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Should the moral worth of our actions be judged solely on the basis of the consequences that stem from them?
There are many proposed ethical systems, which loosely fit into two schools of thought: deontological ethics and teleological ethics. Deontological ethics is the concept that the morality of an act should be determined by the act in itself, without being affected by any arising consequences, however teleological ethical theories look to the presumed consequences of the action to determine whether or not it would be moral (Ahluwalia, 2018). In this essay I will focus on four major ethical theories: Utilitarianism, Natural Moral Law, Kantian Ethics and Situation Ethics – two of which are deontological, and two teleological. The argument is that neither deontological nor teleological ethical theories can stand alone, and we need to use elements of both – i.e. create some absolute moral laws, while allowing humans to use our reason and free will to consider the potent consequences of the actions we will undertake.
Utilitarianism is a teleological, non-religious, relative ethical theory developed by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. By using two broad concepts based in hedonism, it attempts to link the notions of good and evil to pleasure and pain. Bentham developed the hedonic calculus to attempt to create a way for people to calculate the levels of pleasure an action would generate, and therefore whether that action should be considered moral (Wilkinson, et al., 2016). The Principle of Utility – “It is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong” (Bentham, 1776) is the key idea in utilitarianism, and Mill developed this further by creating a hierarchy of pleasure (Ahluwalia, 2018). Sometimes seen as elitist, Mill distinguishes between higher and base pleasures, and explains that humanity must be different from animals as we have a capability of reason which other creatures do not (Mill & Bentham, 1987). However, as utilitarianism is a teleological theory, it begs the question: are we truly capable of judging the consequences of our potential actions? We are restricted by lack of information, unpredictability of human emotion and outcomes of future actions which we cannot definitively know (Wilkinson, et al., 2016). Therefore, there needs to be some kind of absolute moral guidance which helps us to make these decisions, perhaps without needing as must concrete information to guide our reasoning. 
Natural Moral Law is a deontological, Christian, absolute ethical theory developed by Saint Thomas Aquinas, and influenced by Aristotle (Aristotle, 340 BC) who believed that all rational people seek to be good, and goodness is found in God. Morality comes from beings who are free to make their own choices, which suggests that humans have free will, and we must use our reason in order to reach these decisions (Ahluwalia, 2018). Aquinas thought that God should be the ultimate end, or ‘telos of humanity, and therefore that we should follow his laws, the foundation of all law which we must follow: Eternal Law. The Eternal Law (as the name suggests) does not change, it is absolute and universal, set by God for humanity, to help us reach fulfilment. Thus, in Natural Moral Law, the consequences of our actions are not discussed, as God sets the rules by which we abide and we are to use his word as guidance in our moral decision making. By distinguishing ‘real goods’ from ‘apparent goods’, we use our reason to determine our correct course of action, with real goods being those which align with the primary precepts (five key rules to allow humanity to reach its potential and fulfil its purpose) and God’s word, and apparent goods being those which may seem good to us, but do not align with God’s Eternal Law – there to tempt us into wrongdoing (Ahluwalia, 2018). However, human society develops and changes with time, and therefore, we do not have a place for an ultimately unchanging, set idea for ethical structures, as our needs develop, so must our systems (Wilkinson, et al., 2016). An example of this is abortion rights. In our modern society, women have autonomy over their bodies, and therefore should get to choose what happens to them, but due to religious groups and ancient scripture, governments have been able to control women and diminish their say on their own rights. This has led to suffering and in extreme cases death where women have not had access to the healthcare they need. Therefore, changes must be allowed to be made, meaning that consequences must be considered alongside absolute rules when making ethical decisions as there cannot be one correct answer for every situation. 
Kantian Ethics is a deontological, absolute ethical theory developed by Immanuel Kant. For Kant, moral knowledge is a priori and synthetic – it is first hand, not experienced knowledge, it must come from within us, and morality is objective and unchanging, regardless of the situation or society (Wilkinson, et al., 2016). We must use our reason to make moral decisions, and they should not be driven by our emotional state, but because humans have a duty to do good in all situations (Ahluwalia, 2018). Moral laws are categorical imperatives: “Act only according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law” (Kant, 1785). Loosely, this is often taken to mean that we should treat others as we want to be treated ourselves, we should only act as we expect other people to act themselves. Categorical imperatives are therefore absolute, objective and unchanging, which means that there are rules which we should follow, we have the reason and the freedom to make the choice to do our duty and will the good (Wilkinson, et al., 2016). However, Kant is somewhat concerned with consequences, as he uses the concept of the kingdom of ends. He suggests that we should envision the action being done in a perfect society, therefore we must consider the effects our outcomes must have in order to determine this. On the other hand, it can be argued that the parts of the theory which rely on consequences are part of the reasoning process, not what makes an action good in itself – ie, an action can be good and have some negative consequences (Wilkinson, et al., 2016). Here, I think we can argue that the moral worth of an action cannot exclusively rest on the consequences of the action and there are some acts which are absolutely wrong, but that consequences can play an important role in our decision making process, therefore we cannot entirely ignore them (Wilkinson, et al., 2016). Kant’s reliance on reason is also problematic as he relies on it for his argument, but by doing so, it can be argued that he views humans as cold, sees them as lacking compassion and love, which are key parts of human reality in our ethical decision making and the way we decide to treat other people relies on these ideas (Wilkinson, et al., 2016). Therefore, deontological ethical systems can be difficult as they dismiss human capability of feeling and consequences are somewhat important to understanding how we should behave and ethical reasoning. 
Situation Ethics is a teleological, relative, Christian ethical theory forwarded by Joseph Fletcher. Fletcher identified agape love as the central notion of ethical decision making, that is, pure, unconditional, selfless, Christian love, which mirrors that of God (Wilkinson, et al., 2016). Humans should aim to do the most loving thing in any moral dilemma and the consequence of the action should be the main concern, as this is how we know we have made the correct decision. His four working principles help us determine the right course of action: pragmatism, personalism, relativism and conscience (Ahluwalia, 2018). The argument is that people matter, and if the most loving action breaks laws, then we should do it anyway, it should be practical, and situations differ so the rules are flexible. Reason is key, and so we must aim to act in a way which reasonably will elicit the most loving response. His examples include Jesus’ various law breakage in favour of love, such as the healing on the sabbath. Agape love in intrinsically good, and it is a standard by which we judge everything, therefore producing it is the aim of morality (Fletcher, 1966). However, understanding how to determine what the most loving action is, is unclear, we cannot set a blanket law for all as to what is loving and what is not, which makes it hard to set boundaries and create order. Because love is relative, and we cannot see how our actions may affect others in the future, it can be difficult to make decisions as nothing is signalled as absolutely immoral, there are no unbreakable rules. Therefore, teleological ethical systems can cause problems, as we cannot always accurately predict the consequences of our actions (Ahluwalia, 2018), and if we make mistakes, we can potentially risk doing the opposite of the most loving action, and so we may need some objective guiding rules to help us make the right decisions. 
In conclusion, there are issues with both teleological and deontological ethical systems, as while we cannot accurately predict the potential consequences of every given situation, it is also difficult to set absolute rules as to what we should do, as every situation is different and the decisions we make can have adverse effects on those involved, there cannot be an absolute answer for every moral decision due to the complex nature of humanity and the world we live in – both us and our environment are constantly changing, and outdated absolute rules can do more harm than good. Despite this, there is some place for loose objective moral rules, but consequences must also play a part in the process of making moral decisions.
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