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Four Conceptions of Conscience

Controversies about the nature, reliability, and importance of consci-
ence have a long history. Diverse opinions reflect not only differences in
theological beliefs and political context but also deep divisions in
moral theory. Some scholars hold that relying on conscience is a sure
path to morally correct, or at least blameless, conduct and that the
imperative to follow one’s conscience is unconditional, taking prece-
dence over all other authorities. Making moral decisions conscientiously
and sticking by them are widely thought to be essential ingredients of
integrity, and some would add that they also affirm one’s autonomy and
individuality,

This sanguine view of individual conscience has not been shared by
all, however. Many traditional moralists place more confidence in
church and state authority than in private conscience, arguing that those
authorities have better access to moral truth or that, practically, giving
precedence to individual conscience is a recipe for anarchy. Observ-
ing that those people who rely on conscience often approve of radically
different practices, including some that may seem outrageous, many
reflective people understandably come to doubt that conscience is each
individual’s unerring access to moral truth. Recalling how often cruel
and destructive conduct has been excused in the name of conscience,
they naturally question as well even the more modest doctrine that fol-
lowing one’s conscience guarantees a blameless life.

These controversies provide the background for my discussion,
although I shall not address them directly. My more modest aim is to
highlight, as a preliminary aid to understanding the larger issues, some
of the similarities and differences among four important conceptions
of conscience. In particular, I want to call attention to the various ways
in which these conceptions interpret the origin, function, and reliability
of conscience. How one conceives conscience makes a significant dif-
ference regarding one’s attitude toward one’s own conscience and the
(alleged) conscientious judgments of others. So, in contrasting the four
conceptions of conscience, I also call attention to the implications of
each conception regarding whether and (if so) why one should respect
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conscience in oneself and in others. More specifically, for each concep-
tion, I address the following question: If one conceives conscience in this
way, and confidently so, then to what extent and why should one (1)
treat the apparent promptings of one’s own conscience as one’s author-
itative guide and (2) respectfully tolerate the conduct of others when
they are apparently guided by conscience?’

Here I differentiate between various particular ‘conceptions’ of con-
science and a general ‘concept’ of conscience in a way analogous to John
Rawls’s distinction between the general concept of justice and various
particular conceptions of justice.” That is, the several conceptions of
conscience are specific interpretations, or more detailed understandings,
of a general concept, or core idea, of conscience. The core idea that they
have in common is, roughly, the idea of a capacity, commonly at-
tributed to most human beings, to sense or immediately discern that
what he or she has done, is doing, or is about to do (or not do) is wrong,
bad, and worthy of disapproval.” Moreover, the general concept, 1
assume, includes the idea that a person’s conscience, whatever else it
may be, is something that apparently influences (but rarely, if ever,
completely controls) that person’s conduct. It also is something that,
when disregarded, tends to result in mental discomfort and lowered
self-esteem.

This general idea leaves open further questions about how conscience
is acquired and developed, how it operates, what it purports to ‘say,’

! What do the various conceptions imply, for example, about whether we should
endorse and protect other people’s reliance on conscience? Which conceptions, if any,
imply that the voices of conscience in others are relevant dara for our own moral
decision making? Do they imply that we must tolerate the conscientious acts of others
even when we are convinced that their judgments are mistaken and harmful and, if so,
within what limits?

* See John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1999), 5 ff. The concepr of justice, according to Rawls, is specified by the role thart dif-
ferent particular conceptions are supposed to have in common. It is, roughly, the idea of
publicly affirmed principles that assign basic rights and duties and determine a proper
distribution of benefits and burdens in a cooperative scheme. By contrast, the particular
‘conceptions of justice” characterized by justice as fairness, utilitarianism, and perfec-
tionism are different ways of specifying what the principles are that should play the
general social role of a concepr of justice.

¥ Roughly, to say that conscience is a capacity to ‘sense or immediately discern’ is to
say that it is a way of arriving at the relevant moral beliefs about our acts by means of
feeling, instinct, or personal judgment. Becoming convinced by conscience that our
conducr is immoral is supposed to be distinct from reaching that conclusion by explic-
itly appealing 1o external authorities or by engaging in discussion with others, although
perhaps most people would grant that public opinion and authoritative pronouncements
tend to influence the development of consciences and so may indirectly affect what
conscience ‘says’ on particular occasions.
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how trustworthy it is as a moral guide, whether it is universal or found
only in certain cultures, what purposes it serves individuals and society,
and even whether saying ‘her conscience tells her to” is a purely descrip-
tive statement or one that also expresses the speaker’s attitudes or moral
beliefs. These particular conceptions of conscience are the various ways
in which questions such as these are addressed in moral theories, in
systems of theology, and also in less articulated, popular ways of think-
ing that extend (and sometimes distort) religious and scientific ideas
prevalent in a culture.

Although it will become evident where my sympathies lie, it is not
my aim to argue that one or another of these conceptions is correct or
even—all things considered—superior to the others. I do not pretend to
be neutral regarding the merits of the various conceptions under dis-
cussion, but my primary purpose here is merely to sketch the different
conceptions, note significant variations, and draw out some of their
practical implications.

Besides this, I have another aim that leads me to make some more
explicitly evaluative remarks. The context is my ongoing project to
develop a moral theory in the Kantian tradition that is as plausible as
possible. This gives me a reason to examine and call attention to the
merits and weaknesses of various conceptions of conscience from this
perspective. The point is to consider how a reasonable, modified
Kantian ethics should interpret conscience and why it should reject other
interpretations.* Although Kant’s own account of conscience is one of
the four conceptions to be considered, it is not necessarily the best con-
ception, even for my purposes, simply because Kant proposed it. The
reason is that developing a plausible ‘Kantian’ moral theory requires
selectively endorsing some of Kant’s claims and rejecting others, accord-
ing to one’s best judgment as to what is both sustainable and most fun-
damental to the theory. Since a full exposition and defense of such a
theory is obviously impossible here, my evaluative remarks should be
understood for now as tentative and hypothetical, suggesting reasons
that if one adopts certain basic features of a Kantian ethics, it is prefer-
able to interpret conscience in a certain way and not in others.

The four conceptions of conscience, briefly described, are the follow-
ing: first, a popular religious view that bases a strong confidence in an
instinctual conscience on theological beliefs about its origin and

* I describe features of a Kantian ethical theory that [ regard as most plausible—as
distinct from aspects of Kant’s own view that | regard as untenable——in my previous
essays, some of which are collected in Dignity and Practical Reason. Others include chs.
L. 2, and s in my Respect, Pluralism, and Justice, and Chs. 3 and 9 of this volume.
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purpose; second, a deflationary cultural relativism thart regards con-
science as nothing but an unreflective response to the socially instilled
values of one’s culture, no matter what these happen to be; third, Joseph
Butler’s idea of conscience as reason, making moral judgments by
reflecting ‘in a cool hour’ on what conduct is morally appropriate, given
human nature and the facts of one’s situation; and fourth, Kant’s nar-
rower, metaphorical conception of conscience as ‘an inner judge’ that
condemns (or acquits) one for inadequate (or adequate) effort to live
according to one’s best possible, though fallible, judgments about what
{objectively) one ought to do.*

My comments on the relations of the first three conceptions are
too diverse to summarize briefly, but my main suggestions regarding
the Kantian perspective are the following: First, Kant’s conception of
conscience makes room for some central ideas in each of the other
conceptions while avoiding aspects of them that, at least from the basic
Kantian perspective, are problematic. Furthermore, Kant’s own account
of conscience does fit coherently with the basic features of his moral
theory, even though it might seem at first that ‘conscience’ should have
no place in rationalistic moral theories such as Kant’s.

In the Kantian view, we must treat basic moral beliefs as known, or
to be determined, through reason.® When we deliberately try to apply
general principles to particular kinds of problems, we use judgment, and
whether we act on our moral beliefs depends on the strength and good-
ness of our wills. Conscience, however, is not the same as reason, judg-
ment, or will. In fact, Kant assigns conscience a limited role in his moral
theory. It is not a moral expert with an intuition of moral truth or a
moral legislator that makes moral laws or a moral arbitraror that settles
perplexing cases. Rather, the role of conscience is restricted to that of
an ‘inner judge’ who scrutinizes our conduct and then imposes sentence
on us as guilty or else acquits us of either of two charges: (1) thar we

‘Adequate effort” here is meant to cover ‘due care’ in forming judgments about what
one ought 1o do as well as firmness of will in following these judgments. It is intended
to cover both of Kant’s somewhat different accounts of conscience, which I describe later.
The first account is in MM, 26~7 [6: 234-5], 156 [6: 399], and 188~9 [6: 438-40]. The
second is in R, 178~9 [6: 185-6].

¢ It is important to note that from the Kantian point of view, reason is not regarded
as a faculty of intuition by which we can ‘see’ certain moral norms as ‘self-evident.’
However, to say something is determined by reason also does not mean that it is prov-
able in any formal way. Practical reason is nor simply instrumental, determining efficient
means to our ends. Rather, it is supposed to be a shared capacity of moral agents to

think from a common point of view that respects and takes into account the interests
of all.
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contravened our own (reason-based) judgment about what is morally
right or (2) that we failed to exercise due care and diligence E forming
the particular moral opinions on which we acted. ?mmcm@nmim S.ﬁrﬁ
than providing our basic understanding of morality, conscience U:.smw
into focus a sometimes painful awareness, not that our action is ‘objec-
tively” wrong bur that we are not even making a proper effort to guide
ourselves by our own deepest moral beliefs.

For general moral guidance, especially in perplexing cases, Wﬁ:
agrees with Butler that we should not rely on instinct but on reason in
deliberate reflection. Kant granted that conscience (narrowly construed)
should be considered authoritative within its limited sphere, but he
also believed a further point that others (such as Butler) might describe
as ‘respecting the authority of conscience’ because they work with a
broader conception of conscience. That is, Kant’s moral theory holds
that each of us must, in the end, treat our own {final) moral judgments
as authoritative, even though they are fallible. When others disagree, we
must listen to them and take into account their reasons; and when civil
authorities demand conformity, we must give due regard to the moral
reasons for obeying such authorities. Having taken all this into account,
however, each of us must carefully make and rigorously follow our own
best moral judgment.” To do so, in Kant’s view, enables us to live s.:%
a clear conscience, but it does not guarantee that our acts are objec-
tively right (since our moral judgment may be misguided).

I. INSTINCTIVE ACCESS TO MORAL TRUTH

Let us begin with a popular religious oonommaomfoo:mﬁm:,nm.mm God-
given instinctual access to moral truth. There are many variations, g.:
for contrast, I shall describe an extreme version. Here are the main
themes.

