
Hildebrand  |  Moral Psychology Syllabus 1 

PHIL ###: Moral Psychology 
 

  Instructor:      Dr. Carl Hildebrand 
  Location:      TBA 
  Time:       TBA 

 
 

ABOUT THE COURSE:  
 

The purpose of this course is to introduce students to moral psychology as a field of special focus within 
moral philosophy. It should also be of interest to students in other disciplines like literature and psychology, for 
example, as it provides them with further tools for investigating related ideas in their discipline. This is based on a 
lecture course I designed and delivered for the Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Oxford. It will assume 
familiarity with basic concepts in moral philosophy, though a motivated student could take this course without a 
prior background in philosophy. The content of the course will be organized around four topics, each of which will 
comprise a three-week unit of study (as below). There will be a midterm exam after the second unit, on everything 
up until that point. Readings for this course will either be accessible online or combined in a course pack available 
for purchase at the university or another local bookstore. In some cases, I will require students to read only 
selections from the readings listed below, so as not to overburden them. I may also list some readings as optional or 
‘additional’ reading.  

Unit (1) will discuss Humean and anti-Humean approaches to moral motivation, looking briefly at Hume 
and Kant as important historical figures in this debate before turning to some contemporary authors. It will explain 
how on each broad approach, moral beliefs, cognitive states, and desire may (or may not) come together to produce 
moral motivation; it will also discuss the distinction between internalism and externalism about reasons. It will 
conclude by looking briefly at some related questions and positions in metaethics, mostly to do with realism/anti-
realism, or cognitivism/non-cognitivism.  

Unit (2) will be on moral character and will outline Aristotle’s account of the virtues from the 
Nicomachean Ethics, discussing, e.g., virtues of character and virtues of intellect, the difference between natural and 
moral virtue, and virtue’s relation to the good life. It will examine several recent arguments against utilitarian and 
Kantian ethics, focusing on those that are motivated by a desire to obtain a right understanding of moral character 
and its relation to the good life. Some replies a utilitarian or Kantian might make to these objections will be 
discussed.  

Unit (3) will cover the phenomenon understood as weakness of will. It will look at what Socrates says in 
Plato’s Protagoras and Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics, discussing what each account implies concerning the 
relation between desire, the will, and practical rationality. It will simultaneously look at R.M. Hare and Donald 
Davidson’s more recent accounts. Then it will turn to some of Richard Holton’s very recent work, which focuses on 
the cognitive processes that underlie instances of this phenomenon.  

Unit (4) will focus on guilt and shame in relation to moral formation and conscience. It will discuss 
arguments that support the use of guilt and shame in cultivating moral character, as well as those that are skeptical 
about either the reliability of these attitudes in communicating moral norms, or their ability to encourage good moral 
character. It will look at how these reactive attitudes may or may not figure in an account of moral action, as in cases 
involving agents like Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn.  

 
 

EVALUATION:  
 
Participation (in class participation is expected and so a grade is assigned for this)   10%  
Paper 1 (3,000 words)          20%  
Midterm Exam (covering units 1-2 and some material from introduction)    20%  
Paper 2 (3,000 words)          20%  
Final Exam (cumulative; roughly 65% devoted to units 3-4 and 35% to units 1-2)   30%  
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COURSE SCHEDULE:  
 
Introducing the Course: Questions, Case Studies, and Methodology  
Week 1: Thomas Nagel, “Review of H.G. Adler, Theresienstadt 1941-1945: The Face of a Coerced Community” in  

New York Review of Books (28 Sept 2017). Bernard Williams, “Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline” in 
Philosophy as a Humanistic Discipline ed. Adrian Moore (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008).  

 
Unit 1: Moral Motivation  
Week 2: Hume, Treatise of Human Nature, book 2, part 3, section 3. Peter Railton, “Humean Theory of Practical  

Rationality” in Oxford Handbook of Ethical Theory (Oxford: OUP, 2006). Bernard Williams, “Internal and 
External Reasons” in Moral Luck (Cambridge: CUP, 1981).  

Week 3: Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, part 1. Christine Korsgaard, “Skepticism About Practical  
Reason” in The Journal of Philosophy 83:1 (1986): 5-25. Marcia Baron, “On the Alleged Repugnance of 
Acting from the Motive of Duty” in The Journal of Philosophy 81:4 (1984): 197- 220.  

Week 4: Simon Blackburn, “Evaluations, Projections, and Quasi-Realism” in Spreading the Word: Groundings in  
the Philosophy of Language (Oxford: OUP, 1984). John McDowell, “Values and Secondary Qualities” in 
Morality and Objectivity ed. Ted Honderich (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985).  

 
Unit 2: Moral Character  
Week 5: Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, selections from books 1-2 and 6. Roger Crisp, “Modern Moral Philosophy  

and the Virtues” in How Should One Live (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996).  
Week 6: G.E.M. Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy” in Philosophy 33:124 (1958): 1-19. Bernard Williams,  

“Persons, Character, and Morality” in Moral Luck (Cambridge: CUP, 1981).  
Week 7: *Paper 1 is due today. Michael Stocker, “The schizophrenia of modern ethical theories” in Journal of  

Philosophy 73 (1976): 453-466. Susan Wolf, “Moral Saints” in Journal of Philosophy 79 (1982): 419-439. 
 
Week 8: Midterm Exam  
 
Unit 3: Weakness of Will  
Week 9: Plato, Protagoras, 352a1-360e5. R.M. Hare, Freedom and Reason (Oxford: Clarendon, 1963), chapter 5.  
Week 10: Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, book 7, chapter 3. Donald Davidson, “How is Weakness of the Will  

Possible” in Essays on Actions and Events (Oxford: OUP, 1980).  
Week 11: Richard Holton, “Intention and Weakness of Will” in The Journal of Philosophy 96:5 (1999): 241-262.  

Michael Bratman, “Toxin, Temptation, and the Stability of Intention” in Faces of Intention (Cambridge: 
CUP, 1999).  

 
Unit 4: Shame, Guilt and Conscience  
Week 12: Nietzsche, Genealogy of Morals, essay 2. Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkely: University of  

California Press, 1993), chapter 4.  
Week 13: Joseph Butler, Sermons at the Chapel of Rolls, sermons 1-3. Jennifer Herdt, “Guilt and Shame in the  

Development of Virtue” in Developing the Virtues eds. Julia Annas, Darcia Narvaez, Nancy Snow (Oxford: 
OUP, 2016).  

Week 14: *Paper 2 is due today. Jonathan Bennett, “The conscience of Huckleberry Finn” in Philosophy 49  
(1974): 123-134. Nomy Arpaly, Unprincipled Virtue (Cambridge: CUP, 2003), chapter 3. 

 


