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Assessment 1
 Should the moral worth of our actions be judged solely on its consequences? 
(2000 Word essay)

During the course of human history there have often been times where the moral worth of an individual’s or group’s actions can be judged solely by the consequences and events that have followed these decisions. History is the main arbitrator of these decisions and it judges the moral worth and the consequences. From the beginning of civilisation there have been definitive right and wrong actions, each have had intrinsic consequences, positive or negative, but there are consequences. 
In order to examine the question “Should the moral worth of our actions be judged solely on its consequences?”, this essay will analyse the most noted accomplishments   of two famous individuals: Josef Mengele and Robert Oppenheimer. Each have undertaken actions that have resulted in far reaching consequences for themselves, their Countries and the World. The moral worth of their decisions will also be explored within this paper. 
It is important to establish that even though the two terms are often used interchangeably, there is a difference between “morals” and “ethics”. According to the historical repository Britannica, “morality is something that’s personal and normative, whereas ethics is the standards of “good and bad” distinguished by a certain community or social setting[footnoteRef:1]”. This means that what an individual believes and values on a personal level, can often be very different to another’s interpretation of the same action.   [1:  Cydney Grannan, Philosophy and Religion, “What’s the Difference Between Morality and Ethics?”,  www.Britannica.com, (Cited 19 January 2021), Available from:  https://www.britannica.com/story/whats-the-difference-between-morality-and-ethics] 

In our everyday lives, we are governed by a myriad of laws and the confines of social and political correctness. However, as we are free thinking humans, we also have the ability to rebel against these ideas and principles. When this happens, it sometimes results in dark and heinous consequences. 
Germany during 1933 to 1945, is often thought of as the most morally flawed period of our modern history. This era was dominated by a megalomaniacal dictator, and the targeted genocide of millions of people whose only crime was to be different to an ideal. The Holocaust was a truly despicable act against humanity, and the role of doctors in this process warrants special attention.  One key figure to focus on, is the notorious Josef Mengele. 
Working out of the Auschwitz - Birkenau extermination camp, Mengele earned the title the “Angle of Death[footnoteRef:2]”. He was a very active participant in the “labour or extermination” selection process of new arrivals to the camp. He was also heavily involved with “scientific research”. The main aim of his studies was to investigate the possibilities of increasing fertility. He personally conducted and supervised experiments on thousands of victims, these included “children, twins, pregnant women, people with heterochromia, and people who had genetic abnormalities such as dwarfism[footnoteRef:3]”.  [2:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Josef Mengele German physician”, www.britannica.com,  February 3 2021, (Cited 22 February 2021), Available from: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Josef-Mengele]  [3:  Natalisa Smith, Penn State Liberal arts online, “Unit 1: Normative Ethics and Dr Josef Mengele”, https://sites.psu.edu, (Cited 20 February 2021), Available from: https://sites.psu.edu/psy533wheeler/2019/01/31/unit-1-normative-ethics-and-dr-josef-mengele/] 

Mengele was a qualified doctor and part of a legitimate, professional research team investigating genetics before the Nazis came to power.  As such, he would have taken the required “Hippocratic Oath” that all doctors have to swear before being allowed to practice.  Within this solemn vow, it states “I will apply dietetic measures for the benefit of the sick according to my ability and judgment; I will keep them from harm and injustice[footnoteRef:4]”. This oath acts as both a moral and ethical set of boundaries for physicians, but for Mengele, who totally agreed with the Nazi ideology of an “Aryan” master race, the morality was completely lost.  [4:  William C. Shiel Jr MD FACP FACR, “Medical Definition of Hippocratic Oath”, www.medicinenet.com, (Cited 20 February 2021), Available from: https://www.medicinenet.com/hippocratic_oath/definition.htm] 

