-held beliefs that contradict our current beliefs 

and second, internal factors such as perceptual evidence that appears to contradict our basic 

beliefs.  The following two examples offer evidence for the connection between distrust and 

general unreliability.     

Example One:  Alex finds out that he has acute Porphyria, which is a genetic disorder 

that causes hallucinations in its victims.  He knows that it has caused his mother and grandfather 

to believe that they were persecuted by aliens.  One night Alex has an experience in which he is 

abducted by aliens and taken to a planet far from earth.  Alex meets aliens from all over the 

universe.  Finally, he is transported back to earth.  Given the fact that Alex knows his mother and 

grandfather had extremely similar false beliefs, he is forced to distrust the reliability of his 

cognitive faculties, either those responsible for his disbelief in aliens or those responsible for his 

experience of interaction with aliens, or perhaps all his faculties warrant distrust.  His distrust 

might not extend beyond his experiences with aliens in the aberrant period, , i.e., he might 

believe that his cognitive faculties are only unreliable when he believes he is experiencing aliens 

because he takes these to be Porphyria-related sorts of belief.  He may also believe that his 

perceptions were illusory because he believes that science has disproven their existence, i.e. 

Porphyria aside, veridical experiences of this sort are statistically extremely unlikely.  Alex may 

initially form his distrust of the reliability of his faculties based on external factors such as his 
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genetic disorder and similar experiences of his mother and grandfather, or his recognition of 

internal contradictions between his experiences and his beliefs about the “real world.”  Both 

kinds of contradiction or tension contribute to Alex’s distrust of his cognitive faculties.   

Example Two:  John mistakes green traffic lights for red ones and vice versa.  Since John 

has never been in a crash or been pulled over, he has no reason to believe he has it wrong (set 

aside how he failed to discover any discrepancy in driving school).  He tacitly assumes that his 

cognitive faculties are reliable.  However, he starts to question this belief after reading a news 

article about stoplights which clearly says that green lights mean “Go” and red light mean 

“Stop.”  The article also describes the position of the green light in relation to the red light in a 

standard traffic light.  John comes to the conclusion that his perceptions of stop light colors are 

incorrect – he always goes when he sees the red light on the bottom lit and stops when he sees 

the green light at the top lit—so he infers that the problem must be with his perceptions.  He 

infers that his perceptions are unreliable when it comes to stop light colors.  But John wonders, 

“why would my perceptions be wrong about red lights?” He reasons that his physician has never 

diagnosed him with any eye disorders, so the problem must be deeper than mere perception. 

However, he now knows that the vast majority of humanity disagrees with his belief – those 

lights on the bottom are green.  This testimony contradicts his beliefs, which forces him to 

question his internal beliefs and their consistency.  John decides that there must be something 

wrong with his cognitive faculties since the vast majority of humans disagree with him.   

In this case, as in the first one, both the external factors (statistics) and the internal factors 

(contradictions in experience) may require him to reject his earlier held beliefs.  Both the internal 

and external issues thus force him to distrust his cognitive faculties, or at least trust them less in 

some regard.  .   
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Reliability and Metaphysical Beliefs 

We have, at the very least, little evolutionary reason to believe that our cognitive faculties 

reliably produce true metaphysical beliefs.  At most, we might say we have strong reasons to 

believe that our cognitive faculties are unreliable when it comes to metaphysical beliefs.  Given 

the narrative offered by metaphysical naturalists for the general reliability of our cognitive 

faculties, there appear to be few reasons to believe that our cognitive faculties have formed to 

reliably handle metaphysical beliefs.  While it’s unclear why metaphysical beliefs developed, if 

they don’t act reliably than it creates an unreliability precedent for our cognitive faculties when it 

comes to all metaphysical beliefs.   I will argue that we have, at best, weak reasons to believe 

that true metaphysical beliefs have better adaptively positive benefits than negative ones.  

Second, I will argue that we know that many of our actual metaphysical beliefs are false given 

metaphysical naturalism, and that this empirically undermines any claim that metaphysical 

beliefs, including belief in metaphysical naturalism, are likely to be true given the conjunction. 