1. Each human being is born with a latent conscience, which :um:Em
certain tragic interferences) emerges into its full working capacity in
youth or young adulthood. It is a capacity to identify, among one’s own
acts, motives, intentions, and aims, those that are morally wrong and

7 It is significant that despite Kants rigorous condemnation of participating in
revolutionary activities, he granted that one must refuse 10 obey state orders 1o do whar
one judges wrong in irself. See MM, 98 {6: 322] and 136 [6: 371]; also Hans Reiss,
‘Postscript’, in Hans Reiss (ed.), Kant: Political Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1991), 267-8; and R, 153n [6: 154].




282 Moral Worth

those that are permissible (i.e., not wrong). Conscience, however, does
not identify acts and motives as morally admirable and praiseworthy.
At best, conscience is ‘clear’ or ‘clean,” not self-congratulating.

2. That certain acts, such as murder and adultery, are morally wrong
1s a matter of objective fact, independent of our consciences. Thar is,
what makes such acts wrong is not just thar they are, or would be, dis-
approved of by the agent’s conscience or even the consciences of every-
one. However, once our conscience has persuaded us that to perform a
certain act would be wrong, there arises the possibility of doing a second
wrong, namely, violating our conscience. Since this is intentionally doing
what we believe to be morally wrong, it is generally regarded as wrong,
independently of whether our initial moral belief is correct.?

3. In acknowledging the wrongness of an act, our conscience gives
us a sense that we cannot comfortably view that act as something that
was, is, or will be optional, to be pursued or not according to our in-
terests. It imposes painful feelings of self-disapproval when it recognizes
the wrongs of our past or ongoing activities, and it threatens the same
when we entertain future plans that it would condemn.

4. Conscience originates as God’s gift to human beings, a special
access to moral truth that can work independently of church authority
and rational reflection.’ Its authority, moreover, stems from the fact that
its content is part of God’s own knowledge and/or will. That is, it stems
from the part that God chose to make accessible to us, for our guid-
ance, in this special way.!

¥ The possibility of this second wrong, in regard to our moral beliefs, is the source
of a number of traditional puzzles and controversies abour conscience. For example, if
we ‘conscientiously’ believe an act to be a duty when it is ‘objectively wrong,” then it
seems, paradoxically, that we must inevitably do wrong, no matter what we do: either
we (unknowingly) do what is objecti ely wrong or else (intentionally} do what we believe
is wrong, which is a wrong of another kind. Philosophers have responded to this puzzle
in various ways, depending on whether they grant that conscience can ‘err,’ whether
they believe that there are ‘objecrive wrongs’ defined independently of the agent’s
intention, and whether they judge the source of moral error o be culpable or inculpa-
ble in origin. See Alan Donagan, ‘Conscience’, in Lawrence and Charlotte Becker (eds.),
Encyclopedia of Ethics, 2nd edn. (New York: Garland Press, 1992), i. 297-9.

* Note that the ‘natural law’ rradition in Western religious ethics, unlike the popular
conception, emphasizes individuals’ reason as their mode of access to moral truth. This
makes the view more similar to Kant’s, which is why, for starker contrast, I selected the
‘popular’ view.

' According to some, conformity or nonconformity to God’s commands is what con-
stitutes objective right and wrong. According to others, objective features of the acts are
what make them wrong. But either way, all who accept the popular religious conception
agree that God in fact forbids and disapproves of wrong acts while commanding and
approving conformiry to dury. A agree that it is generally wrong o act contrary to con-
science, but this is not because it is thought thar the objective wrongness of acts in general
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5. Appealing to conscience is not the same as :.mm:m rational, reflec-
rve judgment to resolve moral questions. Conscience may be partly
shaped and informed by mcnr. ﬁ,:amammnmu as well as by wcvr.m debates,
religious education, and the like, US.: is n_nﬂ:mn_ as operating not so
much like an intellectual moral adviser as like an nstinct-governed,
internal ‘voice’ or sign that ‘tells’ us what we must or must not do,
warns us when tempted, and prods us to reform when guilty."! ,

6. Once we have correctly identified and heard its ‘voice,” conscience
is a reliable source of knowledge of our own moral nmmnoawmvzﬁwm in
particular contexts. The story is that God gave each om.:m a conscience
as a guide for our own conduct, not for judging or mn.vmmim others. Each
of us is commanded to follow our conscience and is directly account-
able to God for having done so or not. Judging that an act is wrong for
us means that it is wrong for everyone unless there is a relevant differ-
ence berween the cases, but others’ cases may differ in so many ways
that we have no practical license to make extensive generalizations from
what we ‘learn’ from our own conscience.

A more modest thesis might say that following our conscience is a
reliable guide to living a blameless life and not necessarily a guarantee
that we will do what is morally correct in every instance. The popular
conception I have in mind, however, holds the stronger thesis that the
voice of our conscience coincides with what is objectively right or wrong
for us to do, that is, what it is correct, on the basis of the known facts,
to judge as right or wrong.

Even this strong thesis, however, inevitably leaves a loophole for error.
Whether or not we believe thar conscience itself is infallible, we must
still acknowledge that we can make mistakes about whether what we

consists simply of their being against the agent’s conscience. Rather, acts against con-
science are typically wrong because, given that conscience is our God-given means of
access to the truth about what is objectively right and wrong, the acts that conscience
warns us against are truly wrong (independently of that warning). )

When I 'say that the wrongness of acts against conscience is not in general constituted
by their being against conscience, the qualification is important. In those special cases in
which, owing to error of conscience, the acts {described independently N.um the agenss
beliefs and conscience) are not in fact wrong (even though the agents think they are),
the agents still would be doing something wrong (namely, ‘intentionally doing what they
believe wrong) by acting against conscience. In this special case, the wrongness does
consist entirely of the acrs being violations of conscience.

" Typically our conscience is pictured nor as judging the moral quality of particular
acts from first principles but, rather, as identifying a limited class of nacvﬁ own) wrong
acts by means of the characteristic painful feelings aroused in contemplating them. This
is a feature of several conceptions of conscience that fits well the metaphor of conscience
as a warning, nagging, and reprimanding Jiminy Cricket or a tiny angel thar follows us
::.o:mr tempting times. Butler’s view is a partial exceprion.
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rake to be dictates of conscience are authentic. Wishful thinking, fe
childhood prejudices, and indoctrination in false ideologies can :u::mmﬂﬁ
or distort the voice of conscience, especially if we have dulled that <omoM
by frequently disregarding it. So in effect, the doctrine that conscience
%m very reliable, even infallible, with regard to objective right and wron
is subject to practical qualifications. As with some marvelous Rnrzo_om.
gies thought to be virtually 100 percent reliable if used properly by flaw-
less operators under ideal conditions, errors of application occur but are
blamed on the user, not the equipment.

./x\rmﬁ are the implications of this popular conception of conscience
with regard to how we should treat it? First, what should our attitude
be toward our own conscience? Since by hypothesis, conscience pro-
vides reliable access to both moral truth and subjective rightness, we
would have good (moral) reason to avoid ‘dulling’ our mo:moasnm to
‘listen’ carefully for its signals, and in general to be cautiously miw&
U.% what apparently it tells us to do. Several factors, however, can com-
bine 8.88559& caution even to the firm believer in the popular
conception. For example, although conscience is supposed to be a reli-
mEm signal of moral truth, it is not necessarily the only, or the most
m:.wwﬁ means of determining what we ought to do. When secular and
religious authorities, together with the professed conscientious judg-
ments of others, all stand opposed to whar we initially took to be the
voice of conscience, then these facts should raise doubts. Even assum-
ing that genuine pronouncements of conscience are infallible, we may
not be infallible in distinguishing these from our wishes or fears or the
wnwwmm of past mentors. In effect, we may need to check our supposed
Em.csgcm_ access to moral truth by reviewing more directly the relevant
evidence m:a.mnmcﬂm:ﬁmu for example, concerning intended benefits and
harms, promises fulfilled or broken, and the responsibilities of our social
Hoﬁo. To confirm that our instinctive response is a reflection of ‘true con-
science’ rather than a morally irrelevant feeling, we would need to
nn:m:: other sources, for example, to see whether the respornse coin-
oﬁmm with reflective moral judgment, based on a careful review of per-
tinent facts in consultation with others.

Q\:rocﬂ such a check, there is no way to be confident that the instinct
on &;:mr we are about to rely is ‘conscience’ rather than some baser
mstinct. By analogy, suppose that we believe we have an intuitive sense
wrmﬁ moeroé regularly signals dishonesty in job applicants when this
sense’ is maowml% identified and used under ideal conditions. Although
the suspicions we formed by consulting this intuitive sense might serve
as useful warning signs, they would not be a substitute for investigat-
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ing the candidates’ records and seeking direct evidence of dishonest
conduct. Only an examination of the relevant facts could ascertain
whether what we suppose is an accurate intuitive signal really is so.

Second, how should we regard the consciences of others? Here, again,
it is clear that the popular conception, if true, would give us some reason
to encourage others to develop and listen to their consciences and to
tolerate their conscientious acts within limits. However, we should be
cautious in trusting the appearance of conscience, for others are
presumably just as subject as we are to self-deception in identifying
conscience, and besides, they may intentionally deceive us about what
they really believe. Again, when opinions differ, a check seems needed,
for how can we reasonably believe another’s claim that what he or she
is following is really an instinctual ‘sense’ of moral right and wrong,
rather than an instinct of another kind, unless the person can give plau-
sible moral reasons for thinking that what ‘the voice’ recommends is
right?

From a Kantian perspective, the popular religious conception is
untenable for several reasons. First, it draws conclusions about ethics
from theology, whereas Kant insisted that whatever reasonable beliefs
we can have about God must be based on prior moral knowledge, not
the reverse. Second, the popular view of conscience as instinctual access
to God’s mind or will omits {what the Kantian takes to be) the prior
and indispensable roles of reason and judgment in determining what we
ought to do. For Kantians, what is morally required is ultimately a
matter of what free and reasonable people, with a proper respect for
one another, would agree to accept as a constraint on the pursuit of
self-interest and other goals. That is not the sort of thing that we could
claim to know directly ‘by instinct.” Once we have a basic grasp of the
reasons for moral principles and acknowledge their authority because
of this, our respect for the principles may be signaled by unbidden
‘pangs’ and ‘proddings’ that feel like instinctual responses. But from the
Kantian perspective, what should make us count these as signs of con-
science is the plausibility of seeing the feelings as due to the agent’s
internal acceptance of what he or she judges to be reasonable moral
principles.

Third, the popular religious conception regards the voice of con-
science—when it has been identified as authentic—to be a completely
reliable, even infallible, reflection of moral truth, but Kantian ethics
(rightly, I think) rejects the idea that there is any way we can infallibly
judge the morality of particular acts. Although Kant himself had confi-
dence that reason could provide certainty regarding basic principles and

-
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many substantive duties, the basic Kantian view of moral deliberation
and judgment, as I understand it, leaves more room for uncertainty and
error than Kant allowed regarding specific moral questions. The reason
is that in rthe Kantian view, moral deliberation and judgment are
processes by which we try to identify choices that we could justify to
all other reasonable persons, and the processes require subtle applica-
tion of fundamental moral principles to empirical circumstances thar are
often uncertain and only partially understood.’?