It is clear that the “rules” that Mengele had agreed to when becoming a doctor, were of little concern to him regarding his work, which he considered as “scientific advancement”. This is highlighted by the shocking fact that “over 90 per cent of the members of the medical profession at the highest level were involved in one way or another in work ... [involving] ... experiments ... carried out on human beings[footnoteRef:5]”. This fact suggests that the majority of Nazi physicians were happy to ignore the moral and ethical standards that we hope to hold medical professionals accountable to.  [5:  Francis Drobniewski MB BS MA PhD FLS, “Why did Nazi doctors break their 'Hippocratic' oaths?”, Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine Volume 86 September 1993, http://europepmc.org, (Cited 18 February 2021), Available from: http://europepmc.org/backend/ptpmcrender.fcgi?accid=PMC1294106&blobtype=pdf] 

Mengele was very interested in eyes: their colouration, how they worked and how they varied. However, he had a specific personal fascination with twins. He studied their births, their genetics and their physical characteristics. The website auschwitz.dk graphically describes some of the procedures attributed to him personally, “Mengele performed both physical and psychological experiments, experimental surgeries performed without anaesthesia, transfusions of blood from one twin to another, isolation endurance, reaction to various stimuli. He made injections with lethal germs, sex change operations, the removal of organs and limbs, incestuous impregnations[footnoteRef:6]”.  [6:  Louis Bülow, “Mengele”, http://www.auschwitz.dk, (Cited 22 February 2021), Available from: http://www.auschwitz.dk/mengele.htm] 

Josef Mengele was not the only Nazi physician that practiced in the concentration camps during the second world war. He is however infamous because of his cold indifference to the plight of his victims. His name is also well known because he   escaped prosecution by the Allies and remained on the run until his death in 1979. 
Regarding the moral worth of Mengele’s actions, it could be argued that he completely believed in his right to undertake all of these atrocities because he was trying to help the society that he thoroughly believed in. The fact that he wasn’t prepared to stand up and present justification for his actions, instead choosing to evade capture and trial, lends towards the fact that he knew what he was doing was morally and ethically wrong. In fact, anyone who tortures, maims, violates or victimises another person, cannot expect to be morally vindicated for any of their actions. The documented results of Mengele’s work have never been found, and the extent that his findings have on our modern understanding of anatomy, physiology and genetics will never be known. The consequences of his actions were devastating for his victims, and further, had a profound impact on the world. The Global community is aware that these experiments happened, and this knowledge ensures that people like Mengele will not be tolerated or supported. 
Another controversial figure that came to prominence during World War II was Robert Oppenheimer. Born in America from a Jewish immigrant family, Oppenheimer was a     renowned theoretical physicist researching nuclear fission. In 1943 he was appointed director of the Los Alamos Laboratory, and therefore the lead scientist for the Manhattan Project. This highly classified, secret operation was designed to combine various researchers work and weaponize nuclear energy. The USA’s aim was to quickly find a way of ending the war against Japan, and bring WWII to a swift close.
We know that the Manhattan Project was very successful, and the scientists achieved the goals that had been set for them. Oppenheimer was reported to have “enforced the laboratory’s mission-directed programme and helped, for example, to choose which cities to target with the new weapon”[footnoteRef:7]. However, even before the Atomic weapons were used on Japan, it’s clear that Oppenheimer had an idea of the dangerous new threat he was about to bring forth into the modern world. Interviewed in 1965, he stated that as a result of witnessing the “Trinity Test” (first successful detonation) in Nevada, he could remember thinking ““Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds”[footnoteRef:8]. [7:  Charles Robert Thorpe, “Violence and the Scientific Vocation”, Theory Culture & Society volume 21(3), pages 59-84, June 2004, (Cited 24 February 2021), Available from: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/249725927_Violence_and_the_Scientific_Vocation]  [8:  Javier Yanes, “Oppenheimer, from the Atomic Bomb to Pacifism”, www.bbvaopenmind.com, 17 February 2017, (Cited 23 February 2021), Available from: https://www.bbvaopenmind.com/en/science/physics/oppenheimer-from-the-atomic-bomb-to-pacifism/] 