In chapter two, we saw that the metaphysical naturalist’s narrative postulates that “[t]rue 

beliefs are overall better guides to action in the world than false beliefs.”111  However, 

metaphysical naturalists argue that the reason that these beliefs are true is that false ones would 

decrease the fitness of the agent.  For example, contra-Plantinga they would argue that Paul 

“best” runs from the tiger because he thinks that the tiger may eat him.  If Paul does not have 

enough true beliefs about the tiger then he likely will not in the long run be as fit.  This narrative 

seems to make some intuitive sense against Plantinga’s generalist argument.  However, as 

Plantinga points out, what happens if Paul believes that the tiger has a spirit of one of his dead 
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relatives (animism)?  He might well run from the tiger because he knows that it will eat him, but 

this true belief has no interaction with his belief that the tiger represents the soul of the dead 

relative.  The reason offered for false beliefs being adaptively selected against in the first case, 

offers a strong reason why the false belief in the second case would not be adaptively selected 

against.  Plantinga agrees with this analysis.  He notes, 

“Given materialist naturalism, the probability that my cognitive faculties are reliable with 
respect to metaphysical beliefs would be low. So take any metaphysical belief I have: the 
probability that it is true, given materialist naturalism, cannot be much above .5. But of 
course materialist naturalism is itself a metaphysical belief. So the materialistic naturalist 
should think the probability of materialist naturalism is about .5. But that means that she 
cannot sensibly believe her own doctrine. If she believes it, she shouldn’t believe it. In 
this way materialist naturalism is self-defeating.”112 

Suppose Plantinga is correct that the theoretical probability of forming reliably true 

metaphysical beliefs given metaphysical naturalism is below .5.  I argue that an extension of this 

problem supports premise 3 of my argument.     

Most metaphysical beliefs seem to not matter to survival enhancement within nature.  

Sober and Fitleston, critics of Plantinga, note this, “Evolutionary theory does say that a device 

that is reliable in the environment in which it evolved may be highly unreliable when used in a 

novel environment. It is perfectly possible that our mental machinery should work well on 

simple perceptual tasks, but be much less reliable when applied to theoretical matters.”113  

Metaphysical beliefs, according to them, seem to be a “novel environment” that our cognitive 

faculties were not evolved to work with.  As Wilkins and Griffiths note, “there is a... bridge 

connecting true commonsense beliefs to evolutionary success.  By "commonsense" beliefs we 
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mean those which guide mundane action.”114  In other words, there are two different levels of 

belief which can be affected by evolution.  The first is common-sense beliefs and the second is 

metaphysical beliefs.  Even if it the first type of belief is affected by evolutionary success, the 

second will not be.  That is our cognitive faculties do not function properly in regard to 

metaphysical beliefs.  Fales notes, “Evolution tends to home in on organisms that can get things 

right and get things right fast, sacrificing only as much of each as is necessary for effective 

action.”115  The majority of metaphysical beliefs (e.g. about the meaning of life) are not “fast”.   

Shared metaphysical beliefs, true or false, may contribute to social bonding which would in turn 

contributes to fitness enhancement (see below). True non-metaphysical beliefs, for example 

scientific beliefs about weather and seasons, may contribute to fitness via improvements in long-

term planning and problem solving.   Metaphysical beliefs are clearly not entirely irrelevant to 

survival for humans, but the truth of metaphysical beliefs does seems to be irrelevant to fitness.  

The conjunction provides no reason to trust them, at least not given the debate to date, and 

moreover I will now argue that we have reason to doubt them.   

As we saw in the examples of Alexander and John above, the fact that their beliefs were 

contradicted by the testimony of the majority played an important role in their internal distrust of 

their faculties.  I argue, that given metaphysical naturalism, the majority of the metaphysical 

beliefs people actually hold—beliefs in deities, spiritual laws, supernatural agents, etc.—are all 

false.  I will focus on metaphysical religious beliefs specifically here.  The process that brought 

about religious metaphysical beliefs is the same process that brought about all metaphysical 
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beliefs.  If metaphysical naturalism is true then religious beliefs, in so far as they are supernatural 

beliefs, are false.  The ubiquity and persistence of these metaphysically false beliefsthen offers 

an empirical reason for us to distrust our cognitive facultieswhen it comes to metaphysical 

beliefs.  If the faculty is unreliable in general, then we have just as much reason to distrust 

metaphysical naturalism as we have to distrust religious beliefs.     