. MERE INTERNALIZED SOCIAL NORMS

Those who cannot accept theological accounts of the origin and func-
tion of conscience often adoprt an extreme cultural relativist conception,
perhaps because they assume this to be the only secular alternative.?
The term relativism is, of course, used loosely to refer to many differ-
ent ideas, but what I mean by “an extreme cultural relativist conception’
of conscience (or ECR, for short) sees the promptings of conscience as
nothing but feelings (1) that reflect our internalization of whatever
choice-guiding, cultural norms we have internalized and (2)
to promote social cohesion by disposing individuals to conform to group
standards. This conception replaces the theological story about the
origin and function of conscience with a contemporary sociological
hypothesis, but more radically, it goes beyond this empirical hypothesis
by claiming that conscience reflects ‘nothing but’ whatever cultural
choice-guiding norms we have internalized. That is, ECR is actually a
combination of (1) a widely accepted causal explanation of the genesis
and social function of the feelings ascribed to ‘conscience’ and (2) the
controversial philosophical thesis that what is called conscience is not,
even in the best case, a mode of access to moral truth, knowledge, or
objectively justifiable moral beliefs.

What I call conceptions of conscience are complexes of beliefs

that serve

2 Kant, as we shall see, does at one point claim conscience to be infallible, but there
is a carch. It is not an infallible guide 10 objective moral truth, bur only an (allegedly)
infallible judgment thar we violated our own principles or failed to exercise due care and
diligence in moral judgment.

" Types of relativism are usefully distinguished in Richard Brandt, Ethical Theory
(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1959}, ch. 11, pp. 271-94; William Frankena,
Ethics, 2nd edn. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1973), ch. 6, esp. 109-10; and
James Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy (New York: Random House, 1986),
12-24. See also John Ladd (ed.), Relativism (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1973); and David
Wong, Moral Relativity (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1984).

Four Conceptions of Conscience 287

bout how feelings of conscience come .wvo:r what purpose they
: o<c and how reliable they are as a guide to moral truth or <<.m:‘
.mm””wmm moral belief. Accordingly, éwmﬁ I mw:. ECR ,mm not B.mnm_% mm,Smm
e igin of conscience but also a view of its social function an reli
° %w o:mm moral guide. Regarding origin, ECR explains the ‘conscien-
m.g_:w\ " son’s feelings of constraint as due to a learning process by
:cmwr ﬂmmiéwa? accepts local cultural norms as his standard om, self-
e M Regarding function, ECR sees the development of conscience
mnvho&wv\. Uv\ms\?mw social groups secure a measure of conformity to
wmmw standards without relying entirely on external mémhram wwwﬁmm“
ishments. Regarding reliability, ECR holds that alt oc% nME ence
reliably reflects the local norms that we have S.WM: up 55@2 o
ronment, there is no objective standard by which we 85: or derer
mine that some cultural norms, but not others, are morally
Emawmmwm& misunderstanding, I must stress ﬂrmﬁ. &wm second moznmwswm”
of conscience, the ECR, is not merely the scientist’s Hm?mm.r m_mmm mat o
of methodology, to include moral wcamamm.ﬁm and metaet wnm aoﬂmwwnm
as a part of scientific theory. That attitude, in fact, is one Hhﬁ a WMUW S
of other conceptions of conscience may well mE&mca.. Also, . >
much more than an empirical hypothesis mvo.S the origin an moD_ma
function of feelings attributed to noamwmznm. If it were just E%ﬁ it éoc:a
be compatible with a variety of ﬁrm,o:mm wvo.cﬁ Boam:cm: QQOMTMB-
truth, including contemporary Kantan %mo:mm ﬁr_wﬂ disassociate
selves from certain aspects of Kant’s metaphysics. -
Moral theory is not science, of course, but any Eonm_ ﬂ_vmogvﬁ at w
worthy of contemporary support should, in my opinion, wﬂvwmmﬂ am.ooﬂﬂm
patible with empirical explanations nmmmﬁama as 4<<w: establishe W:m
current scientific community. What especially &w::m:_mr.mm ECR from
the other three conceptions reviewed here is its mmmw:o:mm\ Mﬁm:om
regarding the nature and justifiability of moral beliefs, which is a

" It is not obvious whether Kant himself could have no:m,_mﬂ,gﬂ_J wnﬂmﬁmﬂw HWM%MM
ticular empirical account that I attribute to mO,F m_arocmr M is nrwm”nww_mw ymao:wm:mn
its ‘nothing but’ thesis. Kant was deeply committed to the idea t a ﬂw momens.
including those associated with r:Ew:, thought and action, are in _MH To_w Sbect o
empirical causal mxu_m:m:onm ﬁrm: rsns:& as MMMW“TOO%MWMRMﬂmsoam:m Sheniine

i i o insisted that the same, or 3 i 1a related
mmﬁwwwwﬁ_mﬁ MM M_M ‘thought’ under practical ‘ideas’ o.m ?mm@s:, rational _fmwwjmwwwm
and so forth when one considers them from an irreducibly 9&23.: vmnm_umnm e needed
to make sense of morality. Many, if not most, contemporary ,*Am_::m: Mmmmwnm o s, |
think, acceprt the validity of both the empirical m_.& the practical persp
to reconcile them without Kant’s ‘transcendental idealism.




288 Moral Worth

position reached only by a giant step beyond empirical explanation ingg
an area of perennial philosophical controversy.

Wmn::::m now to the main task of describing the ECR and its impli-
cations, | should note that like my first (theological) conception, the
ECR also treats conscience as something experienced as an Sma:mﬂcm_
feeling rather than as a deliberate judgment about how basic mora]
principles apply to particular circumsrances. Briefly, the picture is
something like the following: The origin of conscience is largely ear]
socialization, resulting in cultural norms being so deeply ERHS:N@M
that we respond to them for the most part without thinking about them
,_:.rm ‘voice’ of conscience is a felt discomfort, analogous to ,nom::?m
dissonance,” generated by a conflict between our (perhaps unarticulated)
awareness of what we are doing and a cultural norm that we have inter-
nalized." The discomfort is a signal not that an objectively true moral
principle has been violated or threatened but merely that we are about
to step across some line that early influences have deeply etched on our
wm‘nmo:m:ﬁ& As cultures differ, then, we expect variations in what con-
sciences disapprove. And even when we find uniformities, we regard
them merely as signs that different cultures have some common social
needs and processes, not that we have discovered universal moral
truths.!”

What are the implications of ECR regarding the attitude we should
take roward our own conscience? If ECR is true, virtually everyone will
spontaneously feel that certain acts are ‘bad’ and ‘worthy of disap-
proval,” but how should an informed and reflective person who accepts
ECR regard these feelings and respond to them? Clearly, these feelings
wr.ozE _u.o seen for just what they are (according to ECR), namely, a
fairly w&&UW sign that some past, present, or anticipated action of our
own violates some cultural norm that we have internalized. The result
is that we can expect to experience further internal discomfort and to
incur the disapproval of others if we continue actng as before (or as
planned). These expectations give a prudent person a self-interested

_H, It shows :moi in a ‘sense,’ often painful, that something that one has done, is doing
or is about to ao4 is wrong and blameworthy; it has motivational force: and @,mo_w_m w:w
_ﬂm::&, at least initially, to treat their own consciences as mc%o:mm:,\m, a rehable sign
o wom:m%_.n_,m deeper w,:a more important ﬂrm: mere customs or personal preferences.

) ee Gilbert %iw, Conscience’, Analysis, 7 (1940), 31-9. This is reprinted with other
discussions of conscience in John Donnelly and Leonard Lyons {eds.), Conscience (New
York: 2@» House, 1973), 25-34. '

17 <:,Em:.< all complex societies consist of various subcultures, which mayv instill
somewhat different norms in their participants. This accounts for variations and con-
flicts of conscience, but it does not alter the fundamental story.

Four Conceptions of Conscience 289

reason to ‘heed conscience.” And if a person’s culture’s norms serve
socially useful purposes, that person would have some altruistic reason
1o obey the promptings of ‘conscience.” On the other side, however,
those who accept ECR also have reason to try to ‘see through,” dispel,
or discount the feeling that ro violate conscience would be ‘wrong,’
ymmoral,” or ‘unreasonable’ by any objective, culturally independent
standard. Moreover, when the rewards of acting against conscience out-
weigh the unpleasantness of residual guilt feelings and predictable social
disapproval, then the smart thing to do, believing ECR, would pre-
sumably be to stifle conscience or, if need be, simply tolerate the dis-
comfort it causes in order to gain the greater rewards.

If we accept ECR, how are we to view the consciences of others? Since
a person with a conscience is liable to suffer inwardly when contraven-
ing it and this normally serves as a deterrent, we have a self-interested
reason to be pleased when others’ consciences discourage behavior that
we dislike. Moreover, insofar as we are concerned for the others, we
should be glad when their consciences prompt social conformiry that is
useful to them, bur otherwise we should merely pity them for their
unnecessary inhibitions and needless suffering.'®

Kantians obviously reject some features of ECR, but not necessarily
all. It is important not to mislocate the major disagreement. Despite
what some might suppose, it is arguable that the ECR’s empirical
hypothesis about the development of conscience, or some similar em-
pirical account, should pose no special problem for the Kantian per-
spective.”” The main deep point of disagreement concerns ECR’s demal
of objective standards of moral reasoning and judgment. This denial is
often mistakenly thought to be a logical consequence of the empirical
hypothesis, but as the philosophical literature on relativism repeatedly
points out, the empirical observations that cultural standards differ and
that people tend to internalize their local standards do not, by them-
selves, prove anything about objectivity in morals or any other field.

" If obedience to conscience is essential to our sense of integrity and self-respect, then,
other things being equal, we should no doubt want to encourage them to act conscien-
tiously. But according to ECR, conscience is not something to be especially treasured,
protected, and tolerated, at least not for the reasons suggested by the popular concep-
tion—that conscience is God-given, that it signals moral truth and motivates moral
conduct, and that even if mistaken, those who try to follow it are obeying a divine/moral
imperative (to follow their conscience to the best of their ability).

¥ Contemporary Kantians who reject certain aspects of Kant’s metaphysics should
expect that the development of conscience can be explained empirically, and in my
opinion, there is no need to deny that conscience requires certain cultural contexts 1o
which to develop.
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Objecuivity, whether in normative or descriptive matters,
tuted simply by de facto agreement. By the same token, objectivity s
not necessarily undermined by de facto disagreement.” The issues are
more complicated than that and obviously cannot be resolved here, one
way or the other. The point of mentioning the issue now is JUSE tO Stress
that although there remains an unresolved disagreement berween ECR
and the Kantian perspective, the main point at issue is a _o:m-mﬂm:&sw,
many-sided controversy about moral objectivity (truth, justification,
etc.). It is not a debate about whether the feelings attributed to cop-
science are empirically explicable and tend to reflect social influences
that vary from culture to culture.

