
Part I
Motivation-based virtue ethics

This book exhibits a way to structure a virtue ethics with a theo-
logical foundation. Since the foundation is an extension of virtue
discourse to the moral properties of God, the theory might be
called a divine virtue theory. In Part I, I give the framework for
a distinctive kind of virtue ethics I call motivation-based. This
type of theory makes the moral properties of persons, acts, and
the outcomes of acts derivative from a good motive, the most ba-
sic component of a virtue, where what I mean by a motive is an
emotion that initiates and directs action. Chapter 1 raises the cen-
tral problems involved in providing an adequate metaphysics of
value for virtue theory and proposes the methodology of exem-
plarism. Chapter 2 gives an account of emotion and its intrinsic
value. Chapter 3defines a good end, a good outcome, the good for
a human being, and virtue in terms of a good emotion. Chapter 4
shows how the moral properties of acts can be defined in terms
of a good emotion. In Part II, I will propose a Christian form of
the theory according to which the motivations of a perfect Deity
are the ultimate foundation of all value. I call the enhanced theory
Divine Motivation theory.
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Chapter 1
Constructing an ethical theory

The virtuous person is a sort of measure and rule for human
acts.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics X.5

i value concepts and the metaphysics of value

Let us begin with good and bad. One of the things I will argue in
this book is that the ways of having value are not all forms of good
and bad, but because good and bad are as close to basic as we are
going to get, I begin with them for simplicity. One of the most
obvious but also most troublesome features of good and bad is
that they apply to things in a variety of metaphysical categories:
objects of many kinds, persons and their states and traits, acts,
and the outcomes of acts. We also call states of affairs good or
bad apart from their status as act outcomes, and we call certain
things designated by abstract names good – life, nature, knowl-
edge, art, philosophy, and many others. Some of the things in this
last category belong in one of the other categories, but perhaps
not all do.

Do the items in these different categories have anything non-
trivial in common?Oneplausible answer is that they are all related
to persons. That answer applies to states of persons such as plea-
sure or happiness, character traits, motives, intentions, acts and
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I. Motivation-based virtue ethics

their outcomes, and states of affairs that are valuable to persons in
some way, whether or not they are produced by human acts. But
even if human persons did not exist, some of the items of value
just mentioned would still exist and would still be valuable – for
example, life and nature – so the suggestion that everything good
or bad is related to persons is too limiting. But in another way, it
may not be limiting enough, since ultimately everything is proba-
bly of some concern to persons. Traditional ethics has been much
more restrictive. It focuses on the human act and that to which
an act is causally connected, either forward or backward.1 For the
most part, I will follow common practice in limiting my subject
matter in this way, although I am not convinced that there are es-
pecially good reasons for doing so. My focus will be mostly on the
states of affairs to which human agents respond when they act, the
psychic states and dispositions that produce acts, acts themselves,
and the outcomes of acts. Moral philosophers have generally re-
garded these objects of evaluation as particularly important. They
are also thought to be intimately related. It is hardly controversial
that a good person generally acts from good motives and forms
good intentions to do good acts and, with a bit of luck, produces
good outcomes. What is at issue is not the fact that such relations
obtain, but the order of priority in these relations.

The question of priority arises in more than one way. One is
conceptual: Is there a relation of dependency among the concepts
of good person, good motive, good act, and good outcome? If so,
what is the shape of that dependency? Is one of these concepts
basic and the rest derivative from it? Notice that this is a question
not of conceptual analysis but of theory construction. Theories do
not describe so much as they create conceptual relations. The the-
orist is concerned with whether a good person should be defined
as a person who acts from good motives, or as one who produces
good outcomes, or as one who does good acts. Should a good
act be understood as an act done by a good person, or as an act

1 The new field of environmental ethics may indicate that contemporary
ethics is moving away from a focus on human beings, but even that is
unclear, because environmental ethics usually emphasizes the ways the
environment is impacted by human acts.
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Constructing an ethical theory

done from a good motive, or as an act that produces good states of
affairs? Is a virtue a quality that leads to the performance of good
(alternatively, right) acts, or one that leads to good outcomes, or
is a virtue more basic than either acts or outcomes? Of course,
these are not the only options for the relationships among these
concepts, but they are among the simplest.

