
michael smith the moral problem
michael smith the moral problem is a pivotal topic in contemporary ethical philosophy,
addressing the enduring challenge of reconciling moral motivation with moral judgment. Michael
Smith, a renowned philosopher, has extensively explored this issue, offering influential perspectives
that have shaped modern debates. This article delves into Smith's approach to the moral problem,
examining his arguments, key concepts, and the implications of his theories. Understanding michael
smith the moral problem involves exploring his interpretation of moral judgments, the role of
reasons in motivating action, and his contributions to moral psychology. The discussion also
highlights the broader context of the moral problem in philosophy and Smith’s unique solutions. To
facilitate a comprehensive understanding, the article is organized into several key sections outlined
below.

Overview of the Moral Problem

Michael Smith’s Philosophical Background

Smith’s Analysis of the Moral Problem

Motivation and Moral Judgment

Smith’s Proposed Solutions

Critiques and Influence

Overview of the Moral Problem
The moral problem, in philosophical terms, concerns the apparent tension between moral judgments
and moral motivation. Traditionally, it questions why recognizing something as morally right or
wrong does not necessarily lead to corresponding motivation or action. This problem has been
central to metaethics and moral psychology, raising doubts about the nature of moral reasons,
normative ethics, and the psychological underpinnings of ethical behavior. Michael Smith the moral
problem centers on this challenge, focusing on the consistency between moral beliefs and
motivations. The issue also connects to debates about internalism and externalism in moral
philosophy, which address whether moral judgments inherently motivate agents.

Historical Context of the Moral Problem
The moral problem has roots in classical philosophy, with thinkers like Plato and Aristotle
considering the relationship between knowledge of the good and virtuous action. In modern
philosophy, this problem gained prominence through David Hume’s emphasis on sentiment and
motivation, and Immanuel Kant’s deontological framework stressing duty. The resurgence of
analytic philosophy in the 20th century further sharpened the problem, especially within the
frameworks of metaethics and moral psychology. Michael Smith’s contributions must be understood



in this rich historical context, where the moral problem remains a fundamental puzzle.

Core Components of the Moral Problem
The moral problem involves several interrelated components:

Moral Judgment: The cognitive assessment that an action is morally right or wrong.

Moral Motivation: The psychological drive or reason to act according to moral judgments.

Internalism: The view that moral judgments necessarily motivate.

Externalism: The view that moral judgments do not necessarily motivate without additional
desires or reasons.

Michael Smith’s Philosophical Background
Michael Smith is a distinguished philosopher whose work primarily focuses on ethics, metaethics,
and moral psychology. His academic career and publications have significantly influenced
contemporary debates surrounding moral motivation and judgment. Smith’s approach combines
rigorous analytical methods with deep engagement in normative ethical theory. His background in
both philosophy of mind and ethics allows him to address the moral problem from a multidisciplinary
perspective, integrating insights from psychology and rational agency.

Academic Contributions
Smith has authored several seminal works that explore the intersection of moral reasoning and
motivation. His writings often challenge prevailing assumptions in metaethics, particularly regarding
the nature of moral reasons and their motivational force. He is recognized for advancing the
internalist position while refining it through sophisticated arguments that accommodate practical
reason and rational desire. In addition to his theoretical contributions, Smith’s work has practical
implications for understanding moral agency and ethical deliberation.

Philosophical Influences
Smith’s philosophy is influenced by a range of figures, including Immanuel Kant, David Hume, and
contemporary philosophers such as Christine Korsgaard and Bernard Williams. These influences
shape his nuanced approach to the moral problem by balancing normative commitments with
psychological realism. His engagement with Kantian ethics is particularly notable, as he seeks to
reconcile the demands of rationality with motivational principles.



Smith’s Analysis of the Moral Problem
Michael Smith the moral problem is addressed through a detailed analysis of the relationship
between moral judgments and motivation. Smith argues that moral judgments are not mere
cognitive states but inherently connected to reasons for action. His analysis attempts to bridge the
gap identified by externalists, demonstrating how moral beliefs can inherently provide motivation
without requiring extraneous desires.