The ubiquity and persistence of religious beliefs alongside more “common-sense” beliefs 

about tigers seems to create a problem.  As Atran and Norenzayan (both metaphysical naturalists 

themselves) explain, “Many religions pose an evolutionary enigma because they require costly 

commitments to beliefs that violate both core aspects of logical consistency and our intuitive 

expectations about how the world works, both of which are otherwise crucial for successfully 

navigating the world.”116  Thus, religious beliefs require costly fitness commitments.  However, 

religious beliefs did arise in some of the earliest proto-humans.  Indeed, Childers (a critic of 

Plantinga) notes, “the atheist has a license to wonder whether theistic belief is one of those false, 

yet adaptive cognitive dispositions which, as Plantinga notes, would tend to thrive under natural 

selection.”117  

Metaphysical naturalism shares some important structures with religious beliefs, all of 

which make it costly from a fitness perspective.  First, it makes dogmatic claims about the nature 

of reality.  Indeed, it goes farther than many religious beliefs in its commitment to the existence 

of no supernatural entities.  Second, metaphysical naturalism requires costly considerations from 

a cognitive point of view, i.e. since religious beliefs are socially adaptive in almost all proto-

                                                      
116 Atran S, Norenzayan A, “Religion’s evolutionary landscape: Counterintuition, commitment, compassion, 
communion.” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 27 (2004) 713–770. 
117 Childers, G. “What’s Wrong with the Evolutionary Argument against Naturalism?”, International Journal for 
Philosophy of Religion 69 (2013) 193-204. 
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human societies it would require significant fitness disenchantment to believe in metaphysical 

naturalism.  Finally, it’s puzzling why metaphysical naturalism would even come about in 

evolution.  If religious beliefs are adaptively positive than why would a contradictory belief 

arise?  Either metaphysical naturalism is adaptively positive, which means that it shares the 

unreliability problem with religious beliefs, or it is not adaptively positive, which means the 

metaphysical naturalist must explain how it came about in the first place. 

What gave rise to these beliefs?  Scholars who work within the cognitive science of 

religion suggest that religion is generally the byproduct of other adaptations during our 

evolution.118 119  For example, it seems plausible that early humans attributed agency to objects 

as a way of dealing with their fear.  Thus, if Paul views tigers as angry, then maybe he will avoid 

them more effectively than he would otherwise.  If Paul then believes that the clouds are angry 

when there is lightning and consequently he isless likely to be struck by lightning, then his belief 

is false but adaptively positive.  This phenomenon of imbuing non-agents with agency is known 

as a Hyper Active Agency Device (HAAD).  Notice that in such cases the metaphysical belief is 

adaptively positive, but false.   

Atran and Henrich note, “Cognitive approaches hypothesize that although intuitive 

concepts transmit well, concepts that minimally deviate from intuition transmit better, while 

those that deviate greatly cannot transmit successfully because they overload cognitive processes 

that drive inferential reasoning and relevance.”120 Paul’s anger beliefs transmit well from tigers 

                                                      
118 Guthrie, Stewart, “A Cognitive Theory of Religion” Current Anthropology 21:2 (1980). 
119 Gould, Stephen J. “Exaptation: a crucial tool for an evolutionary psychology.” Journal of Social Issues 47 (1991) 
43–65 
120 Atran, Scott; Henrich, Joseph, “The Evolution of Religion: How Cognitive By-Products, Adaptive Learning 
Heuristics, Ritual Displays, and Group Competition Generate Deep Commitments to Prosocial Religions.”  
Biological Theory 5:1 (2010) 18–30   
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to clouds.  In contrast, ornately structured theological beliefs, arguably metaphysical naturalism 

likewise, do not transmit well.  So even if the early proto-humans held true metaphysical beliefs, 