Oppenheimer is often referred to as the “Father of the Atomic Bomb”[footnoteRef:9]. His involvement with the research and development of this type of weapon for mass destruction caused him to become fearful of the idea of nuclear warfare. During the early part of the geopolitical unrest referred to as the “Cold war” (1947- 91), Oppenheimer was even identified and singled out as a suspected communist. This was due in part to his refusal to endorse the development of a H (Hydrogen) bomb. [9:  Becky Little, ““Father of the Atomic Bomb” Was Blacklisted for Opposing H-Bomb”, www.history.com, August 31 2018, (Cited 22 February 2021), Available from: https://www.history.com/news/father-of-the-atomic-bomb-was-blacklisted-for-opposing-h-bomb] 

From examining his actions during and after WWII, it can be surmised that Oppenheimer was morally aware of the consequences of his actions. A meeting took place in the oval office with President Harry Truman on the 25th October 1945, at which Oppenheimer stated “"Mr. President, I feel I have blood on my hands"[footnoteRef:10].   He realised that the work that he had been heavily involved in had actually facilitated the end of a war, however, the result, hundreds of thousands of deaths and casualties was a huge cost. Developing even more sophisticated weapons was something that he no longer wanted to be part of.  [10:  Paul Ham, “As Hiroshima Smouldered, Our Atom Bomb Scientists Suffered Remorse”, www.newsweek.com, August 5 2015, (Cited 23 February 2021), Available from: https://www.newsweek.com/hiroshima-smouldered-our-atom-bomb-scientists-suffered-remorse-360125] 

The Manhattan Project and the subsequent atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki have been controversial topics of debate for the last 76 years. It can be argued that Robert Oppenheimer was attempting to ensure the survival of millions of people by ending the world war. That it was morally correct to develop something that would stop the world in its tracks and make leaders reconsider their actions. But some of his remarks, and the fact that he refused to be involved with any further advancements in this kind of technology, insinuates that he was morally unhappy with his role in this project. What he had helped develop was for his country and the world, but that didn’t mean he was ethically and morally comfortable with his actions. Is the killing of a city justifiable to ensure the survival of another?  Today, hostile and unstable countries often have access to nuclear weapons. The world is full of political unrest and uncertainty, but how morally / ethically different would we have been if Germany had succeeded in producing the first Atomic bomb not Oppenheimer and his team.
Josef Mengele and Robert Oppenheimer were contemporaries working for opposing sides during a war. They were two very different individuals from our recent history, but have very similar background stories. Both were scientists undertaking research for what they envisaged to be for the benefit of their countries. Both of them worked tirelessly to accomplish the goals that were set for them by their respective leaders. 
Examining their actions and words has helped highlight that Mengele and Oppenheimer had very different moral and ethical values. Mengele’s barbaric, controversial, torturous experimentation may have gained him some personal knowledge, but if he had achieved any scientific breakthroughs from these studies, they were not made available for the world to know. The consequences of his actions were horrific, and history has judged him to lack any moral worth.    
After achieving the Manhattan Project’s goal, Robert Oppenheimer readily admitted that he was morally and ethically uncertain about his participation in it. The fact that his research has gone on to lend humanity countless scientific advancements in physics, nuclear energy, medicine and engineering, is testament to the knowledge that he learned and shared with the world. 
Unlike Mengele, Robert Oppenheimer’s work has had a huge positive effect on modern society (admittedly, not always fully endorsed by all aspects of the global community). History has predominately judged Oppenheimer to have high moral worth and standards. Even though his was initially appointed to devise a method to create mass destruction, his work did result in positive contributions to the world’s scientific knowledge.      
The two men examined in this essay are prime examples of how we actually judge people. Both have horrifically killed thousands of people, but because we have learned and benefitted from the results of Oppenheimer’s work (the consequences of his actions), he is considered to be “the father of the atomic age”. Mengele is considered a vile, cruel monster and is judge to be morally bankrupt (no positive rewards for society as a consequence of his actions). 
Regarding the title of this essay, “Should the moral worth of our actions be judged solely on its consequences?”, the obvious answer is no. Anyone’s moral worth should not be judged solely on their actions, however, that is not how society functions. In an ideal world it would be, but this is far from an ideal world. People are rarely examined further than how they act or what they do. The most heinous actions may have been undertaken because of a sense of moral obligation, but that doesn’t mean that the action, consequence or moral worth is correct.  
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