Should the moral worth of our actions be judged solely on its consequences? 

The answer to the question of whether the moral worth of our actions should be judged solely on the consequences is no. For a certain amount of moral worth can be deduced from actions, it would be naïve to only judge actions by the consequences. Moral worth should be derived from the judgement of the individual or collective concerned and be investigated in relation to both actions and consequences. The question does not address the variables that affects the intended consequence of actions. These variables are often described as luck in the modern world but are referred to as fortune in the ancient world.
This essay will explore the idea of judgment in relation to moral worth, in its application to actions and their subsequent consequences. Whether conscious or unconscious, judgement is applied before an action is taken and further judgements are made following the action, always in response to the consequences. Moral worth varies between each individual human but will most likely be affected by conformity to a certain culture. While some cultures may share the same values, others vary and disagree with one another; this is determined by applying a judgment. Judgement is used to ascertain what is perceived to be good or bad for the individual. Even in nature, it is clear to see other animals applying judgement. For example, the gazelle approaching the water to drink will exercise caution in fear of the crocodile, while others in the herd judge the water’s safety from the success of the first to enter. This example also speaks of the collective understanding that is implemented in a wider application of judgment, for if the first gazelle is eaten by a crocodile, the herd will both individually and collectively make a judgment regarding of the safety of the water. Younger gazelle may not possess this understanding due to their lack of educational experience in a dangerous situation, this makes them vulnerable. Education, including experience, is the way that judgements are formed, either in conformity or opposition to a perceived method of determining what is good for the particular individual. Democritus continues this line of thought when he states “Nature and instruction are very similar. For instruction modifies the configuration of a man, and, modifying his configuration, produces a nature (Democritus p343)” I would hold this to be true of all animals, including man.
Amongst the main arguments of ancient philosophers, the motives of the good was a prominent subject. Aristotle considered virtues to be the tools used to find moral worth. “The components of virtue are justice, courage, temperance, magnificence, magnanimity, liberality, gentleness, practical and theoretical wisdom.” (Aristotle, Rhetoric, p89)” are the key virtues from which moral worth can be deuced further adding the greatest virtues are “those that are most useful to others (Aristotle p89). The understanding of this definition is critical when addressing the majority of ancient philosophers, especially the Stoics. The Epicurean model is a key opposition to these ideas and puts forth that pleasure and pain are the tools to decipher what is good and bad. Epicurean thought flourished in the Roman world as did Stoicism, both sides in a philosophical war against the other. Where Zeno was the founder of the Stoa school, Aristotle, Democritus and Socrates were all key influences in stoic thought and principles. All of this can be seen in the work of Marcus Aurelius’ “Meditations,” where the theme of judgement in regard to actions and consequences is perhaps the key theme of the text.
I agree with Aristotle and Marcus Aurelius that emotions influence judgement. Emotional states are in a constant state of flux which is why reason and logic must be applied to understand the state of emotion felt by the individual but also the emotional state of others. When addressing mental impressions Marcus says to “… if you can: investigate the cause, identify the emotion and apply the analysis of logic. (Aurelius, Meditations p73)” as this will determine correct judgement to determine and produce the best cause of action. Acting on pure emotion devoid of reason may produce undesired consequences, for when the desire of something unattainable will always harm both the individual and collective alike. If the premise that man is a rational animal is true, to investigate emotion only in relation to the individual seems to be an illogical or an ignorant disposition. The rational animal should have an idea of the collective, as what benefits the individual should benefit the collective. Throughout Meditations Aurelius emphasises how the individual should have conviction upon their judgements and in the actions taken made form the judgement. This is only in reference to those who are miseducated or acting maliciously, in defiance of the virtues commonly held by the Roman stoics, but which can be traced and held in relation to the works of Aristotle and Democritus in ancient Greece.
A key passage in book six of Meditations puts forth how education from others must be considered in reference to judgement and action to produce the best consequence.
“If someone can prove me wrong and show me my mistakes in any thought and action, I shall gladly change. I seek the truth, which never harmed anyone: the harm is to persist in one’s own self-deception and ignorance.”
The acknowledgment of the external world is something I recognise along with Aurelius and Epicurus, for this is why the consideration of others must be considered in the wider context of the individual existence. Where I disagree with Aurelius is in his metaphysics and follow the Democritan line of thinking rather than Epicurean. For Marcus believes the universe has a preconceived order, to which the virtues are attributed. This is where I disagree and follow the Democritan line, of there only is atoms and void, everything else is a construction of the mind, but the virtues can help derive moral worth. I disagree with Epicurus that the end of the individual is pleasure, although his philosophy conforms to many of the virtues perhaps due to his borrowing and adapting many ideas. I find my thoughts coincide Democritus who seems to dissuade in the avoidance of pleasure, agree the virtues contain moral worth but they are not ascribed by nature as put forth by Aurelius “More people become good by training than by their nature (Democritus p347)” claims Democritus. Although an equilibrium to the natural external world is fundamental and can be achieved by education from other forms of life or directly or indirectly through the power of observation followed by the analysis of reason and logic.