it would not matter from a fitness perspective.   The truth or falsehood of a belief does not matter 

as much as how intuitive or counter-intuitive the concept is.  However, while metaphysical 

beliefs don’t transmit well, they are still by-products of natural processes.  As Helen De Cruz 

notes, “Religious beliefs are cross-culturally ubiquitous.  According to the cognitive science of 

religion (CSR), their transmission is guided and constrained by the structure of our minds; they 

are cognitively natural.  Examples of cognitively natural religious beliefs include belief in an 

afterlife, souls, supernatural agents and miraculous events.”121 

So there are two options to explain the rise of religious beliefs.  Either they arose 

adaptively or they are a by-product of other adaptive beliefs.  It does not matter for the sake of 

this argument, since the problem remains either way.  If they are adaptive than the metaphysical 

naturalist must explain why the process gave rise to such false beliefs.  If they are by-products 

than the metaphysical naturalist must explain why they were not weeded out along with other 

false beliefs.  Either way the majority of metaphysical beliefs are false.   

Atran notes, most theories within the cognitive science of religion do not explain the 

“difference between Moses’ miracles and Mickey Mouse’s antics…So, the question is why do 

people become deeply committed to particular counterintuitive agents or stories—so committed 

that they would die for their beliefs?”122  Many scientists posit that culture and society played a 

vital role in the formation of commitment and complexity.  These false metaphysical beliefs arise 

                                                      
121 De Cruz, Helen, "Cognitive Science of Religion and the Study of Theological Concepts." TOPOI, 33 (2014) 
487–497 
122 Atran, Henrich, 25.   
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out of a social milieu.  This social milieu is not necessarily, or even likely, tied with the same 

pressures as natural selection.  Social selection includes none of the same limits on false beliefs 

that natural selection does.  Theories about the rise of religious beliefs have not yet successfully 

accounted for the rise, complexity and commitment to these metaphysical beliefs.  Thus, 

removing the reliability issue almost completely outside of the reliability narrative offered in 

Chapter 2.   

Religious Beliefs:  The Statistics 
Earlier, we saw that Plantinga argues that metaphysical beliefs have a reliability of 0.5 or 

less given metaphysical naturalism.  I argue that it is quite possibly lower than .5   In order to see 

this, I offer a statistical analysis of metaphysical supernatural beliefs within human populations.  

According to metaphysical naturalism, all supernatural beliefs (deities exist, supernatural agents 

such as angels exist and supernatural or religious laws exist)123 are false.  Yet the vast majority of 

modern and historical humans have held these beliefs.  This means that statistically the majority 

of metaphysical beliefs are false given metaphysical naturalism.  It would violate the standards 

of reliability as defined throughout this thesis to claim that a process that produces mostly false 

beliefs is reliable.   

Carl Haub estimates that the number of human beings who have lived is close to 107 

Billion.124  Clearly, this estimate does not include all humanoid creatures throughout history, but 

even estimates reaching back nearly 1 million years only adds 3 billion more people.125  But how 

many of these people have held metaphysical supernatural beliefs that contradict metaphysical 

                                                      
123 Check introduction page 5 for list.   
124 Haub, Carl “How Many People Have Ever Lived on Earth?” Population Today 8 (2002) 3–4.  
125 Deevey, Jr. E, “The Human Populations”, Scientific American; September 1960. 

http://www.prb.org/pdf/PT_novdec02.pdf
http://www.prb.org/pdf/PT_novdec02.pdf
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naturalism?  I offer the following analysis of each of the major supernatural claims, which are 

false given metaphysical naturalism.   

Even with relatively conservative estimates, many around the world believe in a deity.  

According to the World Fact Book, 88% of people around the world are religious and a mere 

12% responded as atheists or non-religious.126  Of that 88%, 56.35% are Christian, Muslim or 

Jewish (these religions all believe in an omnicompetent God).  The other nearly 24% believe in 

some form of pantheism or panentheism.  This data suggests that belief in a deity is, and was, 

important to at least 80% of humans. 

