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Butler’s Defense of the Authority of Conscience

Toshinari MIZUNO

How does Butler defend his view that conscience is supremely authoritative?
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According to Darwall, Butler argues that “the authority of conscience is a condition
of the very possibility of an agent’s having reasons to act at all.” According to Millar,
Butler defends his view by appealing to some general propositions regarding God’s
design of human nature. According to Wedgwood, Butler defends his view from
observations of human nature without appealing to any theological prepositions.
This paper criticizes Darwall’s and Miller’s interpretations, and defends
Wedgwood’s interpretation.

I point out two difficulties in Butler’s defense of his view: (1) it is impossible
to identify functions of conscience, form which Butler draws his view of the
authority of conscience, based only on observations of human nature, and (2) it is
impossible to draw a normative judgement that conscience is supremely
authoritative based only on descriptive judgements concerning human nature. In
light of these difficulties, it would have been better for Butler to have defended his

position in view of either Darwall’s or Millar’s interpretations.
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