There is another, more minor difference berween ECR and the other
conceptions of conscience, including Kant’s. This has to do with termi-
nology. ECR, as presented here, treats ‘conscience’ as a broad descrip-
uve term, covering felt responses to any action-guiding standard
internalized in a culture. Having such a broad, evaluatively neutral term
to refer to similar phenomena in different cultures is probably useful,
for example, as a term of art in comparative anthropological studies.
However, I suspect that the term conscience is commonly used more
narrowly than this. At least the cultural norms attributed to conscience
are usually assumed to be ‘moral’ norms, in a broad sense of ‘moral’
that contrasts with the norms attributed only to a society’s laws,
customs, religious rites, or code of etiquette or to specific club rules,
gang taboos, prudential maxims, and the like.2! This point could be
accommodated in a more sophisticated cultural refativist (SCR) con-
ception of conscience simply by stipulating that ‘conscience’ refers to
our felt responses to the moral (as opposed to merely legal, customary,
etc.) norms that we have internalized from our culture. To call norms
‘moral’ in this (weak) sense does not imply that the norms are ‘true,’

1S N0t consti-

* 1t should be noted, to avoid misunderstanding,
sketch is concerned not with actual, or de facto, a
people across the world and history but, rather, with the regulative ideal of what free,
reasonable, and mutually respectful people {defined in a certain way) would agree to if

they were ‘legislating’ moral principles (under certain ideal conditions). This theory is
subject to many ov_.anqosmuvcﬁno:rwi

ment in people’s moral opinions.

' For example, see the distinctions drawn by H. L. A. Hare, Concept of Law {Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1961), 163-80; and Kurt Baier, The Moral Point of View ({Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1958). To say thar the concepts of a group’s ‘custom,” ‘law,’
and so on differ from the concept of the group’s ‘moral” beliefs is nor, of course, to deny

either that the same prohibitions may belong to several categories or that the borders
between categories are often fuzzy.

that the Kantian perspective that [
greement in the moral opinions of

t reduces objectivity to actual contingent agree-
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. ct’ or ‘objectively justifiable,” and so a kind of :mE.S:JM would
MOMM&BE& even though the cases attributed to ‘conscience’ would
i imi ed.
be monM\Mmm%aﬂMé?mﬁ that even this broad, neutral sense of ‘con-
.H Mmo%_ﬁwﬁwv,&mmnm in another respect from ﬁr,m nNarrower, more nNor-
mn_m{m senses of conscience found in ordinary discourse and the o%ﬂ
“ﬂmmwzo:m. If so, this is not in itself an objection to SCR, v:ﬁﬁrﬂmoﬂ M<M~M
confusion, the difference should be .508@. dqrm: 1 mzmmmmﬁ‘_m nﬂ:
from social science, the term conscience is Qm,nm:% use M m. @m_w,m .RM
laudatory sense or tone, implying or expressing the mmm_m mmﬁm mi d
endorsement of the source, if not mrm. content, of the be iefs | Mon s ;
attributes to conscience. My m@moﬁmno: here can be put in eit er mom-
nitivist or expressivist terms. That is, when we mmzvcﬂm a person s re cw_n
tance to act in a certain way to that person’s ‘conscience, then meoﬂ M
either (1) we express an (endorsing) belief about H.rm source nw mrm
person’s reluctance—that is, that it is generally a reliable sign o M< mw
is objectively wrong for that person to an]on (2) we mx%:wmm an Aam anmw
ing) attitude toward the source—that is, wm@.no,\m_ o me::m 1 e
guide generally to be followed. If so, mmm mmmc& mwwno,\_ma Aoom_m:d N
expressed when we speak of a @Qmo:vm. conscience’” would explain éaw
it sounds a bit odd (or not intended literally) &}ns someone, ocmw e
anthropology class, says that Himmler’s conscience HoEm r:dH to mmw
gassing Jews despite his momentary wv\ahmﬁgN for ﬂrmB,. If, as mcmmvo ,
Himmler’s norms were fundamentally vicious, self-serving, and subver-
sive of morality, then any bad feelings he may have had when ﬂ::wim
about violating them do not deserve to be called pangs of conscience in
al (partially laudatory) sense. o
ﬂrmmﬂmmmlww mcmbwnn that Mark Twain had E.m tongue in his cheek irm:
he attributed to ‘conscience’ Huck Finn’s ‘guilty’ feelings wuvocﬂ rm:u_:m
the slave, Jim, to escape. If it seems OnE.ﬂo say that Huck’s conscience
made him feel guilty for helping Jim, this may be because we mcvwwmn
Huck was moved by a genuine (but not mmznzwmﬁm& moral mmﬂmﬁ_v: or
helping him. By contrast, we m:@no%‘%wﬁ Huck’s REQ@R to help Em:
reflected no comparable moral commitment, only his rmfgm been moQJ ,
ized in an evil system.” Given the ways the word conscience commonly

? It is important to distinguish Huck Finn from others Ero. may *Méxrw%am%mmm_mmm
cated, though gravely misguided, Boﬂ& am.mm:mmm of %m slave mv‘_m,RB‘ ,:w e
as going through the motions of considering ‘reasons’ and m.mm ng :H::vcH w | e e
reasons would show that he ‘should” in some sense not rm:q._:s escape, bu o
as more plausible to suppose that young Huck internalized his culture’s attitu
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expresses approval, the description of Huck seems paradoxical; it is as
if we are told that the ‘good’ source of moral feelings in Huck is con-
demning him for doing what his (genuinely good) sense of humanity
impels him to do. The oddity reflects the fact that we rake the feelings
we arttribute to conscience as more worthy of attention than the feelings
we would describe as merely responses to social upbringing. As perhaps
the author intended, the paradox reminds us that far from being a sure
sign of wrongdoing, the discomfort experienced in violating cultural
norms may be nothing but an unfortunate side effect of doing what is
really only decent and humane.

The endorsing function of the word conscience should not be exag-
gerated, however, for in many cases we acknowledge that others’ ‘con-
sciences’ prompt them to do what they think is morally right but what
we consider extremely wrong. For example, I might say this of the
Inquisitors who ordered heretics burned at the stake if their reasons and
motives were convincingly ‘moral’ ones (e.g., saving the heretics from
eternal torture) but applied in conjunction with false empirical and the-
ological beliefs (e.g., burning them was necessary to that end). Alan
Donagan believed that utilitarianism was deeply misguided, but he did
not deny that people could sincerely follow consciences shaped (‘cor-
rupted’) by utilitarian standards. Generally, given the common core
concept of conscience, those who accept any of our four particular con-
ceptions of conscience should be able to understand much of what
others are saying when they speak of conscience.

Still, those who accept a particular normative conception of con-
science tend to hold back the usual endorsing connortations of the term,
or to cancel them partially, when describing others whom they suspect
are making grave moral mistakes. That is, when we suppose that others
are sincerely following their moral beliefs but doing whar (we believe)
is grossly immoral, we are inclined to say ‘it was false (corrupt, not
genuine) conscience that told him to do that.” Alternatively, we may say,
“You might describe them as conscientious in a sense, but those crimes
couldn’t have been prompted by conscience as I understand it.’?

much thought and that his more humane, moral sense was awakening through his En:@.
ship with Jim. Huck had to lie and cross the wishes of his elders to help Jim, but his
history did not reveal him as someone with a deep commitment to moral ideals of truth-
telling and obedience to adulr rules. .

For a different view of the ‘consciences® of both Huck Finn and Heinrich I:E.:_n.n
see Jonathan Bennerts challenging essay, ‘The Conscience of Huckleberry Finas
Philosophy, 49 (1974), 123~34.

* These remarks abour how those who have a particular normative cOnce,
‘conscience’ may speak of those who do not share their conception are in resp!

ption of
onse 10

whole.
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III. REASON REFLECTING IN A COOL HOUR

In his Fifteen Sermons (1651) Joseph Butler articulated a conception
of conscience as reflective moral judgment. Although as an Anglican
bishop, Butler had theological beliefs that he thought supported his
conception of conscience, in the Sermons he explicitly set himself the
task of developing ethics from an empirical understanding of human
nature.” Human nature, he argued, consists of several faculties, which
have an organizing ‘constitution’ that determines their proper functions
and relations.” The main aspects of human nature are particular pas-
sions, self-love, benevolence, and conscience. Particular passions are
destres and aversions, loves and hates, for particular objects or evenrs.
Self-love is a more sophisticated, higher-order desire for the sarisfaction
of a set of other desires, conceived as our ‘happiness.” Benevolence, too,
involves the desire to satisfy other desires, for it is the disposition to
care about the happiness of others.”

the worry expressed by my commentators that, by my initial account, Kantians would
have 1o say that only Kantians can have consciences. To say this would be a mistake.
Clearly, using the broad core concept, we can be quite inclusive in attributing conscience
and those who hold one conception (e-g., Kantian) can acknowledge that anyone érm
lacks a conscience as Kantians conceive it may still have ‘a conscience’ as conceived in
some other way. As long as we specify what we mean to attribute, we can understand
one another, and there is no profit for moral theorists to haggle over who has exclusive
title to the honorific term.

: From this perspective, he argued thar observation of human conduct, properly
described in plain English, was in conflict with the cynical views of human motivation
expressed by Thomas Hobbes and Bernard Mandeville. Self-love is not, and indeed
no:novﬁcm.:v\ could not be, the only concern that moves us. Benevolence, conscience
and particular passions influence and sometimes override self-love. Other British
moralists, Butler thought, underestimated the moral significance of self-love and too
readily no:m_:mm.a that moral concern is simply concern for the general welfare. See
._muwanwa_w_mﬁ Five Sermons, ed. Stephen L. Darwall (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing

s .