A related but distinct question is this: Is there a relationship
of metaphysical dependency among the different categories of
things with value? Are some bearers of value or some moral
properties more basic than others? If so, which is the most ba-
sic, and how do the things in other categories derive their value
from the more basic ones? According to consequentialism, an act
gets its moral value (generally called rightness rather than good-
ness) from the goodness of its outcome or the outcome of acts of
the same type. Consequentialism may be intended as an answer
to the first question and hence as a conceptual thesis, but it can
also be intended as a thesis in the metaphysics of value. If it is the
former, it is the proposal that we ought to think of the rightness
of acts as determined by the goodness of their consequences; this
way of thinking is recommended as preferable to alternatives. If
the thesis is the latter, it is the claim that the value of an act ac-
tually arises from the value of outcomes. Similarly, the thesis of
a certain kind of Kantian ethics can be understood as proposing
either a conceptual or a metaphysical priority between the value
of an act of will and the value of the end the will aims to bring
about. If it is the latter, it is the thesis that the value of the end of an
act arises from the value of a property of the will that produces it.
Christine Korsgaard expresses this position when she says value
“flows into” the world from a rational will.2 Here, Korsgaard’s
thesis is one about the source of value, not about how we ought to
define the concept of a good end. It is a thesis in moral ontology.

Conceptual order may or may not be isomorphic with ontolog-
ical order. It would be helpful if it were, but it is also possible that
our concepts do not map ontology. In the first part of this book,
I will argue for a certain way of conceptualizing morality. I will
propose a theory in which good motives are conceptually more

2 “Kant’s Formula of Humanity,” in Korsgaard (1996a), p. 110.
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I. Motivation-based virtue ethics

basic than good traits, good acts, and good outcomes of acts and
will outline a metaphysical theory to accompany it. In Part II, I
will propose a more substantial theory in theistic metaphysics ac-
cording to which the motives of God are the ontological basis for
the value of everything outside of God. The two parts of the book
are detachable, but together they outline a moral theory whose
conceptual structure is mirrored in the metaphysics of value.

The realm of value is usually considered to be broader than the
realm of moral value, since aesthetic value, epistemic value, the
valuesof etiquette, andperhaps thevaluesofhealthandhappiness
are nonmoral values. That is possible, but I will have very little
to say about the distinction between moral and nonmoral value
in this book, both because I have never heard of a way of making
the distinction that I found plausible and because I do not think
the distinction is very important. Since the theory of this book
is structured around the traditional units of moral theory – acts,
motives, ends, and outcomes – the values discussed are mainly
moral values, but I will sometimes venture beyond the traditional
category of the moral without comment.

It is sometimes said that what makes the territory of the moral
distinctive is a strong notion of obligation. I see no reason to think
that is true, but the relationship between value and obligation has
been an important issue in modern moral theory. The categories of
the obligatory or required and the wrong or forbidden are distinct
from the axiological categories of good and bad. So in addition to
sorting out the relationships among the various kinds of things
that are good and bad, there is also the problem of specifying the
relationship between the good and bad, on the one hand, and the
required and forbidden, on the other. Again, this question can be
about either conceptual or ontological priority. Value is presum-
ably broader than the required or forbidden, since it is usually
thought that the latter applies only to the category of acts and in-
tentions to perform acts.3 Persons and states of affairs can be good
or bad, but they cannnot be required or forbidden. An act can be

3 A notable exception is that Christians may say that we are obligated to
love. But it is rare in moral philosophy to make an emotion, or any psychic
state other than an act of will, a matter of duty or obligation.

6

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
052153576X - Divine Motivation Theory - Linda Trinkaus Zagzebski
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/052153576X
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Constructing an ethical theory

good or bad, but it can also be required or forbidden, obligatory
or wrong. Presumably there is some connection between the two
kindsof evaluation. There aremoral philosopherswhohavemain-
tained that requirement is conceptually more basic than good and
havedefinedgoodas thatwhich requires a responseof aparticular
kind – for example, the attitude of love.4 Others have maintained
that good is conceptually more basic than requirement and have
defined wrong and the obligatory in terms of the attitude or be-
havior of good (virtuous) persons.5 Both of these positions are
conceptual, not metaphysical. Robert Adams (1999, Chapter 10)
has recently argued that the good is ontologically more basic than
the obligatory, but that the latter is not derivative from the former.
Of course, there are many other options. I will propose an account
of the way in which obligation derives from value in Chapter 4.