Belief in souls/spirits is more pervasive than belief in a deity, since some religions 

postulate the existence of the soul even if they do not adhere to theism.  For example, some 

forms of Buddhism and Jainism do account for belief in a spirit.  The earliest forms of religion, 

such as the belief in the bear god or the spirits of animals or dead ancestors, also fall within this 

category. 

The belief in spiritual realities/laws may be the most pervasive belief among humans.  

This category includes the high percentage of humans who claim to have had a religious 

experience.  Almost every religion places at least some importance on religious experiences.  It 

is the foundation of Christianity (Jesus and Paul), Judaism (Abraham and Moses) and Islam 

(Muhammad) and plays a central role in Hinduism and Buddhism at the personal level.  Even 

Shamanistic and Native American religious rites, which may represent some of the earliest 

religious beliefs, use religious experiences as a form of giving identity to every leader.   

                                                      
126  The CIA's World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/ 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/xx.html
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The data discussed above suggests that the majority of the 107 Billion people who have 

lived throughout time believed in at least one of the metaphysical beliefs, which are false given 

metaphysical naturalism.  These numbers are likely low in comparison to how many people in 

non-modern times used to believe at least one of them.  Many psychologists and other social 

scientists have shown the pervasiveness of religious belief in humans (including the earliest 

humans).127  They claim that, as societies become more educated, they revoke their religious 

beliefs.  Even a conservative estimate places the number of “delusional” metaphysicians now at 

96.3 Billion.  That means that, given metaphysical naturalism, roughly 1 in 10 metaphysical 

beliefs is a true metaphysical belief.  While this is not a full inventory of metaphysical beliefs, it 

shows that at least in the case of naturalism vs. supernaturalism, humans have had extremely 

unreliable cognitive faculties.  This is not to say that supernaturalism is true, it merely operates in 

the same way that the testimony against aliens operated in Alex’s case above as an external 

factor in causing distrust.  I offer the following example connecting Alex and John’s cases with 

William, who is a metaphysical naturalist.   

William is a metaphysical naturalist who believes in evolution.  He believes that his 

cognitive faculties are reliable because true beliefs about the world helped his ancestors survive.   

Thus, all beliefs are formed through the process of natural selection in evolution.  Metaphysical 

naturalists do not believe that deities exist.  However, the majority of people do believe in 

deities.  William believes that all beliefs (false and true) come from the same process of 

evolution.  He has no way of explaining how a religious person comes to his or her unreliable 

beliefs without either a) arrogantly claiming that he is personally better evolved than religious 
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folks or b) explaining how his own beliefs reliably came from the same process of evolution that 

is unreliable for beliefs of this type. William also believes that, if a process brings about a 

majority of beliefs that appear to be false, there are reasons to distrust the reliability of all beliefs 

given that system.  Thus, since the process that brought about both beliefs has caused so many 

false ones, William ought to distrust his cognitive faculties in relation to his belief in 

metaphysical naturalism.   

William has two reasons to distrust his cognitive faculties in this case: first, his cognitive 

faculties have come from a process that has given the majority of humans’ false beliefs (an 

external reason) and secondly, because he cannot show that his cognitive faculties are different 

from the religious persons (an internal reason).  Thus, William has strong reasons to distrust his 

cognitive faculties in relation to metaphysical naturalism.  Some metaphysical naturalists have 

seen this problem and have offered a few objections to my line of argument.    

Objections 

As Nunley notes, two arguments have been posed against Darwin’s Doubt extending to 

metaphysical beliefs.128  I will respond to both here.  The first argument, offered by Fales, is that 

the reasoning that leads to metaphysical beliefs is a “slow” process as opposed to the “fast” 

process that leads to general intuitions.  Thus, it is argued that there could be a separate narrative 

for theoretical beliefs (Fales does not really say what this narrative is or would look like).  

Second, metaphysical beliefs are subject to analysis by multiple minds, which overcomes the 

distrust issue but not the unreliability one.  These objections represent two important lines of 

                                                      
128 Nunley, 142. 
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defense that the metaphysical naturalist might offer against the problem formulated above.  

However, I will show that neither objection is ultimately successful.   