25 .
fike %mc“nmh% Mmoﬁ En”:a to describe human nature in a<w_cma<m€ neutral terms. More
always ume, he .?mm_w speaks of .%m purposes m.@n .S.r_ov faculties are ‘designed,’
when cah € assumption ﬁrmﬁ, we thrive vwzﬁ as individuals and as a community

ch faculty serves its funcrion in a way judged by reason to be appropriate to the

2
Z&.MMHMQ MM_MW:MMM_P .mcnv as mo solve a puzzle, 1o taste a cookie, or to va:u an 5,_.:2&
Passions may b oo_Mmzﬁw Mcn, as Amm:‘mw for tools, money, or medicine. Particular

2 These tcr w or bad, _.::.Q.ERQ& or o::wn.a:.mnﬁwa.

How 1o expren. ﬁmmmvom_:o:w_mx;a in different people 1o .m_mﬂmna ammnmmmv Butler thought.
contextug] mnmERm,E%_MB wam% T0 some extent, .m_.mﬁ according to this and other
Superviseq they res. v ough all our gm_m. dispositions are good, unless Eonﬂl«
vor.._SO_.. ¥ pull us in different directions and result in immoral and destructive
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The supervisory faculty, Butler says, is conscience.”® He refers here to
our capacity to deliberate reasonably before acting and taking proper
account of our nature, circumstances, options, estimated consequences,
and certain (supposedly obvious) deontological constraints. Such delib-
eration requires a time of ‘calm,” ‘cool” reflection, and the result—our
deliberative judgment—is neither purely intellectual nor purely senti-
mental but, rather, ‘a sentiment of the understanding’ and ‘a perception
of the heart.’® Conscience has a limited motivational power, but its
authority is unchallenged.® The reason is that its verdicts are conceived
as, all things considered, deliberative judgments of our own reason, a
faculty whose natural role is to supervise our conduct and direct us to
a life that gives appropriate expression to all our basic natural disposi-
tions. Based on this assumption, Butler argued that the recommenda-
tions of conscience, reasonable self-love, and reasonable benevolence
coincide, even though they are conceptually distinct.”

In sum, Butler holds the following: (1) Conscience is in fact God-given
but is recognizable as authoritative without its theological backing. (2}
The voice of conscience is not a mysterious signal passively received
(‘heard’) but, rather, is the verdict of our own active, reason-guided

2 This is also described as ‘the principle of reflection,’ ‘the moral faculty,” and ‘reason.

¥ Butler, Five Sermons, 69.

% That is, human nature is so constituted that anyone with a conscience is disposed
o follow it, although sometimes we let other motives overpower it, and human beings
with conscience take its judgments to reflect what they ought to do, all things consid-
ered, even when its demands are to give up some immediately pressing concern.

3! More important to my present purposes, in arguing for this conclusion, Butler treats
conscience as neither a power of pure ‘rational intuition’ nor the ability to deduce par-
ticular moral conclusions from abstract necessary ‘principles of reason.” Admittedly,
Butler does suggest that we have an unexplained (intuition-like?) grasp of deontological
principles against deception, injustice, and unprovoked violence (Five Sermons, 70). But
unlike those who identify moral judgment with rational intuition regarding particular
cases, Butler seems to think that for the most part with conscience, we make reasoned
judgments from a basic moral standard derived from natural teleology. The standard,
admittedly vague but not empty, is that we should always do whar is appropriate to the
constitution of our human nature. That is, we must do what is ‘Atting’ for human beings,
whose (empirically discerned) basic faculties have natural purposes and are related to
one another in a structure that, if properly respected, leads to individual happiness and
social harmony. Rationalistic natural law theorists agree with Butler that in moral judg-
ment, reason applies general srandards, but Butler’s position also differs from theirs. For
unlike classic natural lawyers, Butler is skeptical about the project of articulating neces:
sary rational first principles of morals so that individuals need only apply them, more of
less deductively, to their particular circumstances. When he keeps his theology to the
side, Butler offers his basic moral standard as empirical, and he is under no illusion %u"
it can be applied merely by subsuming particular cases under fully determinative mmnnn_»
principles. Although Butler articulated this conception of conscience more %oao:.m:w.
than anyone else | know of, cerrain main features of his idea, I think, are still widely
shared.
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Eamﬁw:ﬁ accompanied by corresponding feeling. (3) Conscience does
not simply deduce its conclusions from given determinate principles but
rather, is guided by the vague standard of whether our acrs mR_u,mBz :
or ME&O@DEQ to the situation, given our human nature as E:o:mm_
desiring, m.m:._oSsmu and yer also benevolent persons, (4) Oo:QO:om
owom motivates us and ought never to be contravened, but ar times
particular passions, self-love, and even love of others overpower it. (5)
.wan.m:.pmm even small variations in the capacities and specific situations of
individuals can matter, what conscience rightly tells one person ma
differ from whar ir rightly tells another who seems similarly m:cmﬂm%
(6) Each person’s conscience is a highly reliable, if not perfect mcan.
to what is morally required of him or her (7) Finally, nozmmwm:nmw
approval or disapproval is not what makes acrs objectively right or
wrong, but it provides the agent with an (internally acknowledged)
reason, as well as a motive, to do what he or she thinks right, and this
1s an important part of his or her sense of moral obligation.?

If we were to accept this Butlerian conception, what should our atti-
rude be toward our own conscience? Obviously, we would have good
reason to cultivate, inform, and guide our conduct by conscience, for
conscience would be accepted as a reliable access to moral R@::\mamaa
a reflection of our own best, reasonable judgment, and a liability to mm:w
loathing if we flouted it. It represents our own reflective conviction
about what is “fitting’ to do in the light of a realistic view of our situa-
ton and our nature as human beings.

ﬁrw.@%nm&sm WO conceptions, seeing conscience as an instinctual or
Mosa_:osnd response, left their advocates room for doubts that called
<M”MMMMWMMMMMMMMMH&mSoS_ nmmmnno:. But in Butler’s account, the

. eady the conclusion of our best, reasoned reflec-
tion. If other individuals or state or church authorities disagree with our

n . . . . .
Butler typically writes as if conscience is perfectly reliable, although he warns that

his me i ;

_rﬂnw»_wwmwm“mcmﬁw\mw ammmn.__ua the ?maoam:m:.ﬁ Hm:am:ﬁmm of human nature, suggesting
Sermoms. R m:ovmm%ﬂoa would not be incomparible with his main claims (Five
with vice s 2o m_m M.ﬂ _ﬂmgnm: corrupt our nature and then perhaps might live
an lose 15 power Ewmz. ishi mr:s 18). We might take this to mean that conscience
tectly, Wheoro oot ate, mmﬁ_.nm than .:m,mg:Q to distinguish right and wrong cor-
3¢ 16 consuls it for o is wm reliable guide may also depend on how determined we
“Avert the eves 1 b cﬂ%n often stresses our liabi 1y to self-deception, a tendency to
clear is h! B M:B,:r from what we could see if we were v ing 1o look. What is
theat our conscien s mcm t ,mr_ma at least for all practical purposes, we can and should
fequircments. » 1t consulted honestly and diligently, as a reliable guide to moral

ﬂyawg Stephen Darwa

cidge Universy o I, The British Moralists and the Internal ‘Ought’ (Cambridge:

[€sS, 1995), 244-83, esp. 282-3.
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initial judgment, then this is new information that may call for new
reflection; but it remains information to be conscientiously reflected on,
not a verdict that any person of conscience can blindly accept. From the
point of view of a deliberating conscientious agent, the knowledge that
others disagree with our initial moral judgments then becomes part of
the description of the next problem we face, and the question is what
we should do now. Others’ disagreement may be a sign that our initial
judgment was based on a self-deceptive picture of the facts or that we
were too hasty or emotionally distracted in our initial deliberation. In
either case, however, the check is a new use of conscience, not a deci-
sion to accept the authority of someone else’s judgment over our own.

Perhaps certain public officials do have legitimate authority, in a
sense, over an area of our conduct. In Butler’s view, however, for us to
have grounds to acknowledge their authority, we would have to con-
clude, in our own conscientious reflection, that given the particular sit-
uation (including their social role and their particular pronouncements),
it is right for us to do what they command. Far from being a limitation
on the moral authority of our conscience, this amounts to treating
individual conscience as the ultimate source of the right of public
authorities to expect obedience.

What, then, does Butler’s account prescribe as a proper attitude
toward the consciences of others? Insofar as we want others to conduct
themselves morally, we should, other things being equal, favor whatever
promotes the cultivation, protection, and employment of informed con-
science by others. Although Butler does not discuss political matters, the
point does have obvious political implications. He concedes, however,
that anyone who claims to make a conscientious judgment may be self-
deceived, and obviously others may try to deceive us by claiming to
follow their consciences when they know this is not so. Therefore, we
can find ourselves in situations in which our best conscientious judg-
ment is that we must hinder, even by force, what another claims to be
a conscientious act.’® Each case of this sort must be judged in its own
context.”

3 In theory it could even be that one person’s conscience tells her to thwart m:w%ﬁ&
opportunity to follow his conscience, even though the second person correctly _:mm&
his instructions of conscience. Since whar we ought to do, all things considered, cafl
depend, among other things, on our social role and past commitments, there is no guar:
antee that two people, each acting correctly by conscience, will not oppose mumr o&nm
even after each adequately understands the position of the other. In Butler’s view, nonu
trary to what some philosophers have maintained, ‘A has a duty to X’ does not enta
for all others ‘it is wrong to prevent A from X-ing.’ cert

3 Again, as suggested earlier, the fact that the conscientious judgments of other m_nuna.
and honest people sharply differ from our own should be grounds for self-doubt

Pscience, bur the
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From ,ﬁrm Kantian perspective, a good feature of Butler’s conception
of conscience, compared with the previous ones, is thar Butler’s account
promuses to preserve the good name of conscience even among those
who reject its theological supports.” It does so, however. primarily b
identifying conscience with a natural capacity ro amﬁmmamzm our EMB“
responsibilities in a reason-governed, reflective manner and to guide our
conduct by these judgments. Conceiving of conscience in this wa
broadens its secular appeal, but it abandons some of the 8::08:0:“
that Kant and others accept as associated with conscience and as
expressed in the familiar metaphors used to describe it.

grmm I have in mind is the notion that conscience is, in some ways
more like an immediate, instinctive response than the product of a _o:m,
Q:\m?,r process of rational deliberation.” We are ‘struck’ by pangs om
conscience; we ‘find” ourselves suffering from a guilty conscience; and
even érm:. we are reluctant to engage in a moral assessment of ocn,mna,
MH speaks, mmb.:ﬂmm {Swzmm ‘prods,” “forbids,” ‘rebels,” and at times
is nm,\.o:aa.q Explicir reflection and judgment seem neither necessary nor
sufficient for us to experience the promptings of conscience. Often, it
seems, we simply feel its inner demands or reprimands. In stressing mra
?BLEH. aspect of conscience, Kant’s conception, the popular religious
conception, and the cultural relativist conception all seem more in line
with common thinking than Butler’s is.