Even when a comprehensive analysis of circumstance and the emotion surrounding it result in a logical and reasoned judgment before an action is undertaken, the resulting consequence will always have an element of fortune or luck ascribed to it. Bad luck is typically viewed as something hindering the intended action or consequence, whereas  good luck contributes to the success of them. For Aurelius these seem to be pre-determined dispositions, attributed to the natural order of the universe and the gods, for somethings are simply not fated for the individual. I disagree with this premise, for if there are Gods, they do not have the power to influence our external lives, and as noted by Epicurus, are not concerned with our lives as they are concerned with their own interests within their own universe. This was a particularly controversial position in a world where offerings and animal sacrifices to the Gods was seen as a necessity for the survival of mankind, both in ancient Greece, Roman and most ancient cultures around the world. Democritus wrote “Humans have fabricated an image of fortune… (Democritus p285)” and that “Audacity begins an action, but fortune is in charge of its end (Democritus p287)” I agree with fully with these observations, for our judgments are where fabrications of fortune originate and that true fortune, is an amalgamation of external causes reacting to the action done, rather than a pre-determined outcome.
Regarding actions and consequences, the former will affect the latter, once an action has been taken, it cannot be undone and neither can the consequences be reversed, intentional or not. The individual cannot control the external world around them, only react to the external world by producing judgments. Actions, even when after deliberation, may not produce the intended consequence due to the unpredictability of the external world and of the life within it. These variables are infinite as each situation is uniquely different from another, for even in similar situations, there will be acute defences in both actions and consequences. Because of these infinite variables, to judge actions solely on the consequences also is illogical and devoid of reason.
 The intent of the individual should be considered when judging actions and even the action itself. Good intent may involve actions that are bad to produce a greater consequence. An example in nature is when, a polar bear mother cares for the stronger offspring to ensure their survival, and leaving the weakest to die of natural causes, as to give the limited resource of milk to the stronger cubs and neglect the weaker or not wating for the weakest to catch up in a snowstorm.  To do contrary will ensure few or no cubs survive and perhaps lead to the mothers demise as well. Bad intent followed by bad actions may result in a good consequence for particular individuals or groups, as Aurelius observes “As for pleasure, pirates, catamites, parricides, and tyrants have enjoyed it to the full (Aurelius p53).” The first impression of this quote seems to be a mere criticism of the Epicurean idea of pleasure as the good, but further examination in reference to the tone of Meditations, I believe hides an underlying meaning referencing the intent of the pursuit of pleasure as tyrants and pirates have clear intent to seek advantage themselves while intentionally disadvantaging severely those who oppose or do not conform to their ideals. Treachery is often found within tyranny and the expression, there is no honour among thieves, highlight that actions done solely with self-interest will harm the individual along with the collective. Democritus address those who put forth false notions of intent in relation to their actions when saying “Many people who perform the most shameful deeds cultivate the best words (Democritus p313).” Words are often used to explain the intent of an action or the consequence of an action, but deception acts in contrary to virtue. Words of deception can be proved wrong and observed in both action and consequence by the rational being who is able to apply logic. This can also be done in a collective manner as worldwide protests against the financial sector recognize the unjust nature of many of their practises despite their elaborate explanations justifying their actions and consequences, something observed by Harold B. Jones in his 2010 article Marcus Aurelius, the Stoic Ethic, and Adam Smith.
In conclusion there are multiple ways to derive moral worth, but it starts principally from judgement. Judgement being a complex process which as I have stated affects both actions and the view of the consequence that follows. Emotions are key element when judgements are formed, but emotions should be analysed with logic to ensure the best action to perform in relation to the emotion. Education can help or hinder progress, as what is good for one may not be good for another, which is where reason must be introduced to understand the actions of others and relate it to others emotions. Regarding law and judgement Harold B. Jones states “There is something to be said for better laws, but not as much for an education that keeps the question of what is truly just at the forefront of one’s thoughts. (H. B. Jones 2010)” a statement I agree with fully. When deciphering actions and consequences, judgement is the principal area to be addressed as actions and consequences are products of judgement. Actions would be the secondary principle to address since they are the display of the intended disposition of character even when they may be ignorant of the consequence. For the rational being capable of logical thinking and with an understanding of the virtues for Marcus Aurelius said “… we must not act or speak as if asleep, and sleep brings the illusion of speech and action; and that we should not be like children with their parents, simply accepting what we are told. (Aurelius, Meditations, p32)” as to not challenge and test ones mental impressions is perhaps the worst of all that is bad.
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