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God and Moral Skepticism

Joe Milburn

order to make our moral discourse and practice intelligible we must refer to 
making sense of, or 

understanding as rational. Morality will be grounded on God if  we need to refer 
to God to make sense of  our moral concepts and practices.    

Here I wish to look at one aspect of  our moral practice that may or 

practice of  making knowledge claims in regards to morality; that is, claim-

should not do. What I wish to argue for is that it is hard, if  not impossible, to 
make sense of  this aspect of  our moral practice without supposing theism. 

preliminary remarks, I will look at a recent skeptical argument found in Kier-
Knowing Right from Wrong. We can call this the argument from epistemic 

luck, since it tries to show that if  our moral beliefs are true, then it is only a 
1 

I will argue that the theist is in a much better position to respond to the argu-
ment from epistemic luck than his atheist counterpart.

0. Preliminaries

To start, it is worth making some comments about the nature of  morality and 
-

certain things, and abstain from doing other things; the demands of  morality 

-

all human beings. One has a moral belief just in case he assents to a moral state-

1  

his book, Knowing Right from Wrong -
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119JOE MILBURN

to the statement, one should not lie. Moral knowledge is simply knowledge 

we need to refer to God to make sense of  morality or moral knowledge so 

1. The Argument from Epistemic Luck

Setiya, in Knowing Right from Wrong mu-
tatis mutandis, can be used to argue for moral skepticism.2 We can call this 
the argument from epistemic luck or non-accidental truth

Setiya argues that for a belief  to be non-accidentally true it must meet what 
we can call condition K. 

that p is non-accidentally true (i.e., not subject to epistemic luck) only 

through some reliable method m, and (2) the reliability of  this 
3 

Here we can understand methods of  belief  formation to be a disposition 

A method m, then, is reliable just in case it regularly produces true beliefs 
in the actual and all near-by possible worlds. What is it for the reliability of  

to be the case either S must use method m because m is reliable, or method m 
must be reliable because

and formal. Perhaps S uses m because…it reliability follows from 

the function of  m to be reliable and the connection is teleological. 

2  Setiya, Knowing Right from Wrong
which would include our knowledge about reasons for acting in general. I am focus-
ing the argument on moral knowledge.

3  Kieran Setiya, Knowing Right from Wrong, 96.
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follows from q together with truths of  this kind. Thus the reli-
ability of  m might follow from what it is for that method to be 
used by S.4

-
cal argument against morality in the following way. Suppose that there is a 

that we do. In this case, it seems the reliability of  our methods of  moral be-

-

method of  moral belief  formation, and this method being reliable. Neither is 
it plausible (without assuming theism) that the function of  our moral belief  

used whether they were reliable methods or not. But in this case, we cannot 
plausibly claim that we use the methods of  moral belief  formation that we 

5

we use the methods we do in terms of  the reliability of  these methods. On 

method m, and the reliability of  the method. The reliability of  the method is 
-

the innocent is permissible if  good enough consequences follow. T might be 

be true for S that murdering the innocent is sometimes permissible, while it 

4  Kieran Setiya, Knowing Right from Wrong, 98.
5  Kieran Setiya, Knowing Right from Wrong
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121JOE MILBURN

-
gorical.6 

-

connection between the fact that one uses a method m for forming moral 

a method for moral belief  formation only because it is reliable. 

-

moral beliefs, since he is not forming his beliefs using a reliable method. But 

So they must only seem to disagree. But this is absurd.7 

methods of  moral belief  formation and the fact that we use these methods. 
Therefore, moral knowledge seems beyond our grasp. 

2. Theistic and Atheistic Responses to 
the Argument from Epistemic Luck

1. 
non-accidentally true.

2. But our moral beliefs cannot meet condition K. 

3. 

In this section, I want to argue that the theist is in a much better position to 
deal with the argument from Epistemic luck than is the atheist. 

6  Kieran Setiya, Knowing Right from Wrong -

7  Kieran Setiya, Knowing Right from Wrong
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-
cording to theism there is an all good, all powerful, all knowing God who is 

we can suppose that God would create mankind so that it would use methods 
of  moral belief  formation that would produce mostly true moral beliefs. So 

a method m for forming moral beliefs and the reliability of  m. God sees to it 
that we use method m in forming our moral beliefs, and he did this because 
m is reliable.8 

try to argue against condition K by pointing to a paradigmatic instance of  
knowledge that fails to meet condition K. So for instance, one might argue 

-
-

edge, then condition K must not be a real condition on non-accidentally true 
belief. 

knowledge can meet condition K without presupposing theism;9 but suppose 

knowledge be grounded in God, but that our knowledge in general must be 

regards to all of  our major branches of  knowledge. Since God is all good; 

it that the human being will, in general, form beliefs using reliable methods. 