Mmomwﬁ_m«m:ﬂ? Such conflicts call for review om the relevant facts, for self-scrutiny ro
m?: _a _wmm_ or effort to counteract self-deception and wishful thinking; but in the end
&mMn,. ue :wa ection, we must rely on our own best judgment. Others may continue 8,

gree and may punish us for our conscientious act, bur acting conscientiously, and

O:: this, in Butler’s view, 1s acting ‘accordir our nat: a n a way that warrants
s g g 1o r nature’ and y an

36 .
m:aan_n“%m%%h Mmmwmwm_wﬂm.ﬁrmﬂ a nrﬂoQ that ‘preserves the good name of conscience’
ANETned o v mOmemMW:mMammmz_ﬂ vﬁmﬂ than one that aomm not, for I have not
conceprion. Some s Mnon mwnvm the allege &worvw_nm_ underpinnings of the religious
the clatme of e nay ac @E vm Mmm_c:m ::E_nm:o:.m I have noted and yer hold that
in 3 religin, . ould be deflated or, m:mn:m:,\m_ﬁ thart they should be retained

2 Em: s context; and I have not argued otherwise.
was _mf:w_.ﬂ:c_ﬁzmwzw“mm mmMQ once related by Gilbert Ryle. A professor of mathematics
that this ol s ? ﬂmm s moving from one step to another, remarked, ‘It’s obvious
obviouss' The vnmmnmmw :72‘: put his hand up »:.& asked, ‘Excuse me, sir, but is it
(WO more bogri pe oy re n_ws set abourt to check his move and in the process covered
obvious - In s L mw e wvoaﬁw proof and Hrn: at the end remarked. ‘Yes, see, it is
1 justifiabilicy b wwﬁ .Bv\_Moan_m:mm tells me’ is like ‘it is .oviocm,w it makes a claim
Oty s funny, i1 o e :mm_ the product of a process of deliberate justification. (If the
tion that he had soid ém:mﬂm. %o:m.r the professor established the truth of the proposi-
Similas) mmm obvious, his elaborate proof could not show that “it is obvious.’
of moral argument, one can back up a claim regarding the voice of
argument does not show that ‘conscience said so.’)
WW.MSmJ\ sense ‘om our _:.:onm_ terms, I SWm I, IS a n:Em facie, but

» consideration for including a particular conception (e.g., of

¥, by means

by annoa:w the

RO means decig
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From a contemporary (modified) Kantian perspective, there are other
problems with Butler’s account. For example, it rests on the momzaw-
tional assumption that as a matter of natural teleology, our particular
passions, self-love, benevolence, and reason are m::menmaz_: a norma-
tive hierarchy that assigns to each a place and a ?5255._ &mm:.r :ww
Plato and Aristotle, Butler 1s more inspiring 9m:.o©5<5n5m in his
teleological argument that human nature is so nosm:ﬁ:ﬁm.& that reason-
able self-love never recommends injustice. Few would aavcﬁm.m:ﬁm;
ideas that moral judgment, at its best, requires the use of reason in éﬁm-
ranging, honest reflection ‘in a cool hour’ m:n. that it should take into
account human nature, our individual capacities, and ﬁ_gm, mmoﬂm. of our
situation. But ro distinguish moral from other forms of deliberation and
perhaps to reach any definite conclusions at all, we :wm.m a fuller account
of what we are deliberating about, what we are looking for, and what
criteria or constraints in such deliberation make its outcome morally
binding.

IV. A JUDGE IN AN INNER COURT

: Lo . a0
Let us turn now to Kant’s idea of conscience as judicial self-appraisal.

Butler identified conscience as the faculty by which we make moral judg-

conscience) in our moral theory. An entirely revisionary moral theory is :::rm__w @M: mo.
get a hearing, but there are many possible no:m_&mnm:o:m for not automatically w%%ua
ing current (or even persistent) ‘common sense. For example, it may presuppose

is contrary to (not just beyond) our best scientific knowledge.

¥ Readers will recall that Kant, too, often appeals to (dubious) teleological cl s
in applying his fundamental principles, but the basic argument monr.%.m& Mmﬁwmmmwm_%?
Imperative does not rest on these assumptions. It would be contrary to M,_ .Mm v
omy to suppose that at the basic level, one might argue for morality from
R_Mvo_%w\.mcgm some basic points, including the mo:cgs.m” .,_xrmvn::m_w& n_maa%mw\%n
human nature relevant to moral judgment are sensuous S.&Em:cx.f wmnmm:ﬁ MW: e
The first category includes all ordinary amwmnww and aversions, wmno:a‘om. Q‘Amm._m“_.ce.&
desire for happiness) as well as first-order Admw:nc”mm passions’), self-regar _msmrm s
as well as other-regarding (benevolence), cultivated desires mo_‘. pleasures of t e, given
well as instinctual cravings for pleasures of the body. mcor. inclinations are pass rnm ® sod
facts, not the sort of thing we can control at will, and 5o in Eaamm?mw. are neit T
nor bad. Their value neutrality, I think, is Kant's dominant view, unmn:mvwommu o them.
nate passages, reminiscent of Plato, about how rational vw_:mm wish to Mmﬁm::_.:n out
Viewed from a practical standpoint, they are Emmcamm 10 incline Ucﬂ.:oﬁ e ey’
behavior. Will, in one sense, is a power of choice, enabling us to am_\_.vm.gn s sense
choose which inclinations, if any, to incorporate into our maxims. ‘.cﬁt in an o ollow
is the same as practical reason. This includes our capacity and aimofﬂ%ﬂo:oi cater
hypothetical imperatives in taking means to our ends, and to recognize a
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ments, but what Kant calls conscience is something distinct thar can
come into play only after one has made. or accepted, a moral judg-
ment.*' Moral judgments are simply applications of basic moral require-
ments (the ‘moral law’) to more specific circumstances. These basic
requirements, articulared in the forms of the Categorical Imperative,
are supposed to be part of the rational knowledge of all ordinary moral

agents, even though nonphilosophers may not be able to articulate them
in their pure abstract form.*

gorical imperatives in morally significant situations. Practical reason is a broad term thar
sometimes includes the functions of conscience, namely, passing judgment on ourselves
for acting against our judgment as to what is right {or without sufficient effort to deter-
mine what was right) or ‘acquitting’ ourselves from self-accusations of such guilt.

Kant treats practical reason not merely as a source of abstract truths but as a set of
dispositions to govern ourselves in accord with certain norms of decision making. To
have practical reason is to be predisposed to deliberate and choose our courses of action
in accord with the rational norms expressed in the Categorical Imperative (various forms)
and the Hypothetical Imperative (the general principle behind reasoning to particular
hypothetical imperatives, namely, ‘If one wills an end and finds certain means to that
end necessary and available, then one oughr to take [will] those means or abandon the
end.’). I discuss this general principle in Dignity and Practical Reason, chs. 1 and 7.

This 1s not a stipulative definition of ‘practical reason” for Kant, nor does he think it
is ‘analytic’ that practically rational wills accepr the forms of the Categorical Imperarive.
Nonetheless he thinks the point can be argued, at least that it can be shown to be a pre-
supposition of our belief that we have moral duties that we are commitred to the Cate-
gorical Imperative (in all its forms) and to viewing this as a ‘command of reason.’ These
basic ‘rational’ dispositions are unavoidable, demanding, and sometimes painful to live
by. They are nor seen as something unfortunate, alien, or 1o be resisted but, rather, as
basic self-defining norms and 0, as it were, imposed on ourselves by ourselves (our
“better self” perhaps). Although not an empirically atrributed desire or set of inclinations,
practical reason (like these) is a constant and potentially effective element of human moti-
vation. It is atrributed to moral agents a priori because analysis (supposedly) reveals it
1o be a necessary precondition of having duties and obligations, and even of making
moral judgments. Moral feelings, such as respect for moral law, are analyzed as the con-
sequences of recognition of how this basic moral/rational disposition can conflict with
our inclinations, We can, of course, question Kant’s claim that the norms expressed in
the ﬁ&cxc:mm_ Imperative are necessary principles of reason, but the fact that we are
committed ro them as authoritative is the essential background assumption that enables
us to think of conscience and conscientious judgment as having motivaring force.

41 . . . N . .
ref ?mﬁ_jnzﬁ. 1s ambiguous in many of the passages on conscience. In one sense ir
reters simply to drawing more specific conclusions from general moral principles, that

Is, ‘ing’ B B o .
' “applying’ them as when we conclude that *one mustn’t spit in another’s face® from
one ought o re

Hay Spect every person.” In Lectures on Ethics, tr. Louis Infield (New York:

.?awﬁ_mf Row, 1963), 129, Kant refers to this as ‘the logical sense,” as opposed to the

o nnn_m Sense.” The larter is the sort of judgment made by a legal judge who ‘condemns

;TM_E?, sentences, and ‘gives legal effect to his judgment.” See also R, 1789 [6:
& X

” Em::naig,_ﬁ.m_ principles, articulated in Kant’s The Metaphysics of Morals, are

vam.n“uc_sﬁnmvuJMumm:(.mv_m from the basic requirements, together with some general em-

_9?.3.: e t the human condition, The rational capacity 1o apply the Categorical
e a . . - s % . - .
ndintermediate principles 1o specific cases, which is judgment (in one sense)
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According to Kant, ordinary people normally judge quite well
whether their acts are right or wrong, and they do so without much
conscious, explicit reflection. However, if subject to strong remptations
and confused by philosophical sophistries, they are apt to try to make self-
serving exceptions to rules that they generally acknowledge as univer-
sal.*® The result is that although every moral agent is presumed to have
an adequate grasp of the fundamentals of the moral point of view, errors
of judgment are possible. Obviously, errors of fact, culpable or not, can
lead us to a judgment that we would not make if we had a correct, real-
istic view of our circumstance. But this is not the only source of mistake.
Inattention, wishful thinking, and self-deceptive special pleading all can
result in misapplications of moral principles that, in the abstract, we
know well enough. Presumably, too, we might come to have unjustifi-
able moral opinions without making any direct judgments of our own,
for example, by simply accepting the prevailing standards in our culture
or placing complete reliance on the moral judgment of some other

person.*

These errors of moral judgment, however, do not amount to an erring
conscience. In fact, conscience has yet to enter the picture. What, then,
is conscience? There are puzzling fearures about Kant’s remarks on
conscience, and there seem to be some changes among Kant’s several
works, but we can summarize the main points as follows:*’

is not some mysterious special access to moral truth but simply an ability to interpret
the principles, perceive relevant features of one’s particular circumstances, and arrive at
a specific directive by subsuming the case at hand under the principles.

See G, 71-2 [4: 404]. Kant here treats ‘judgment’ in moral matters as analogous to
judgment regarding science and ordinary matters of fact, that is, as the capacity to apply
general principles and concepts to more specific circumstances. In writing about con-
science as the inner ‘judge,” however, the sense is different, the model being a legal judge
passing sentence on an accused or acquitting him or her. + 1bid.

