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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

In my dissertation I defend a version of cognitivist motivational internalism which I call
Belief Internalism. The constitutive claim of any version of cognitivist motivational
internalism is that if one believes ‘It is right that I ¢’, then one will be motivated to ¢.
This thesis—which captures the practical nature of morality—is in tension with the
dominantly held Humean theory of motivation. The constitutive claim of the Humean
thesis is that no belief could entail motivation without the assistance of a conceptually
independent desire. So, while the cognitivist motivational internalist tells us that there is
a conceptual connection between moral belief and motivation, the Humean tells us that
there could be no such connection.

In defence of cognitivist motivational internalism it is tempting to argue either that the
Humean constraint only applies to non-moral beliefs or that moral beliefs only motivate
ceteris paribus. But, while succumbing to the first temptation places one under an
ultimately insurmountable burden to justify the motivational exceptionality of moral
beliefs, succumbing to the second temptation saddles one with a thesis that fails to do
justice to the practical nature of morality. I avoid both of these problems by defending a
more radical departure from the Humean theory of motivation.

I start by arguing for a motivationally efficacious conception of belief. First, I
demonstrate that it is conceptually coherent for belief to entail motivation. I then argue
that all beliefs have behavioural dispositional properties that are not predicated on a
conceptually independent desire; in particular, all beliefs can motivate assent without
the assistance of a conceptually independent desire. I then develop a unified and
inclusive account of cognitive motivation according to which unqualified normative
cognition—which includes moral cognition—motivates normative actions without the
assistance of such a desire. Beliefs of the form ‘I ought to ¢’ or ‘It is right that I ¢’, in
other words, motivate the believer to .



CURRENT RESEARCH PROJECTS
I am currently working on projects in research ethics and metaethics.
RESEARCH ETHICS:

The first project is in research ethics, an area of applied philosophy concerned with the
ethics of conducting medical research on human participants. Medical research is not
primarily designed to benefit the individual studied but is, rather, designed to benefit
society by answering scientific questions that will hopefully lead to new or improved
health interventions. But what makes it permissible, and when it is permissible, to
subject one individual to risks, pain and inconvenience for the sake of others? One
answer is the individual’s informed consent. But, while many accept that valid informed
consent is necessary for most ethical medical research and that medical research
participants must understand the information that is standardly disclosed to them in
order to give valid consent to research participation, we have very reliable data that
show that many competent individuals simply do not understand the information
standardly disclosed. And, if this right, then much medical research, which seems
ethical, is in fact unethical.

An interesting way to avoid this unpalatable conclusion is championed by Gopal
Sreenivasan. It involves giving up the idea that medical research participants need to
understand the information standardly disclosed to them. Sreenivasan argues that not
only is comprehension of standard disclosure unnecessary for valid informed consent,
but the expected cost of both holding and enforcing a comprehension requirement is not
a price worth paying all things considered.

In “Comprehending the Comprehension Requirement” I argue that neither holding nor
enforcing the comprehension requirement is morally problematic all things considered. I
argue that research ethicists need to address: (i) what information needs to be
understood in order for consent to research participation to be valid and (ii) what the
researcher has to do in order to properly discharge the duty to obtain valid consent to
research participation. I am now working on a paper that cashes out the content of the
comprehension requirement. And, presently, I will be working on a paper that outlines
reasonable steps to achieve comprehension which will allow researchers to properly
discharge their duty to obtain valid informed consent to research participation.

UNDER REVIEW
J “Comprehending the Comprehension Requirement”

IN PREPARATION
J “The Content of the Comprehension Requirement” (with Joseph Millum)



METAETHICS

The second project is in metaethics. Motivational Externalists—proponents of the thesis
that moral judgements are motivationally inert—have claimed a modest victory in
recent years. They claim to have shown that the burden of proof lies firmly on their
opponent’'s—the Motivational Internalist’'s—shoulders. Externalists cite everyday
examples of amoralism and apathy either to demonstrate that it is conceptually possible
to sincerely judge that ‘It is right that I ¢’ and yet not be motivated to ¢ or to
demonstrate that the burden of proof lies with the internalist. My overall goal is to show
that externalists have been too hasty in claiming even this modest victory.

In “Back to Stalemate: The Motivational Internalism/Externalism Debate” (under
review), I acknowledge that internalists have responded to externalist’s challenges
rather poorly either by attempting to diagnose the failure of the amoral or the apathetic
agent or by embracing a weakened defence of the internalist thesis. I argue that by
critically examining the assumptions that underlie the externalist’s challenges we see
that these purported counterexamples not only fail to disprove internalism but also fail
to shift the burden of proof.

I am currently working on two further papers on this topic. In the first, I argue that all
forms of motivational externalism are predicated on the assumption that reliably
determining the extension of a moral concept is sufficient for fully understanding that
concept. I plan to show that we have no good reason to accept this assumption. In the
second, I assess the scientifically informed purported counterexamples to motivational
internalism —cases of psychopathy, ventromedial prefrontal cortex deficits, and clinical
depression—and argue that the data on these conditions are actually friendlier to
internalism than externalism.

UNDER REVIEW
e “Back to Stalemate: The Motivational Internalism/Externalism Debate”

IN PREPARATION
e “The Problem with Motivational Externalism”
e “Problems with Scientifically Informed Challenges to Motivational Internalism”



