Should the Moral Worth of our Actions be Judged Solely on their Consequences?

Introduction
This essay aims to answer the question: “Should the moral worth of our actions be judged solely on their consequences?” While people’s intentions can be pure, actions can have unintended consequences, potentially undermining their intended positive effects. Often, it is argued that actions should not be judged based solely on their consequences, as many factors must be considered when determining their moral worth. There are two main sides to this argument, with consequentialists believing that the outcome is the only determining factor when judging moral worth. On the other hand, deontologists believe that the intentions of the action determine whether it is right or wrong, emphasising a moral duty, regardless of the outcome. Some key thinkers on this topic include Immanuel Kant, John Stuart Mill, and Jeremy Bentham, whom we will examine to gain a deeper understanding of the topic. I believe that while the consequences of an action are important, and should be taken into account, it is the method that is used to achieve that outcome that is the determining factor on how to judge the moral worth of an action, as if we want to achieve something good, that goodness is negated if the methods used to achieve it are morally bad. 
Consequentialism
One school of thought on this topic begins with consequentialism, which holds that the right action to take is the one that produces the best overall outcomes, and that actions are evaluated based primarily on their consequences. The most influential form of consequentialism is utilitarianism, which was first developed by Jeremy Bentham and later refined by John Stuart Mill, arguing that morality should be judged according to the outcomes actions produce. Jeremy Bentham is known as the founder of modern utilitarianism, who argued that pleasure is good, and pain is bad, stating that, ‘Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure.’[footnoteRef:1] Bentham’s moral aim was to maximise pleasure and to minimise pain, and if human behaviour is governed by pleasure and pain, then morality should maximise pleasure for the greatest number of people, as this becomes the standard by which actions are judged.  Bentham’s theories were later expanded by John Stuart Mill, who believed that not all pleasures are equal. Mill proposed that different kinds of pleasures should be considered, which he described as lower and higher pleasures, the lower pleasures being those of the body, such as eating and sleeping, and the higher being those of the mind, reading and art, etc. Mill famously said that “It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied”[footnoteRef:2], highlighting his belief that humans value the intellectual and moral pleasures more than those of the body.  [1:  Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, kindle ed. (DigiCat, 2020), p. 16.]  [2:  John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, kindle ed. (Perennial Press, 2016), p. 17. ] 

Deontology
In contrast to consequentialism, the philosophy of deontology is most closely associated with Immanuel Kant, who believed that “It is impossible to think of anything at all in the world, or indeed even beyond it, that could be considered good without limitation except a good will.”[footnoteRef:3] This quote emphasises Kant’s belief that intentions are the primary factor when determining the morality of an action, in contrast to consequentialism’s belief that the outcomes are the determining factor. Kant believed that an action can only be moral if it is done from duty, regardless of the prospect of a reward or consequences. Duty can be understood as an action which is a moral obligation, or doing something because it is morally right; acting because you should, not because you want to. Opposite to this is an inclination, which is doing something because you want to, for reasons such as satisfying emotions, desires, or the desire for a reward. An example of this is Kant’s stance on lying, who believed that “lying under any circumstances is ‘the obliteration of one’s dignity as a human being’”.[footnoteRef:4] His argument can be summarised as, while lying can be the easier option, as it may benefit the person more in the short term, it can eradicate any trust that the person may have had. Kant believed that lying is wrong under any circumstance, even if the consequences are good. This is illustrated by Kant’s example of lying to save someone’s life. Kant believed that even in this situation, one must tell the truth, as he said that whoever lies “must answer for the consequences, however unforeseeable they were, and pay the penalty for them.”[footnoteRef:5] This highlights Kant’s stance that, even if saving a life depends on lying, it is still wrong. Universal law was one of Kant’s beliefs, in that he believed that you should “act only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law”[footnoteRef:6], meaning that one must ask themselves before acting, if everyone did it, would it still make sense? These principles by Kant challenge consequentialism, rejecting any outcomes as the basis of moral worth.  [3:  Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. and ed. by Mary Gregor (Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 45.]  [4:  James Rachels, The Elements of Moral Philosophy, kindle ed. (McGraw Hill, 2023), p. 190.]  [5:  Rachels, The Elements, p. 193.]  [6:  Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of, p. 18.] 

