
PHILOSOPHY 4000 – TOPICS IN ETHICS (FALL 2019) 

 

Moral Motivation 

 

Instructor: Zoë Johnson King 

Email: zoejk@umich.edu 

Class meetings: TuTh 4pm-6pm, AH G127, Office Hours: Fridays 10am-12pm, AH 1156 

 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 

 
Moral judgments are, typically, motivating. We implore others to take courses of action by describing them 
as kind, honest, fair, or just plain good, and we admonish others by describing their actions as cruel, harmful, 
deceitful, unjust, bad, wrong, and so on. We can encourage ourselves to do something that we don’t particularly 
want to do by thinking “It’s the right thing to do”. And we often find that our motivations change in line 
with our moral judgments; for example, somebody who comes to believe that she is morally required to 
donate to charity, or to refrain from eating animal products, may subsequently find herself with a newfound 
inclination to donate to charity or a newfound aversion to eating animal products. 
 
By and large, the motivating power of moral judgments seems to be a good thing. After all, it surely helps 
to get us to do what we morally ought to do. And it helps us to ensure that other people within our sphere 
of influence also do what they morally ought to do. Moral motivation thus helps us to be good people. 
 
But, as always, things aren’t quite that simple. It is unclear precisely what the relationship between moral 
judgment and motivation is; in some of us, the relationship seems to be close, but there are also plenty of 
other people who seem to be able to make moral judgments without being at all motivated to change their 
behavior. Moreover, it’s unclear whether more moral motivation is always better. Following the demands 
of morality too closely might interfere with our personal relationships, with our happiness, or perhaps even 
with our ability to make genuine friends. And there may be an important difference between caring about 
the particular things that are morally valuable – caring about people, or justice, or happiness, for instance – and 
caring about morality itself, considered in the abstract. 
 
This class will survey what has been said on these topics over the course of philosophical history. We will 
begin with four highly influential historical figures: Plato, Aristotle, Hume, and Kant. We will then examine 
some of the extensive work on moral motivation that has been written over the past seventy years. 

 

COURSE GOALS 

 
By the end of this class, all students will have developed the following knowledge and skills: 
  

• In-depth understanding of the topics above, and the ability to explain the main views on the nature 
and value of moral motivation that have been defended over the course of philosophical history. 

• The ability to accurately summarize an author’s argument, give a focused objection to an argument, 
anticipate a reply to an objection, and offer a response. 

• The ability to defend a view on a contentious topic, by giving a clear, valid argument for the view, 
defending each premise in turn, and then anticipating and responding to objections. 



COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

 

All students: Do every reading and take notes in advance of every class (30%) 
 
This is a reading-based class. There are a lot of readings, and the readings are long, and sometimes difficult. 
I expect that the lion’s share of the work that all students do for the class will simply be a matter of coming 
to understand and to appreciate the complex ideas contained in these readings. We are inheriting a rich 
intellectual history that rewards sustained attention. 
 
You will be much better-prepared to contribute to class discussion of the readings, and you will remember 
them much better – not only during the semester, but in future – if you take notes. To that end, I incentivize 
the taking of notes by asking all students to submit a 1-page summary of each reading before each class. In 
the first class meeting I will provide samples of good reading summaries for you to use as models. 
 
Late submissions of reading notes will not be accepted. The point of these notes is to get you to a position 
where you appreciate the arguments in the reading well enough to contribute confidently and productively 
to class discussion, so there’s no point in doing them after class has already happened. 
 
 

Undergraduate students: Build up your mastery of philosophical skills (60%) 
 
In addition to submitting reading notes, undergraduate students in this class will have seven opportunities 
– one every two weeks – to submit a piece of philosophical writing. There are specific skills that make you 
a good philosopher, and the point of these exercises is to help you to practice and thereby develop them. 
The first four skills pertain to responding to others’ arguments. They are: summarizing an argument (Level 
1), giving a focused objection (Level 2), anticipating a response to an objection (Level 3), and replying to 
an anticipated response (Level 4). The final three skills pertain to writing arguments. They are: offering a 
valid argument for a view (Level 5), defending each premise (Level 6), and anticipating and responding to 
objections (Level 7).  
 
Each of these skills builds on the previous ones; it is impossible to master later skills without already having 
mastered the previous ones. For this reason, all students must start at Level 1. On any submission day, any 
student may submit a piece of writing intended to showcase the skills at the next level from their current 
level. You may try to move up two or three levels at a time. Writing assignments will be returned in 1 week; 
you will either be told that you have cleared the level, or told what you need to do to clear it next time. 
 