“ YWe can distinguish, then, these possible sources of mistaken moral beliefs: {a} one
makes no moral judgments for oneself but blindly takes on the mistakes of one’s adviser
or one’s culture; (b) one judges badly, or misjudges, what follows from the basic moral
law because one is inattentive, careless, and/or self-serving in the process of judgment
(implicit or explicit); and (c) one misperceives, or fails to consider as relevant, facts about
one’s situation that are in fact morally important. Like most moral philosophers in his
tradition, Kant did not acknowledge radical ignorance or misunderstanding of the basi¢
moral law as a further source of mistaken moral belief. The errors here are nnomc_dmv_w
failures to exercise due care in self-scrutiny. Consider, for example, MM, 191 [6: »w:.
His theory can allow (even if Kant himself did not) thar there might be adult, function”
ing members of our species who do not know or understand whart Kant calls the moral
law, but then their norms, if any, would be amoral and their applications of them nof
erroneous moral judgments but, rather, judgments of some other kind. s of

%5 Notably there are shifts from Kant’s Lectures on Ethics, to The Metaphysics ]
Morals, to Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason. See MM, 160-1 [6: AOO\MQ.
188-91 [6: 438—40], and R, 178-9 [6: 185-6]. There are places where Kant seem$
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I. >: moral agents have consciences. The belief that this is 50 |
Umwma. simply, or mainly, on observation. Rather, thar someone Wsoﬁ
conscience is a presupposition of his or her being a moral agent ZMMM
agency also presupposes practical reason, but practical memz is a
broader concept. It includes our capacity and disposition to acknowl
&mm the moral law and to apply the moral law through ‘judgment.’ B ‘
neither of these is identical with conscience. sment Bt

2. Conscience is mostly described in metaphorical terms, but the
Baﬂvwomm can be unpacked. Conscience is ‘an inner judge’ ﬂmmﬁ Issue
.<ma,_2m of acquittal or condemnation. Like a trial judge, who is not le w
islating or merely informing others about the law, mosmnwm:on ,5658@,
‘reproaches,’ and passes ‘sentence.’ If it judges us to be guilty, we mmo
Bmmm. to suffer, and at times the result can be torment. The <m&§ of
mBEﬂm_ v&:mm relief but not happiness. Although the inner “forum’ of
conscience 1s not a real court, we must think of ourselves as playin
mm<mnm_‘ roles: that of accuser, defender, and finally a judge who S&QM
a verdict and passes sentence. The metaphor requires that we think of
ourselves from different perspectives, bur it is important that it also be
the same person who accuses and who stands accused. We can also think
.om conscience as demanding accountability to God, but this is a ‘sub-
jective’ construal rather than an essential feature of conscience.*

3. E%o.cmr the metaphors suggest that the moral agent 1s active in
ﬁrm,.owm.nmzo:m of conscience, Kant also describes conscience as like
an ,Sm:znmn as something that we “find’ in ourselves, something that
we ‘hear’ even when we try to run away, and something that ‘speaks
5<o:.582€ and inevitably.*” The point, I think, is to distinguish
MM”MMMWMMMHMW &m Omﬁm@: painful mm:-mnnmm.mno:, guilty verdict, and
tersmn m,:wml: rom the mW:Q\m_ activities of moral deliberation,
o monmimm m:m mmzﬂﬁ. Oo:mﬁ‘m:nm presupposes and makes use of
s nd thus 1s not (as in the popular conception) a mere felt

L symptom that we have done wrong or are about to.
wﬁﬁ_ﬁm w:%%_v_m.ammnw::mw%my__ﬁ_u&ng <nnm~.nﬁmmna sentence, .ﬂra ,<omnmw of con-
that what b p awareness of two m_m::m:_mrmzm things: (1)

ave done (or intend to do) is at odds with what, even in

88 ‘Conscience’

. nce U_,Om&_ ;
fight or w 7
4117

like Butler, for our capacity to d i
Fong by sl B Umwma " our _n y to determine whether our acts are
% and Sy T A oral law to them. See, for example, G, 79 [4:
-A1rying the
of vﬁ:.r: g me
owled
438)). geca

Sec Kant, Lectures (

:Sv:g to an extreme, Kant writes, ‘Only the descent into the hell
prepare the way for godliness’ (MM, 191 [6: 441] and 188—9 [6:

w. Infield), 129; MM, 65-6 |6: 282~3] and 26-7 [6: 234].
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our own judgment, is wrong in the circumstances and (2) that the act
is fully imputable to ourselves as a free agent.®

In effect, conscience presupposes and uses the results of our general
reasoning and judgment in answer to the question ‘What sorts of acts,
in what circumstances, are morally permissible, and what sorts are
morally forbidden?” When we ‘compare’ or ‘hold up’ our past (or pro-
jected) acts (as we perceive these) to these answers (our general judg-
ments about what is permissible and what is forbidden) and also realize
that those acts are (or will be) imputable to ourselves as their ‘free cause’
(without excuse), then conscience imposes (or threatens) ‘sentence,’ that
is, makes us (as the guilty party) feel bad and yet (as the sentencing
judge) feel that the pain is warranted. Here we see that conscience,
although working more like an instinct than a capacity for reasoned
moral judgment, is not a mere instinct because it depends crucially on
that basic capacity.

In Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, when discussing
‘the guide of conscience in matters of religious faith,” Kant introduces
what seems to be a slight variation on this main theme. He first states
a strict ‘postulate of conscience’ about prospective acts, namely, ‘con-
cerning the act I propose to perform I must not only judge and form an
opinion, but I must be sure that it is not wrong.” This is a special, but
quite broad, duty of due care; that is, we must undertake and diligently
carry out a moral appraisal of our projected acts (presumably unless we
are already sure, from previous appraisal, that the acts are permissible).
Metaphorically speaking, ‘judgment,’ (one sense of ‘judgment’) is what
is responsible for appraising the act diligently, and ‘conscience’ then
‘passes judgment,” (a second sense of ‘judgment’) on judgment, as to
whether it has fulfilled that responsibility. Paradoxically, then, con-
science is ‘judgment passing judgment upon itself.”” Thus the particu-
lar offense of which conscience accuses us is the failure to undertake
seriously and carry out diligently a moral appraisal of our acts, a vio-
lation of the special duty of due care in making sure that one ‘venture
nothing where there is danger that it might be wrong.”®

* Also Cz2, 81-3 [5: 97-9]. See also Kant on imputation, MM, 16 [6é: 223] and 19
[6: 227). In German law, apparently, the two phases of determining whether an agent’s
act is a legal offense {‘objective’ guilt) and determining whether the act is ‘imputable’ to
the agent (culpability) are more separate than in our legal system: See Joachim In:mmvww,
‘Imputation’, Brigham Young University Law Review (1986), 669-710. A series of arti-
cles on impuration, particularly in Kant and in German law, appeared in Jahrbuch fir
Recht und Ethik, 2 {1994), ed. B. Sharon Byrd, Joachim Hruschka, and Jan C. Joerden
(Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1994).

* R, 179 [6: 186].

"R, 1789 [6: 185]. A puzzling passage in The Metaphysics of Morals also suggests
that what conscience judges is simply ‘whether I have submitted {my act] to my practi-
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The Metaphysics of Morals also includes something like this duty of
due care, a duty to try to ‘know (scrutinize, fathom) yourself.” This ‘First
Command of All Duties to oneself,” Kant says, requires impartiality in
appraising ourselves ‘in comparison with the %méu and sincerity in
acknowledging our ‘inner worth or lack thereof.”

In the light of this, we can perhaps put the two accounts of conscience
together as follows: Conscience is an involuntary response to the recog-
nition that what we have done, are doing, or are about to do is con-
trary to the moral judgments that we have made (by applying moral law
to different types of circumstances). Prominent among the many moral
judgments that persons of conscience will have made is that they have
the special, second-order duty to submit their acts to the ‘inner court’
of conscience, scrutinizing them diligently, impartially, and sincerely.
Once they submit their acts to appraisal, conscience gives its verdict and
‘passes sentence’ automatically, for this is just a metaphor for the painful
awareness of wrongdoing that such sincere appraisal causes in a person
with the basic dispositions of ‘practical reason.” Combining Kant’s two
accounts, we can say that conscience can acquit or condemn with regard
to accusations of both violations of first-order duties (e.g., truth telling)
and failures to fulfill the second-order duty of due care in scrutinizing
and appraising our acts diligently (by ‘holding them up’ to our judg-
ment of the first-order duties). In both cases, conscience presupposes but
is not the same as ‘moral judgment’ in the sense of ‘drawing from the
moral law a more determinate specification of our duties.”*

cal reason (here in its role as judge) for such a judgment’ (MM, 160-1 {6: 400-1]). My
best effort to untangle what Kant means there is that the relevance of *whether 1 have
submitted’ is not literally that this is what conscience judges but that it is a background
fact thar one knows unmistakably and that is part of the suggested argument that con-
science cannot err.

Roughly, that argument might be reconstructed as follows: If on the one hand, we
did scrutinize our act by our moral standards, we would have known this easily by intro-
spection, and if so, conscience would have ‘involuntarily’ reached its verdict and (if
appropriate) imposed its sentence. Mistakes here are apparently assumed to be impos-
sible because what we compare is all ‘internal’: our conception of our act and our moral
judgment regarding its rightness or wrongness. But if we did not submit our act to our
moral standards, we did not make any prior moral judgment on the particular act, and
S0 our conscience (which presupposes such judgments) never operated and so cannot
have yielded a false verdict. Mistakes due to bad memory of our past acts and/or delib-
crations, misjudgments of objective duty, self-deceived conceptions of our acts, and the
like are not counted as errors of conscience but as failures antecedent to its operation.

MH MM, 191 [6: 441].

“ Presumably it is rare that we have a clean conscience with respect to due care bur
2 guilty conscience with respect to first-order duties, for that would mean that despite
the most diligent effort to ensure that our projected acts are not wrong, we nevertheless
acted in a way that was wrong even in our own judgment. In other words, we weakly
O perversely ignored the conclusion of our diligent search. Assuming this to be rare, we
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4. Our judgment about whether certain acts are ‘really’ night or
wrong can be mistaken, and so presumably our consciences may at times
be working from mistaken premises regarding this. However, Kant
claims that in a sense, conscience itself does not err.”” Why he thinks
this is not entirely clear, but perhaps the basic thought is that conscience
is not liable to common ‘external’ sources of error that may infect ordi-
nary moral judgment. For example, mistakes about the facts of our
situation can lead us to make mistakes about what is objectively per-
missible, but they cannot cause us to err in regard to whether our act
as we conceived it was contrary to our judgment about what 1s right.
Mistaking a lost hiker for a moving target on a firing range can lead to
the erroneous judgment that shooting at what we see 1s permissible, but
this same misidentification does not mean that the act as intended (e.g.,
shooting at the target here) was contrary to our moral judgment about
it (e.g., that shooting at the target here is permissible). Errors of con-
science, if there were any, would have to be a matter of failing, even
after we raised the question, to recognize either the fact that what we
intentionally did was (or was not) against our best moral judgment
or the fact that we had (or had not) exercised due care to determine
whether our act was right. Perhaps, despite Kant, errors are possible
even in these ‘subjective’ judgments, but the important point remains
that in Kant’s sense, even an unerring conscience is in no way a guar-
antee that what we believe is right is really so.