“Slow” Reasoning 

In the “standard” narrative of the rise of cognitive faculties, Homo sapiens reason in 

modular and adaptive ways that help them survive in their environments.  For example, Paul 

survives because he has true beliefs about the tiger being dangerous.  But given the traditional 

narrative his beliefs about ancestral spirits do not seem to matter.  However, some metaphysical 

naturalist’s attempt to claim that there are “two sorts of reasoning capacities.”129  The first being 

a slow “flexible” one that works for universal inferences and a second one for “fast” 

inferences.130  Fales concludes 

“how should we estimate the reliability of theoretical inferences, especially those in 
science, given neo-Darwianism?  …in a nutshell, the answer is surely, first, that such 
inferences are indeed somewhat more risky; and second, that they rely very largely on 
reflective refinements of the same computational strategies that have been tested and 
improved by eons of evolutionary development for the ordinary purposes of survival and 
procreation.”131 

His argument is that this “slower” more flexible reasoning is a positive adaptation of the 

faster process, which though risky still ultimately works.  This line of thinking seem to fall prey 

to the very problem it is attempting to solve.   

It’s unclear how this second form of reasoning might have arisen reliably without the first 

type being reliable.  Without a persuasive narrative showing the earliest humans need for a slow 

kind of reasoning that might have given rise to reliable cognitive faculties, there is little reason to 

                                                      
129 Fales, Evan “Darwin’s Doubt, Calvary’s Calvin,” in Beilby, James K., ed. (2002). Naturalism Defeated?: Essays 
on Plantinga's Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism. Cornell University Press.) 
130 Fales, 58.  
131 Fales, 58, italics added. 
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accept such a narrative as anything less than ad hoc.  Indeed, such a narrative would need to 

explain why false metaphysical beliefs such as our earliest religious beliefs led to additional false 

theological beliefs, which appear to be more “slowly” reasoned.  Since these earlier beliefs did 

not generally have complex dogmatic elements including the trinity, for example, they must have 

developed as a part of this slower reasoning.  Consider the following narrative about the rise of 

religious beliefs.   

Paul sees his family eaten by a tiger.  He believes that the tiger did so because it housed the 

spirit of his enemy who he killed.  Since there are a great many animals which harm humans he 

starts to believe, based on his beliefs about the tiger, that all harmful animals house the spirits of 

vengeful people.  One day he notices that there are other animals which are friendly to humans 

and tend to protect them from other harmful animals.  He reasons that these animals must house 

the spirits of the people who were his friends.  The next day as Paul is walking along he asks 

himself why people are kind or mean to him and he realizes that they must have spirits given to 

them.  But, he reasons, there aren’t any animals which are greater than humans, so they must 

come from a non-animal.  He calls this entity God.   

Now Paul’s beliefs about animism immediately form and then evolve into more complex 

ideas, including the belief in God.  One might call this narrative “natural.”  Regardless, there is 

no reason given the metaphysical naturalist’s narrative why any of these beliefs would be 

deselected for.  While there might be mechanism for eliminating false beliefs at the common 

sensical level, there seems to be no such system at the metaphysical level.  So the problem is not 

solved.   
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Collaboration 

In the first objection, it was a new kind of reasoning that was supposed to save metaphysical 

beliefs.  Now it is the collaboration of many different cognitive faculties that is supposed to save 

our cognitive trustworthiness, not by demonstrating that our cognitive faculties are reliable when 

it comes to metaphysical beliefs but by.  arguing that we should trust them despite their 

unreliability.  As Boudry and Vlerick note,  

“In this perspective, while natural selection may…provide us with the occasional false 
intuitive belief (e.g. as the by-product of fast and frugal heuristics or, in Kahneman’s 
terms…), this obviously does not apply to beliefs that are supported by elaborate 
cognitive scaffolds and interconnected strands of evidence, such as the belief in evolution 
by natural selection.”132 

Thus, scientific beliefs are true beliefs, not because our cognitive faculties are reliable, but 

because of the cognitive scaffolds that support these beliefs.  In other words, these beliefs are 

safe because the scientific method overcomes the initial unreliability of our cognitive faculties.  

