Should the moral worth of our actions be judged solely on the basis of the consequences that stem from them?

[bookmark: _GoBack]Normative ethics systems such as utilitarianism and others that follow a teleological approach demand that actions should be based on the consequences that stem from them. Other forms of ethics, including Immanuel Kant’s ethics teach that our actions should be judged by the intention, this is a deontological method of thinking. Whereas an agent centred ethical theory, such as virtue ethics would suggest that if a person is good they know how to behave morally. However, within modern society many people make their decisions based on the consequences “A statesman who has to decide what is the right policy, or a teacher who has to decide what is the right education, will be expected to consider what policy or what education is likely to have the best results.”[footnoteRef:1] Therefore this essay will show that, in order to live in a non-chaotic society, the moral worth of our actions should be judged solely on the basis of their consequences.  [1:  http://fair-use.org/bertrand-russell/the-elements-of-ethics/section-iii  accessed 25/10/2017 ] 

When a judge does what many would say is the “right” thing (locking up a dangerous criminal) they are acting within a consequentialist system. Children are taught from an early age to think of the consequences of their actions, that hitting someone is hurts them and will get you in trouble. It seems that this way of living is the most societally acceptable. Throughout civilization “bad” actions have been punished and “good” ones have been rewarded. To add to this, religion, which has been a massive part of civilizations for years have a consequence and reward system to judge the moral worth of action, which over time has led to how society chooses who is “good” and who is “bad”. Although societies attitude to religion has changed throughout the years the idea that moral worth is based on consequences still holds true, and is a way still a way to maintain an ordered society. Although the term “society” can seem to cover the whole globe when used in an essay like this. Really society could be as small as the few people one would choose to spend one’s time with. Even within the groups of the few rules still apply and choosing not to adhere to those would result in having to leave those people until amends are made, if amends are possible. It would seem as though to carry out any social interaction there would be applicable rules, and with rules come consequence, making the latter unavoidable. With consequences being unavoidable in any societal context how would it be possible to exist without any consequences, even if we are not solely basing the moral worth of actions on their consequences?
That question could be answered, in part, by following a duty or intention based system, after all, the road to hell is paved with good intentions. Kant’s ethics suggests that as people we are duty bound and that we do what we ought. What we ought to do and what we should do are effectively the same sentence. This places how we do something into the forefront of a persons mind instead of why we do it or what will happen after. The removal of these thoughts would make for a simpler decision of right or wrong. Instead of grievous bodily harm being wrong because it causes a person damage and going to prison is bad, something is wrong because it is a person’s duty as a human to not damage another human’s quality of life. Although this seems naïve way of thinking, it could work provided that everyone believes they have the same duties, which according to Kant they do. So, as long as everyone tells the truth and treats others with respect there could be a functioning society that measures a person’s moral worth in how they treat others. As mentioned earlier though, just because an intent is good does not mean the person or the action overall is good. The idea of an honour killing, which is present in multiple cultures, brings forth the notion that you can kill a person with good intent and while doing the “kindest thing”. Furthermore, the government in Chechnya believe it their duty to remove homosexuality from society. If they believe that is their duty, does it matter that in western culture it is the general consensus that what they’re doing is wrong? If each country, or within that, each county or town is perceived to have its own duty can duty principle be a universal way to measure moral value? 

Although an argument using Kant’s reasoning makes the debate seem simple, Kant also suggests within his maxims that we should act as a law maker when making decisions which adds an element of consequentialism to his ethics. This leads to the idea that one cannot make any ethical decision without thinking of the consequences. Does it matter how much of what someone deems morally right or wrong is consequence based? I believe that it does. One cannot state one is on a diet and continue to eat McDonalds multiple times week, similarly one cannot claim to not be consequentialist and continue to place moral value on consequences, both suggestions are contradictions. Additionally, different cultures have differing ideas on what a person’s duty is, even though each culture has different systems on deciding consequences, the idea of each action having consequences is universal. Therefore, our actions should be based solely on their consequences.