The Nature of Moral Judgments
According to Smith, moral judgments are best understood as judgments about what one has
sufficient reason to do. This conception situates moral judgments within the framework of practical
reason, emphasizing their normative force. He posits that recognizing a moral reason implies a
motivational stance, aligning moral cognition with the agent’s reasons for acting. This view
challenges simplistic separations between belief and motivation.

Reasons and Motivation
Smith emphasizes the concept of "normative reasons" as central to the moral problem. He
distinguishes between motivating reasons (the actual causes of action) and normative reasons
(justifications for action). His argument suggests that moral judgments articulate normative reasons
that inherently motivate rational agents. The motivational force arises from the rational
acknowledgment of these reasons, thereby addressing the motivational gap.

Motivation and Moral Judgment
The interplay between motivation and moral judgment is a core focus in michael smith the moral
problem. Smith advocates for a form of internalism that ties moral judgment intimately with
motivation, but his account also acknowledges complexities in human psychology that influence
moral behavior. This section explores how Smith conceptualizes this relationship and its implications
for moral theory.

Internalism Revisited
Smith’s internalism contends that if an agent sincerely judges that something is morally required,
the agent is necessarily motivated to some extent to perform that action. However, he refines this
claim by specifying the nature and degree of motivation involved. His version of internalism is
compatible with variations in motivational strength and recognizes that other psychological factors
can affect moral action.

Practical Reason and Motivation
Central to Smith’s position is the role of practical reason in linking moral judgment to motivation. He
argues that practical reason involves responding to normative reasons, which themselves generate



motivation. This conceptual framework explains how moral judgments can be reasons for action
without requiring additional desires. Smith’s account thus offers a rationalistic grounding for moral
motivation.

Smith’s Proposed Solutions
Michael Smith advances several innovative solutions to the moral problem, aiming to dissolve the
tension between moral judgment and motivation. His proposals integrate normative theory,
psychology, and rational agency to offer a coherent account of moral motivation. This section
outlines the key elements of Smith’s solutions and their philosophical significance.

The Dual-Aspect Theory
One of Smith’s notable contributions is the dual-aspect theory of moral judgment, which posits that
moral judgments have both descriptive and normative aspects. This theory suggests that moral
beliefs inherently carry motivational content by virtue of their normative dimension. Thus, moral
judgments are not merely statements of fact but also involve a commitment to act.

Rational Desire and Moral Motivation
Smith introduces the concept of rational desire to explain the motivational force behind moral
judgments. Rational desires are those that a rational agent ought to have in light of their reasons.
Moral judgments, by presenting normative reasons, generate rational desires that motivate action.
This approach bridges the gap between cognition and motivation, aligning moral psychology with
normative ethics.

Implications for Moral Agency
Smith’s solutions emphasize the rational nature of moral agency, portraying individuals as agents
who respond to normative reasons through rational desire and motivation. This perspective
contributes to a more integrated understanding of ethical behavior, highlighting the coherence
between moral judgment and motivation as essential to moral agency.

Critiques and Influence
Michael Smith the moral problem has been widely discussed and critiqued in philosophical circles.
His internalist approach and dual-aspect theory have sparked debates regarding the nature of
motivation, the role of desires, and the limits of rationality in ethics. This section reviews key
critiques and assesses Smith’s influence on contemporary moral philosophy.



Critical Perspectives
Some critics argue that Smith’s internalism may overlook cases where moral judgment fails to
motivate due to psychological weakness or conflicting desires. Others question whether rational
desire adequately explains the motivational aspect of morality. These critiques highlight ongoing
challenges in fully resolving the moral problem and suggest areas for further inquiry.

Impact on Contemporary Ethics
Despite critiques, Smith’s work has significantly influenced the study of moral motivation and
metaethics. His nuanced approach has inspired new theoretical developments and enriched
discussions on practical reason and moral psychology. Philosophers continue to engage with Smith’s
ideas, underscoring their enduring relevance in ethical theory.

Summary of Contributions

Clarification of the link between moral judgment and motivation.

Development of the dual-aspect theory of moral judgment.

Integration of normative reasons with rational desire.

Advancement of internalism in moral philosophy.