This is a pragmatic argument for the truth of scientific claims.  Boudry and Vlerick claim that 

since we have overcome our intuitive grasp of the world we have reasons to believe that our 

cognitive faculties are at least partially reliable.  They claim, “As it turns out, the belief in 

evolution by natural selection is a text-book case in overcoming our intuitive grasp of the 

world.”133   

Multiple unreliable cognitive faculties working together do not necessarily make one reliable 

cognitive faculty.  In some configurations errors would be compounded, in others they would be 

cancelled.  The degrees and kinds of unreliability as well as the particular ways in which we 

work together determine whether we work better together or independently.  Much of this is 
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133 Boudry and Vlerick, 67. 



 
 

 

60 
 

highly contingent.  It’s unclear collectivists intend to show that these unreliable faculties might 

be able to overcome their own unreliabilities, especially within an appropriately evolutionary 

narrative.  Appeals to pragmatism are also unfounded in this case.  Any theory that was partially 

successful in explaining a certain phenomenon might give rise to the false belief that the theory 

is generally or universally true.  This seems to be exactly the reason given for the rise of 

religious beliefs.  They partially captured reality and helped our ancestors survive, therefore they 

are generally trustworthy.  Obviously this does not follow. Supposing collectivists succeed in 

providing an account of the reliability and trustworthiness of scientific beliefs, it is far from clear 

that the same account could show that collectivity contributes to the reliability or trustworthiness 

of shared metaphysical beliefs.  The ways in which humans participate in religious and spiritual 

life are fundamentally quite different from the ways they form scientific collectives.  

To briefly recap, in this chapter I have applied Darwin’s Doubt to metaphysics.  I argued that 

even with the metaphysical naturalist’s narrative of the rise of cognitive faculties, we are given 

scant reason to trust our cognitive faculties when it comes to metaphysical beliefs.  I then argued 

we have reason to distrust our cognitive faculties when it comes to metaphysical beliefs given 

metaphysical naturalism.  Since metaphysical naturalism is a metaphysical belief, I argued that 

we have reason to doubt metaphysical naturalism. 
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Conclusion 

Darwin had the “dreadful” doubt that our minds could not be trusted if they came from 

monkeys.  From this initial doubt a large literature has arisen attempting to use the doubt for 

arguments against metaphysical naturalism (in the case of Lewis and Plantinga) and knowledge 

(Nietzsche).  In Chapter 1, I carefully analyzed Lewis, Nietzsche and Plantinga’s arguments.  I 

argued that each of them provided important foundations and problems for future iterations of 

the doubt.  The main problems being that they were vague in defining key terms, they made 

massive assumptions about the rise of cognitive faculties and at times begged the question.  

There have also been a number of competing narratives which have attempted to relieve the 

doubt.  I then argued that the dispute is fundamentally decipherable in terms of competing 

narratives over the rise of cognitive faculties.  In Chapter 2, I argued that both narratives are 

empirically problematic, since neither one compares favorably to the standard model within 

evolutionary psychology.  However, in Chapter 3 I argued that the metaphysical naturalist’s 

current narrative offers no reason for trusting our cognitive faculties when it comes to 

metaphysical beliefs.  I furthered argued that there are some reasons for distrusting our cognitive 

faculties concerning metaphysical beliefs.   
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APPENDIX 

IMPORTANT TERMS  

 

Epistemology—The study of knowledge. 

Evolutionary Psychology—A sub-field of psychology focusing on the evolution of human cognitive 

faculties and their use in social matters. 

Metaphysical Naturalism—A commitment to two beliefs:  1) empirical science gives us reality 

and 2) that all that exists is natural.   

Reliability—Statistically the majority of one’s beliefs are true.   

Rhetoric—the use of persuasive devices in an attempt to persuade a public. 

Rhetorical Narrative—A narrative that is focused on persuading a public. 

Trust/Distrust—The question of whether one ought to believe that a belief, or set of beliefs, are true 

given the reliability of their cognitive faculties. 

Undercutting defeater—A defeat for the belief in X, without providing a reason for believing X’s 

negation. 
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