Moral theorists who ask questions about the priority of one
moral concept over another give radically different answers, but
they all share the assumption that it is a good thing to attempt
to construct a conceptual framework that simplifies our think-
ing about the moral life. I will go through a series of alternative
frameworks in section IV, but as I mentioned in the Preface, some
writers doubt the wisdom of any such project on the grounds that
theory distorts morality.6 I have said that I regard theory as a good
thing. I do not deny that it distorts the subject to some extent, but
in compensation, theory helps us understand more with less ef-
fort. I mention this now, not to defend the project of developing
conceptual frameworks, but to point out that while it can be de-
bated whether conceptual moral frameworks are a good thing,
the same debate does not arise about the metaphysics of morals.
The questions of what value is, of where it comes from, and of
whether value in one category arises from value in another are all

4 See Chisholm (1986), pp. 52ff.
5 Rosalind Hursthouse does this in several places, most recently in her book
On Virtue Ethics. I present a similar way of defining a right act in Virtues
of the Mind, at the end of Part II. I will pursue a version of this approach
in Chapter 4 of this book.

6 There is a substantial literature onanti-theory sinceWilliams (1985),which
has been very influential in leading some ethicists to eschew theory. See
also the collection by Clarke and Simpson (1989).
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I. Motivation-based virtue ethics

important philosophical questions. Of course, we may doubt that
we will ever get plausible answers to these questions, but that is
not the worry that the anti-theorists have about theory construc-
tion. In what follows, I will present both a conceptual theory and
a metaphysical theory of value. Objections to the two projects will
differ, but my intention is to enhance the plausibility of each by
its relation to the other.

ii three puzzles to solve

Thereare three setsofpuzzles thatdrive theproject I amdescribing
in this book.One ofmypurposes is to propose a theory that solves,
or at least makes it easier to solve, these three sets of puzzles. The
first set of puzzles is in moral psychology. The second is in the
metaphysics of value. The third is in natural theology. Each of
these puzzles has a large literature, and my purpose in this section
is not to discuss them in any detail but rather to call attention to
them and to the way the need to resolve them constrains what is
desirable in an ethical theory.

1 A puzzle in moral psychology: cognitivism versus noncognitivism

One of the most enduring legacies of David Hume is his claim in
the Treatise of Human Nature that cognitive and affective states are
distinct and independent states. The former is representational,
the latter is not (Book II, section 3, p. 415). The latter motivates, the
former does not (p. 414). The terminology for describing psychic
states has changed since Hume, but the moral commonly drawn
from Hume’s arguments is essentially this: No representational
state (perceptual or cognitive) has the most significant property
of affective states, the capacity to motivate. An affective state must
be added to any cognitive state in order to motivate action, and
the motivating state and the cognitive state are always separable;
they are related, at best, causally.

This position immediately conflicts with the intuition that
moral judgments are both cognitive and motivating. Moral judg-
ments seem to be cognitive because they are often propositional
in form, have a truth value (and are not always false), and when

8

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
052153576X - Divine Motivation Theory - Linda Trinkaus Zagzebski
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/052153576X
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Constructing an ethical theory

a person makes a moral judgment, he asserts that proposition
and others may deny it. On the other hand, we typically expect
moral judgments to be motivating. A simple way to see that is to
consider our practices of moral persuasion. If we want to con-
vince someone to act in a certain way for moral reasons, we
direct our efforts toward convincing her to make the relevant
moral judgment herself. If we can get her to do that, we nor-
mally think that she will thereby be motivated to act on it. Of
course, we know that she may not be sufficiently motivated to
act on it, because she may also have contrary motives, but the
point is that we think that we have succeeded in getting her to
feel a motive to act on a moral judgment as soon as we get her
to make the judgment. If the Humean view is correct, however,
a moral judgment can motivate only if it is affective – that is,
noncognitive. The Humean view therefore compels us to choose
between the position that a moral judgment is cognitive and the
position that it is motivating. The problem is that we expect it to
be both.