The implications of the Kantian conception regarding our attitude
toward our own conscience should now be.clear. Conscience is no sub-
stitute for moral reasoning and judgment but in fact presupposes these.
A clear conscience is no guarantee that we acted in an objectively right
way, and so it is no ground for self-righteous pride or presumption that
our moral judgment is superior to that of those who conscientiously dis-
agree. However, insofar as the warnings and pangs of conscience actu-
ally reflect our diligent efforts to hold our acts up to our best moral

can suppose that satisfying conscience in the Religion sense {due care) rypically _.mm&,m us
to satisfy it in the prior sense of The Metaphysics of Morals (impuration and judicial
judgment of first-order duty violations).

53 Kant's remarks on this are puzzling. One crucial passage denying ‘erring conscience’
is MM, 161 [6: 401}. But in the much earlier Lectures on Ethics, 1323, Kant acknowl-
edges ‘errors of conscience,’ based on errors of fact or errors of law, some culpable,
some not. Conscience can be ‘natural’ or ‘instructed’ (and apparently at times ‘misin-
structed’); the natural conscience takes precedence in cases that conflict. Again, however,
Kant reaffirms that there can be no nonculpable errors about the basic moral law, that
one can mistake something else (e.g., prudence) for conscience but cannot ‘deceive’ of
‘escape’ it.
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judgments, conscience may be a reliable subjective sign of whether we
are doing well relative to our moral beliefs. Conformity ro conscience
is necessary and sufficient for morally blameless conduct, in Kant’s view,
even though it cannot ensure correctness.” Thus as Kant says, con-
science ought to be ‘cultivated” and ‘sharpened’ as well as heeded. Our
impartial moral judgments {aboutr what anyone in various situations
should do) will not affect our conduct unless they are applied to our
own case and the acts in question are imaginatively ‘imputed’ to our-
selves, which is a function of conscience. Again, past misdeeds often call
for restorative acts in the present (apology, compensation, etc.), but it
is conscience that makes us feel the force of our wrongdoing and thus
presumably aids in the recognition of these duties.

How, then, should we view the consciences of others? Many of the
same points apply, but there are some asymmetries. Although in moral
debate, my appeal to conscience weighs no more than anyone else’s, in
the end I must heed my own conscience, not that of others. This is not
to deny that the conscientious disagreement of others gives us grounds
for questioning, listening to their reasons, consulting more widely, and
rethinking our initial moral judgment. Also, knowing that others con-
scientiously disagree may itself be a reason for altering our judgment
about what, all things considered, we should do, even if we are fully .
convinced that these others are mistaken. Here the fact of disagreement
serves as new relevant information rather than grounds to suspect our
earlier process of judgment. The same would apply if our initial moral
judgment turned out to be contrary to legal authority. But in all these
cases, our final responsibility is to heed our own consciences, which are
based on our diligent effort to judge, all things considered, what is right.

Another asymmetry follows from Kant's view that the basic ends of
a virtuous person are his own perfection and the happiness of others.
Practical concern for others’ happiness, not worries about their souls,
should motivate us to avoid tempting others into activities that would
cause them to suffer agonies of conscience. But concern for making our-
selves morally more perfect, not concern for our own happiness, is what
should move us to keep our own consciences clean.”

“So far I have avoided discussing the content of Kant’s moral law, but
given more time, I would argue that Kant’s idea of the moral law itself
gives deep and compelling reasons for taking seriously the moral judg-
ments of others, especially those who use their ‘consciences’ in sincere

§4 ¢ - - . . . .
Bur if someone is aware that he has acted in accordance with his conscience, then
as far as guilt or innocence is concerned nothing more can be required of him’ (MM,
161 [6: 401]). 55 See MM, 151-2 [6: 388].
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>

and diligent self-appraisal. The main idea here is that Kant’s basic moral
point of view, expressed by the combination of forms of the Categori-
cal Imperative, holds that moral standards are found by analyzing
(rational) human willing. They are not perceived in Plato’s heaven of
Forms or derived from God’s will or identifiable with any empirical facts
(e.g., about human sympathies). Rather, they are constituted by what
reasonable, autonomous persons ideally would ‘legislate’ for themselves,
subject to certain constraints (conceptually) built into the idea of moral
reflection. A crucial constraint is that all legislation must respect the
value of humanity as an end in itself. This places a priority on our
concerns as rational beings, forbids our thinking of human beings as
exchangeable commodities, and, especially, puts forward an ideal that
policies should be morally justifiable to all.

Kant, I think, had too much confidence that all who take up the moral
perspective would reach agreement on moral principles. But in the face
of disagreement about matters of vital moral importance, it is clear that
his theory implies that the best each of us can do is, first, to make our
own moral judgments about what we can sincerely recommend as rea-
sonable to others who will take up the moral legislative point of view
and, then, after duly consulting with others and giving due weight to
their concerns, to act according to these judgments faithfully butr with
humility. Universal agreement would be a regulative ideal, perhaps con-
stituting ‘correctness’ about what is ‘objectively’ right, but in practice
this would only be an aim and a hope.

Given even this brief sketch, it should now be clear that consulting
with others and taking into account their reasons for the moral judg-
ments must be an important part of the Kantian process of moral delib-
eration. This speaks in favor of treating the moral judgments of others
respectfully and also of creating the social conditions in which sincere
and diligent efforts to make and apply moral judgments are encouraged.
It does not support an absolute ban on coercing someone against his or
her conscience, but it does urge respect for conscientious resistance even
when we believe it is mistaken.

It was no accident, apparently, that Kant developed his special con-
ception of conscience rather than simply incorporating one of the pre:
vious conceptions into his moral theory. To review, Kant’s %mnm»_
conception fits his basic moral theory in several respects better than
other conceptions would. ;

First, the Kantian conception, unlike the popular religious concep”
tion, is not based on theology, and so it is compatible with Kant$
doctrine that ethics must precede religion. Moreover, the Kantiaf
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conscience reflects Kant’s idea that only the use of reason can determine
ST.E 1s moral, for it denies rthe (popular) view thar conscience is a mys-
terious, instinct-like access to truth abour what is morally forbidden

Second, as opposed to the relativistic conceptions, ECR and mﬁ.w
Wm.:.mw conception does not deny, but in fact presupposes, the @omH
sibility of objective moral judgments, which is a central ﬁm:mm of Kant’s
moral theory. Also, ECR and SCR treat conscience as a descriptive, or
evaluatively neutral, term, but Kantian moral theory would mznocmmmm
the common practice of speaking of conscience in a partially laudatory
way. The reason is that in the Kantian conception, pangs of conscience
unlike most pains, stem from a morally respect-worthy source, a amnv_v“
rooted disposition of moral agents to hold up their own conduct to
%m same moral judgments that they make for others in comparable
situations.

Third, as opposed to Butler, Kant clearly avoids making natural rele-
ology foundational for ethics and so avoids making what Kant regarded
the mistake of founding morals on ‘heteronomy.” Arguably, too, Kant
rw,m a more plausible and determinate idea of the standards that should
guide reasonable moral reflection. Butler sees conscience as making
rational, reflective judgments, but he gives very little hint of the premises
TOB which we are to reason. In addition, Kant’s conception of con-
science is closer to common sense and ordinary language than Butler’s
in that Kant treats conscience not as our general capacity to SDQOM
morally regarding our acts but, rather, as a special disposition to ‘ind’
ourselves involuntarily warning, accusing, and judging ourselves when
Wwe compare our acts (as we conceived them) with our moral judgments
m?w& the sorts of acts that are right and wrong.
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) asons. One who regularly follows the mysterious
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Similarly, those who follow conscience in the ECR or SCR sense
would reveal a steady disposition to be governed by cultural norms
internalized early in life, and this might lead to many of the patterns of
public behavior and the freedom from inner conflict that we associate
with persons of integrity. But unless they are to some degree critically
reflective and selective regarding the local norms they endorse as adults,
something important would be missing. They may rest content with cul-
rural norms that encourage deception and manipulation of a sort in-
compatible with integrity, as commonly understood. And even if their
internalized principles happen to be morally decent, they continue to
hold them as blind conformists, with too little appreciation of the prin-
ciples’ grounds to qualify them for the virtue of integrity.

Finally, Butler’s account of conscience relies so heavily on the alleged
facts of natural teleology that even though Butler claims that a person
following conscience is a ‘a law to himself,” one might argue that his or
her ultimate guide is the given ‘constitution of human nature,” whose
normativity seems to be accepted as a given natural fact, independently
of the person’s reflective, reasonable endorsement of it. Although this is
sufficient for some sorts of integrity, arguably there is a deeper notion
of integrity attributable to persons faithful to the Kantian conscience.
The latter not only strive to make good moral judgments and govern
themselves by their best moral judgments, but they also are supposed
to follow a moral law that is itself a reflection of their own autonomous,
rational will, not an acceptance of standards found ‘in nature.” These
notions obviously need interpretation and are subject to doubt, but
they are suggestive. Insofar as ‘integrity’ has to do with being a princi-
pled, self-governed person, Kant’s account of the conscientious person
tries to carry this a step further than even Butler does.

A last caveat may help forestall misunderstanding. Although I have
compared different conceptions of conscience partly to show the
merits from a broadly Kantian perspective of the special conception
that Kant adopted, T do not mean to deny or minimize the many
problems with Kant’s ethics that are not addressed here. Kant’s con-
ception of conscience is a part of his larger moral theory and so is not
immune to familiar doubts about, for example, the adequacy of his m.u...
mulas of the moral law, their alleged status as universal rational prin-
ciples, and their apparent neglect of animals. Moreover, there are special
doubts that one may raise about Kant’s account of conscience. For
example, even if Kant’s metaphors of the accuser, defender, and judge
reflect the phenomenology of moral experience for many of us, .%n
may question whether the images stem from excessive wannnmwunoﬁ
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with _wmm_ models that are not essential t
morality.

F our age we can hardly help but doubt Kant’s faich in th i
mm__.a\ of conscience. His best defense might be that anal common
rational r:.oé_oamm of morality’ reveals possession of conscie
Wmmm concelves it) as a precondition of full moral agency, that is Hmnvw ‘Amm
m.:v_mn.ﬁ to duties conceived as categorical mawmamn,\mmw But HT,_.M Q_zm
tic claim, too, may be doubted. Finally, Kant’s ethics is most EM:M.WUW?
érm:. seen as a less comprehensive account of morality than rmmro m_r :
Despite Kant’s later work on virtue, his main focus from the be 5:% .
is on duty, or what one morally must do, and its Ewm:@@omm%o:m zm
freedom, respect for humanity, and the like. However, there are Eono_
values and ideals not readily expressible in this ?mamionr and mom.
seems there must be more to ethics than Kant mnwngimmmmm. é\rmnrmﬁ

wrmmm <w_.:mm and _nw&m are incompatible with the basic Kantian theory
as yet, In my opinion, to be worked out.
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