Should the moral worth of our actions be judged solely on the basis of the consequences that stem from them?
In the following I am going to discuss whether the moral worth of our actions should be judged solely on the basis of the consequences that stem from them. I will begin by outlining consequentialism with supporting examples. I will then pose some issues with consequentialism and finish by concluding that consequences alone are not sufficient to solely judge our action’s moral worth.
Consequentialism is the form of moral theory that states the moral worth of an action is determined by the consequences that result from it. The most known theory of Consequentialism is Utilitarianism. Utilitarianism[footnoteRef:1] is the theory that judges the moral worth of an action based on the amount of utility that results from it. Utility is often taken to be pleasure or happiness, so an action has a higher moral worth if its consequences leads to greater happiness or pleasure. An example that motivates the Utilitarian position might be a parent telling their child that their dog has gone to live on a farm, when the dog has passed. It is clear to see the benefits in this act because the child arguably is happier than they would be if they knew the truth.  [1:  Bentham J, 1789, Principles of Morals and Legislation CH 1‘The Principle of Utility’ ] 

An issue that can be taken with the proposal that an action’s moral worth can be judged solely on the consequences that stem from it is that it does not allow for the intention of an action to be considered alongside. The above example of a white lie shows how both intention and consequence can both be positive. A parent’s good intention not to upset their child ending with a good consequence, the child not being upset. However, this is not always the case. It is possible for a person to act with bad intentions leading to a good consequence. Take for example, a situation in which a person saves another person’s life by pushing them out of the way of an oncoming bullet. One would assume that person one did a good deed with a good outcome, but it transpires that person one intended to harm person two by pushing them into oncoming traffic and it was merely coincidence that they prevented harm from the bullet. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Could this action still be considered of good moral worth? A consequentialist would be committed in saying that this action is morally good because of the outcome. To the non-consequentialist it seems that the intention of wishing harm to another and indeed committing an action that would bring harm to that person would overwrite the outcome of the action. Although their action cancelled out a potentially worse consequence. So, because of this it does not seem convincing that an action’s moral worth lies solely in the consequence. 
A further issue for consequentialism can be highlighted in the ‘Trolley Problem’ by Philippa Foot[footnoteRef:2] who offers an ethical dilemma in which a train track splits in two with one person on one track and five people on the other track, a trolley is hurtling towards the track with five people on and you are in control of whether it continues on this trajectory or whether it changes to the track with one person on. The utilitarian would say to change direction and kill the one person to save five people as it brings the greatest utility of that situation. Because of this, it is not only permissible for the utilitarian to act this way but morally preferable. A related problem has been outlined by Judith Jarvis Thomson[footnoteRef:3] who offers up a situation in which a doctor oversees five ailing patients all of whom require an organ transplant without which they would die, when one day a healthy tourist comes in for a routine health check and the doctor finds that he is a suitable organ candidate for all five of his patients. The moral problem posed here is should he kill this healthy man to save his five patients from death? He muses that if the young man were to disappear no one would suspect the doctor, so he would get away with it. Similarly, to Foot’s dilemma there are five people that would be saved from the action of one person losing their life. However, unlike the Trolley Problem it would be difficult to argue the action of killing the one person in the second problem as morally permissible. It would not be accepted as morally correct if a doctor took this course of action even if the consequences do lead to higher overall utility. [2:  Foot P, 1967, ‘The Trolley Problem’, The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Double Effect.]  [3:  Jarvis Thomson J, 1985, ‘The Trolley Problem’ The Yale Law Journal, Vol. 94 No. 6 pg 1395-1415] 

To surmise, the moral worth of our actions should not be judged solely by the consequences that stem from them. I believe this is because of the lack of interest given to the intentions of one’s actions. For the Utilitarian one can act with evil intent so long as the consequences of their action always led to the greatest utility. Added to this, the weight given to the importance of consequences when deciding the moral worth of an action seems to change depending on the context in which the action is taken. This is shown clearly in the comparison between Foot and Jarvis Dawson’s dilemmas where the same consequences clearly do not lead to the same moral worth. In conclusion, consequences may play a role in the judgement of an action’s moral worth, but it is not a wholly sufficient condition. 
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