 

Graduate students: Lead discussion two weeks (20%) and submit two papers (40%) 
 
In addition to submitting reading notes, graduate students taking this class are required to do two things.  
 
First, you are required to lead class discussion on two occasions. I will distribute a sign-up sheet for this in 
week 2. Graduate students leading a class discussion are free to structure it in whatever way they think will 
be most productive – i.e., will best promote the development of philosophical skills – for the whole class. 
 
Second, you are required to submit two papers of between 3,000 and 5,000 words, each addressing a core 
question discussed in the readings. One of these papers is due a week after the end of Unit 1, the other a 
week after the end of Unit 2. I will circulate paper prompts one month in advance. 
  



SCHEDULE & READINGS 
 

UNIT 1: EXPLAINING MORAL MOTIVATION 
 

Week 1  

• First class: Introduction 
- Reading: Connie Rosati, “Moral Motivation” 

• Second class: Moral motivation in Ancient Greece 
- Reading 1: Plato, ** 
- Reading 2: Aristotle, ** 

 
Week 2  

• First class: Hume on reason and passion 
- Reading: excerpts from David Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature 

• Second class: Kant on good will 
- Reading: excerpts from Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals 

 
Week 3  

• First class: Hare’s ‘Amoralist’ 
- Reading: excerpt from Richard Hare, The Language of Morals 

• Second class: Anscombe on direction of fit 
- Reading: excerpt from Elizabeth Anscombe, Intention 

 
Week 4  

• First class: Stocker’s cases 
- Reading: Michael Stocker, “Desiring the Bad: An Essay in Moral Psychology” 

• Second class: Smith’s arguments for Humeanism and motivational internalism 
- Reading: excerpts from Michael Smith, The Moral Problem 

 
Week 5  

• First class: Neo-Kantianism – Korsgaard 
- Reading: excerpts from Christine Korsgaard, Sources of Normativity  

• Second class: Neo-Aristotelianism – Little 
- Reading: Margaret Little, “Virtue as Knowledge: Objections from the Philosophy of Mind” 

 
Week 6  

• First class: Blackburn’s Humean non-cognitivism 
- Reading: excerpt from Simon Blackburn, Ruling Passions 

• Second class: Shafer-Landau’s anti-Humean externalism 
- Reading: excerpt from Russ Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism: A Defense 

 
Week 7  

• First class: Ideas from contemporary neuroscience 1 
- Reading: Roskies, “Internalism and the Evidence from Pathology” 

• Second class: Ideas from contemporary neuroscience 2 
- Reading: Jesse Prinz, “An Empirical Case for Motivational Internalism” 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/moral-motivation/


 
UNIT 2: EVALUATING MORAL MOTIVATION 
 

Week 8  

• First class: Stocker on morality and partiality 
- Reading: Michael Stocker, “The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories” 

• Second class: Williams’ “one thought too many” intuition 
- Reading excerpt from Bernard Williams, “Persons, Character, and Morality” 

 
Week 9  

• First class: Wolf on sainthood 
- Reading: Susan Wolf, “Moral Saints” 

• Second class: Railton on alienation 
- Reading: Peter Railton, “Alienation, Consequentialism, and the Demands of Morality” 

 
Week 10  

• First class: Smith and Lillehammer on fetishism 
- Reading 1: re-read pp.70-75 of the excerpt from The Moral Problem  
- Reading 2: Hallvard Lillehammer, “Smith’s Argument for Internalism” 

• Second class: Svavarsdóttir on fetishism 
- Reading: Sigrún Svavarsdóttir, “Moral Cognition and Motivation” 
 

Week 11  

• First class: Mason on alienation 
- Reading: Elinor Mason,  

• Second class: Arpaly on moral worth 

- Reading: excerpt from Nomy Arpaly, Unprincipled Virtue 
 

Week 12  

• First class: Markovits on sainthood 
- Reading: Julia Markovits, “Saints, Heroes, Sages and Villains” 

• Second class: Sliwa on praise and testimony 
- Reading: Paulina Sliwa, “Praise Without Perfection: A Dilemma for Right-Making Reasons” 

 
Week 13  

• First class: What happened to the “one thought too many” objection? 
- Reading: Ron Aboodi, “The Wrong Time to Aim at What’s Right” 

• Second class: Real moral saints  
- Reading: excerpt from Larissa MacFarquhar, Strangers Drowning 

 
Week 14  

• First and second class: Concluding reflections 
- No readings 
- The final two meetings of this class will be devoted to whole-class discussion and reflection 

 
Done! ☺ 