The phenomena of moral strength and weakness highlight
some of the problems with the Humean psychology. It often hap-
pens that a moral agent struggles before acting when he makes a
moral judgment. Sometimes he acts in accordance with his judg-
ment and sometimes he does not, but the fact that he struggles
indicates that a motive to act on the judgment accompanies the
judgment. When he is morally strong, a motive sufficient for ac-
tion accompanies his judgment; when he is morally weak, a mo-
tive insufficient for action accompanies his judgment. Either way,
we think that a motive in some degree accompanies the judg-
ment. But if the making of a moral judgment is a purely cognitive
state, and if cognitiveandmotivating states are essentiallydistinct,
the motive must come from something other than the judgment,
something that is not an intrinsic component of it. Moral strength
and weakness therefore pose a problem for cognitivism.

It may also happen that the agent acts on a moral judgment
without struggle, but that case does not help the cognitivist, be-
cause we tend to think that when struggle is unnecessary, the rea-
son is that the moral judgment carries with it a motive sufficiently
strong to cause the agent to act without struggle. So whether or
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I. Motivation-based virtue ethics

not there is struggle, and whether or not the agent acts in accor-
dance with her judgment, there is a strong inclination to expect
moral judgments to be motivating.

Among those who accept a Humean psychology, the noncog-
nitivists are better placed than the cognitivists to explain moral
strength and weakness, since the former see moral judgment as
intrinsically motivating. But noncognitivists face a related prob-
lem, the problem of moral apathy.7 The morally apathetic person
makes a moral judgment while completely lacking any motive
to act on it. Given what has already been said, we would expect
this phenomenon to be rare, but it probably does exist, and it is
a problem for both cognitivism and noncognitivism. Given that
the cognitivist maintains that a moral judgment is a purely cog-
nitive state, he has the problem of explaining why we find moral
apathy surprising. But the noncognitivist cannot explain why it
exists at all. There should be no such thing as apathy, according to
noncognitivism, insofar as noncognitivism takes the motivational
force of a moral judgment to be an essential feature of each such
judgment.

The Humean view on the essential distinctness of cognitive and
motivating states forces us to give up something in our ordinary
ways of thinking about moral judgment, yet I believe that that
view is less plausible than what it forces us to give up. Nonethe-
less, the phenomena ofmoral strength,weakness, and apathy sug-
gest that what we intuitively expect is complicated. It should turn
out that a moral judgment is both cognitive and intrinsically mo-
tivating in enough central cases that we can see why we find the
phenomena of strength, weakness, and apathy surprising. These
phenomena indicate that the strengthof themotivational force of a
judgment varies, and that it is possible for the motive to disappear
entirely. In what follows, I will aim for an account of moral judg-
ment according to which there is a primary class of moral judg-
ments that express states that are both cognitive and intrinsically
motivating. I will later give an account of the “thinning” of moral

7 AlfredMele (1996) calls thisproblem“moral listlessness.” SeealsoMichael
Stocker (1979).
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Constructing an ethical theory

judgment that permits the motivational force of a moral judgment
to be detachable from it in such a way that moral strength, weak-
ness, and apathy may occur.

2 Some puzzles in the metaphysics of value

Philosophers often find evaluative properties more problematic
than descriptive properties. The reason for the worry is unclear,
but perhaps we do not need reasons to find something peculiar.
Peculiarity is only one of the problems, however. Even if there
is nothing especially odd about value, valuable objects, or eval-
uative properties, there is something in need of explanation if
some things (properties) are evaluative and some are not. At a
minimum, we want to figure out where value comes from and
how it relates to the natural or descriptive – or to whatever value
is contrasted with. If the evaluative differs from the nonevalu-
ative in some significant way, that may mean that we come to
know it in a different way. The issue of the way we come to make
value judgments is therefore related to the issue of the nature of
the objects of such judgments. Difficulties in finding a plausible
account of moral judgment are closely connected with difficul-
ties in finding a plausible account of what those judgments are
about. The problem in moral psychology of choosing between
cognitivism and noncognitivism therefore leads us into the prob-
lem in metaphysics of choosing between value realism and value
antirealism.8

Value realism is the position that value properties exist in a
world independent of the human mind. I assume that value real-
ism is the default position for the same reason that realism about
sensoryproperties is thedefaultposition:Objectsoutside themind
plainly appear to have (some) evaluative properties just as much
as they appear to have (some) nonevaluative properties. If I see
someone taking advantage of a weaker subordinate, it may be just
as apparent to me that there is badness in the act as that the act

8 Realism about value is commonly called “moral realism,” but the issue is
more general than the nature of moral value.
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