Evaluation
While both consequentialism and deontology have their own strengths and weaknesses, I believe that deontology is the more plausible philosophy. Consequentialism has appealing aspects, as focusing solely on overall human happiness can seem like the more logical course; however, the theory has flaws in its execution. While consequences are important, ultimately, they are not enough on their own when weighing up a decision. Consequentialism does have its strengths, focusing purely on moral outcomes, aiming to maximise the majority's happiness and well-being. One key strength of this philosophy is its practicality. It isn’t just a theoretical philosophy; it allows people to make decisions about real situations and how their actions would impact them and those around them. Another strength is that it promotes the overall good, encouraging individuals to take the action that benefits the majority, promoting the greatest happiness. As an example of this philosophy in action, we can think about donating to charity. Should we donate to the charity that helps more people, or the one that helps fewer? Consequentialism would argue that by donating to the charity that helps the most, we are maximising the overall good in the world, and the decision was made based purely on the outcome. However, despite these strengths, there are issues with consequentialism: focusing solely on the majority's happiness can leave the minority dissatisfied and raise moral concerns. The first major problem with consequentialism is that it ignores intentions and judges actions solely by results, ignoring why an action was done. For example, if a person causes a good outcome by mistake, consequentialism will argue that this is a morally good action, yet Kant would argue that the intention is what matters. The second issue is that this philosophy can justify immoral actions, as if an outcome is the sole determinant of morality, then bad actions can be justified to reach those outcomes. An example of this comes from H.J McCloskey, who gives an example where a woman is raped, and race riots ensue. The hypothetical utilitarian considers whether it is morally right to accuse an innocent man to bring a stop to the riots, despite sending the innocent man to prison.[footnoteRef:7] This example asks us to question whether the means justify the ends, as while the riots are stopped, and many innocent lives may be saved, is it morally justifiable to ruin an innocent man's life to achieve this? A further criticism of this philosophy is that it is difficult to predict consequences, and by not knowing the outcomes in advance, one can be led to act immorally for an outcome that can't be guaranteed. Therefore, judging morality in this way is unreliable. Reflecting on these issues, it is reasonable to say that consequences cannot be the sole basis of moral judgment.  [7:  Rachels, The Elements, p. 168.] 

Immanuel Kant aimed to fix the issues with consequentialism, whose philosophy was strong, but not flawless, and in trying to adapt a better philosophy, he introduced new issues. Kant’s strength was that he recognised the importance of intentions. This prevents individuals from acting immorally and justifying it by stating that the means justify the ends. With this philosophy, the previous example of punishing an innocent man is avoided, and it prevents counting accidental good outcomes as moral. The biggest criticism of Kant’s philosophy is that his rules apply in all situations, with no exceptions. While Kant’s deontology around universal moral laws may sound reasonable in theory, real-life situations are complex, and Kant’s theory becomes unrealistic in some circumstances, such as with Kant’s example of lying to save someone’s life. When this strict rule against lying is implemented, it becomes difficult to follow, as it often ignores realistic context. Therefore, Kant’s rigid rules can lead to morally problematic outcomes, suggesting that consequences cannot be entirely ignored when determining moral worth. From Kant’s perspective, lying to save someone’s life is wrong, regardless of whether you are saving that person’s life, as lying is always wrong. The issue with this is that it can feel morally harsh, as it would be human nature to lie to save a loved one's life, yet Kant said that there is no circumstance in which lying is morally acceptable. While it can be reasonable to say that lying is not a moral action, by ignoring the potential consequences of this example, we can see that this can lead to harmful outcomes. A further criticism of Kant’s philosophy is that his reasoning ignores consequences, and this isn’t realistic in practice. Kant assumes that moral duties are always clear and consistent; however, in reality, duties can conflict with each other. Kant doesn’t give a clear way on which duties to prioritise, believing that both are a universal absolute, so when making realistic decisions, the moral decision isn’t always clear, and Kant’s system cannot always resolve which duty should take priority. In these situations, consequences matter when making a decision; by ignoring consequences, moral confusion is created. While Kant’s theories have merit, his system is too rigid when implemented into real-life situations, and creates moral dilemmas when trying to make decisions. 
Conclusion
In conclusion, Kantian ethics and consequentialism both have important strengths, but despite this, they are limited, as Kant’s approach underestimates the importance of consequences, and consequentialism neglects the significance of moral intention. Neither consequences nor intentions alone are sufficient when determining moral worth. A more convincing view is that moral judgment requires the integration of both, in order to assess actions more accurately. A person’s intentions help us to understand their moral character, while consequences allow us to evaluate the impact of their actions. If we do not consider both elements, assessing morality is incomplete, ignoring motivation and real-world effects. Therefore, a balanced approach provides a more realistic marker for determining moral worth. 
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