condition K or at least can meet condition K.
 It is better, then, to judge condition K on its own merits. Setiya ar-

accidental true belief, and showing how such accounts fail in important ways 
modal accounts of  epis-

temic luck. The most important of  these attempt to understand epistemic 
safe.10

if  at the majority of  nearby possible worlds in which S forms his belief  p in 

8  Setiya makes a similar point. See Knowing Right from Wrong
9  Kieran Setiya, Knowing Right from Wrong, 
10  See Duncan Pritchard, Epistemic Luck 
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123JOE MILBURN

be accidentally true just in case it fails to be safe. 
 Setiya points out serious problems with safety accounts of  epistemic 
luck. Most importantly, safety accounts of  luck cannot deal with necessary 

-

would be safe, since at the majority of  nearby possible worlds in which one 

11 

-

some method m to form the belief  that p, and in the majority 
of  nearby possible worlds in which S uses method m, S forms a 
belief  in some proposition q which is true.12 

 If  we understand safety in this way, then a safety account of  epis-

This is because in many nearby possible worlds, one uses the same method 
(e.g., tossing a coin) to form false beliefs. So there will be many possible 

-
jecture is false. 

-

true.13 

11  Philosophy and Phenomeno-
logical Research, 

12  Kieran Setiya, Knowing Right from Wrong, 90.
13  Kieran Setiya, Knowing Right from Wrong, 91.



GOD AND MORAL SKEPTICISM124

supplement safety accounts of  epistemic luck with condition K, such cases 
are ruled out. It cannot plausibly be said that Sam is using the cautious coin-

-

14 

15 this way of  putting things makes it seem as though 

of  the crime scene would yield the conclusion that a man with a 
limp murdered Miss Woodbury. Holmes saw through it and had 

-
tense of  treating her. 

own inspection of  the scene was proceeding admirably compe-

-

14  Philosophical Studies 

15  Philosophy and Phe-
nomenological Research 
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125JOE MILBURN

-

himself  as a porter, strode across the street to where Hubble was, 
and kicked him so hard that Hubble was thereafter permanently 
hobbled with a limp.16 

the perpetrator is hobbled. 

-
17 

right track. But it raises a number of  interesting questions. Something that 

in conditions C.

In this case, we must understand X-ing to be the manifestation of  epistem-

is unclear what X-ing must be in order for truly believing to be a token of  it. 
One tempting thing to say is that we should substitute believe the truth regarding 
some range of  truths

-

16  Philosopher’s 
Imprint 

17  
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do so. 
-

-

disposition. 

accounts of  non-accidentally true belief  are complete without it. If  we are to 
reject the argument from epistemic luck without recourse to theism, we must 

our moral beliefs can meet condition K. 

in it. On the one hand, as Setiya notes, it seems that there are no plausible 

we use them. Suppose, for instance, that non-naturalism regarding morality 
is true. In this case it is hard to see how moral facts or properties could be 

relating the reliability of  our methods of  moral belief  formation to the fact 

adopting the methods of  moral belief  formation.
-

al facts and properties and our using a reliable method of  reliable belief  for-
mation, it is hard to countenance the idea that we use some reliable method 
of  moral belief  formation m because its function is to be reliable. In this case 
we want to say that the natural function of  our belief  forming methods is to 

-
tion of  why we use the methods of  moral belief  formation that we do, and 
this does not appeal to moral facts and properties, it seems false to say that 
we are using our method of  belief  formation because it has the function of  
being reliable. 
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127JOE MILBURN

of  our methods of  moral belief  formation to the fact that we use them. But 

life 
form

human beings, and human beings use method m for forming moral beliefs. 
But if  m were not reliable, then we would not use it to form moral beliefs, 

of  morality. At the same time, this thesis allows for disagreement between 
members of  the human life form regarding moral beliefs. This is because 

-

moral agreement amongst all users of  moral concepts.18 

ad hoc

beings, it seems it also could occur between different life forms. But Natural 

-

-

18  Kieran Setiya, Knowing Right from Wrong
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-

method of  moral belief  formation m, where m

use a method of  belief  formation and its reliability. I use method m because 
I am a human being and the human being uses method m. But to be a moral 
truth just is to be a moral statement that method m will judge to be true. 
So necessarily my method of  belief  formation is reliable. At the same time, 

is not the case that what is morally true for me or for my community might 
be false for you or for your community. 

seems ad hoc

-

-
ing uses some particular method of  moral belief  formation m. So the human 
being could change so that it is no longer true that he uses method m, but 
uses method m* instead. But if  method m and m* disagree with each other, 

being uses m
this claim. 

moral belief  formation and the fact that we use them, apart from the fact that 
positing this relation would rule out moral skepticism. Furthermore, I take 
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of  beings that we are. 

argument from epistemic luck without supposing theism, I would contend 
that the theist is much better placed to deal with the argument of  epistemic 

Perhaps must is too strong a word; but I think it is certain to say that morality, 
our moral practices and beliefs, are best grounded on God.19 

—The University of Pittsburgh

19  

to Michael Krom for helpful comments on an earlier draft of  this paper. 