Influence on subsequent work in moral psychology and metaethics.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Michael Smith in the context of 'The Moral Problem'?
Michael Smith is a philosopher known for his work on moral philosophy, particularly for articulating
and addressing 'The Moral Problem,' which concerns the tension between moral motivation and
moral judgment.

What is 'The Moral Problem' according to Michael Smith?
'The Moral Problem' refers to the apparent conflict between the claim that moral judgments
necessarily motivate individuals and the observation that people sometimes make moral judgments
without being motivated to act accordingly. Michael Smith explores this problem in his philosophical
work.



How does Michael Smith propose to solve 'The Moral
Problem'?
Michael Smith proposes a solution known as 'motivational internalism,' arguing that genuine moral
judgments are inherently motivating because they involve an internal connection between judgment
and motivation.

What book by Michael Smith discusses 'The Moral Problem'?
Michael Smith discusses 'The Moral Problem' extensively in his book titled 'The Moral Problem,'
published in 1994, where he examines the relationship between moral judgment and motivation.

Why is Michael Smith's work on 'The Moral Problem'
significant in moral philosophy?
Michael Smith's work is significant because it offers a detailed analysis of the connection between
moral judgments and motivation, challenging and refining existing theories, and influencing
contemporary debates on moral psychology and ethical theory.

Additional Resources
1. The Moral Problem by Michael Smith
This foundational work by Michael Smith explores the tension between moral realism and
motivational internalism. Smith argues that moral judgments are inherently motivating and that
moral reasons are closely tied to desires and motivations. The book critically examines the
relationship between moral philosophy and human psychology, offering a nuanced approach to
understanding moral motivation.

2. Ethics and the A Priori: Selected Essays on Moral Psychology and Metaethics by Michael Smith
A collection of essays where Smith delves deeper into the connection between moral knowledge and
motivation. The book addresses key issues in moral psychology and metaethics, including the nature
of moral facts and how we come to know them. It offers important insights that complement his
arguments in The Moral Problem.

3. Reasons and Recognition: Essays on the Philosophy of T.M. Scanlon edited by Michael Smith
This volume gathers essays that engage with the work of T.M. Scanlon, a philosopher whose ideas
intersect with Smith’s concerns about moral reasons and motivation. The book explores themes such
as moral justification, reasons for action, and the nature of normative claims, enriching the
discussion around moral philosophy pioneered by Smith.

4. Motivation and Reasons in Ethics by Michael Smith
In this work, Smith investigates the complex relationship between moral reasons and motivation. He
argues against the idea that moral judgments necessarily motivate and offers a detailed account of
how reasons influence actions. The book is essential for understanding Smith’s approach to the
moral problem.

5. Ethical Intuitionism: Reassessments and New Essays edited by Michael Smith and Michael Brady
This edited collection revisits ethical intuitionism, a view closely related to Smith’s discussions on



moral knowledge and motivation. Essays explore the epistemology of moral beliefs and the role of
intuition in moral reasoning, providing a broader context for the debates Smith engages with in The
Moral Problem.

6. The Oxford Handbook of Ethical Theory edited by David Copp (includes contributions by Michael
Smith)
This comprehensive handbook features chapters by leading philosophers, including Michael Smith,
on various aspects of ethical theory. Smith’s contributions focus on moral motivation and the
internalism-externalism debate, offering readers a detailed overview of contemporary issues in
moral philosophy.

7. Internalism and Motivation: New Essays edited by Michael Smith
A collection of essays that explore the internalist thesis about moral motivation, a central theme in
Smith’s work. The book brings together different perspectives on whether moral judgments
necessarily motivate and how this relates to moral reasoning and action.

8. Contemporary Debates in Moral Theory edited by James Dreier (featuring discussions relevant to
Smith’s ideas)
This volume presents contrasting views on key topics in moral theory, including the nature of moral
reasons and motivation. It provides a platform for engaging with arguments similar to those found in
Smith’s The Moral Problem, making it a valuable resource for understanding current debates.

9. Moral Reasons by Michael Smith
In this book, Smith focuses on the concept of moral reasons and their role in ethical theory. He
examines how moral reasons relate to motivation and action, offering a refined account that builds
on his earlier work in The Moral Problem. The book is crucial for readers interested in the
intersection of moral psychology and normative ethics.
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