Should the moral worth of our actions be judged solely on their consequences?
By Bradley Sloanes
Philosophy of ethics is concerned with understanding concepts of right and wrong conduct. So, it is only natural for it to also be concerned with the moral worth of our actions, and what makes those actions moral. Is it intentions that are most important when making a moral decision? Or, rather, is it their consequences which determines their moral worth? This essay aims to explore the ways in which we can judge the moral worth of our actions by evaluating consequentialist theories of ethics such as Utilitarianism, and normative theories such as Kant’s deontological argument. This essay will primarily focus on Hedonistic, and Eudemonistic Utilitarianism.
In many ways, today’s world can often operate in quite a consequentialist manner when judging the moral worth of an action. For example, if we look even at this university and the way it handles plagiarism. Both intentional and unintentional plagiarism are treated equally, and therefore punished equally. So in this instance, the intention is irrelevant, it is only the outcome that matters. This can be quite beneficial when judging actions in the real world, outside the metaphysical realms of philosophical trolley problems, because you cannot always know a person’s true intentions. They could very easily be lying in order to receive a softer punishment. So, in this case consequentialism allows the university to take a black and white stance on the moral conduct of it’s students. Which might be useful for stopping plagiarism, but can leave those who unintentionally plagiarised being punished for something that might not really be their fault. 
Furthermore, if we look at this example taken from the telegraph newspaper we can see that our actions should not solely be judged on their consequences. "Everyone in Passau knew the story…. "In 1894, while playing tag with a group of other children, the way many children do in Passau to this day, Adolf fell into the river. The current was very strong and the water ice cold, flowing as it did straight from the mountains. Luckily for young Adolf, the son of the owner of the house where he lived was able to pull him out in time and so saved his life."[footnoteRef:1] It would be hard to argue that the person should have let young Hitler drown. How could they have known that this child would go on to become a mass murdering authoritarian? You would have to accept that it is morally right to let any children drown, just on the off chance that they are like Hitler. This is the issue with consequentialism, we are not always in control of the consequences of our actions. Life is far too random and complex for us to be able, with one hundred percent certainty, to predict outcomes. The only thing that is in our control, are our intentions. So, in a just and fair world, the moral worth of our actions should also be judged by their intent, not simply their consequences. Therefore, in the context of this example, the person who saved Hitler from drowning acted heroically and should feel no guilt for what Hitler went on to do as this was never in said person’s control. At what point do the consequences outweigh the initial good action of saving Hitler? Is it the moment he pulls him out of the water, and the happiness the young Hitler feels at being granted another day? Is it the moment he approves the Final Solution, overseeing the genocide of some six million Jews? Or is it the moment he seizes absolute power, and becomes Fuhrer? Consequentialism needs to provide some form of criteria for selecting which consequences matter when deciding the moral worth of an action. You can argue for this limit to the scope of consequences, due to something like the butterfly effect. Even the smallest change in an incredibly complex system, could have larger effects elsewhere. So when faced with a seemingly infinite number of potential consequences, you need to be able to narrow down the scope.  [1:  Amy Willis, 'Adolf Hitler 'nearly drowned as a child'', The Telegraph, 6 January 2012, p.1] 

However, a Utilitarian might argue that saving Hitler was the wrong thing to do. According to the principle of utility, we are required to act to produce the greatest amount of happiness over unhappiness for the greatest number. The Utilitarian could therefore argue that in the interests of the greater good, the most moral thing to have done in this situation would have been to let Hitler drown. Saving him would allow him to go on to create much suffering, whereas allowing him to die would ensure the people that he persecuted freedom from this suffering. This sets a terrible precedent in a world where consequences depend entirely on probability. Utilitarianism pursues moral actions based on their likely outcome, but to base an entire moral theory’s judgement of actions on probability alone is reckless. You will never be able to act with absolute certainty that your actions will bring about the consequences you desire. So, how can you act as a consequentialist? 
For Emmanuel Kant, answering this question is much simpler. The two most popular forms of the categorical imperative, make judging the action of the person who saved Hitler easier. The formula of humanity would enable us to view the person’s response to the situation as morally right, because to simply allow Hitler to drown to prevent future suffering would be treating him as a means to an end, and not simply an end in himself. Moreover, the universalizability principle would confirm this view. “Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law.” [footnoteRef:2] To allow children to drown on the off chance that they might one day be a mass murderer, is not a maxim that could ever be universal. So here we can see that Kant’s deontological argument offers a far more convincing view (in this example) of how we can judge the moral worth of actions. That being said, Kant’s theory doesn’t manage to escape criticism itself. The universal law principle, can lead to some fairly strange results. For example, you have a maxim to always hold the door open and let others pass before you. If everyone acted this way, however, no one would ever be able to get through a door. So it becomes a contradiction, and something which Kant would not allow. The problem here is not being able to universalise actions which are perfectly moral. This may seem quite trivial, but it leads to the discovery that there are immoral actions which are completely universalizable.  For example, I’m on my way to my shift at work and I see a child drowning in a lake. Instead of stopping, to intervene and save the child, I just continue walking. You could describe my actions as “allowing a child to die when I could’ve helped”. However, my action could also be described in many other ways. You could describe it as, “always arriving on time for my shift”, which is definitely universalizable. Which description of my action is the real one? Kant’s theory, therefore, fails to contain any explanation of how to distinguish between which descriptions of actions are true and which are false. Any description of any action could be modified, or shaped to pass the universal law procedure.  [2:  Immanuel Kant, James Wesley Ellington , Ethical Philosophy: The Complete Texts of Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, and Metaphysical Principles of Virtue ([n.p.]: Hackett Publishing, 1994), p. 30.] 

Another issue with judging the moral worth of actions solely on their consequences, is whether it is actually reasonable to expect people to weigh up every consequence of every action before they act. Sometimes you have to make split second decisions that can have far reaching ramifications. Is it not a bit unrealistic to expect people to focus on, and for their actions to be judged solely on their consequences in these instances? Moreover, consequentialism fails as a theory because it assumes what it is supposed to have proven. Consequentialists have smuggled in their own concept of good and evil, without even defining why what they think is good is good. Why is happiness or pleasure good in itself? Where did this idea of the good of all humanity come from? Why is consequentialism only really concerned with the good of our species? Peter Singer would argue that we are committing speciesism. Singer states, “Racists violate the principle of equality by giving greater weight to the interests of members of their own race when there is a clash between their interests and the interests of those of another race. Sexists violate the principle of equality by favoring the interests of their own sex. Similarly, speciesists allow the interests of their own species to override the greater interests of members of other species. The pattern is identical in each case.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Peter Singer. (n.d.). AZQuotes.com, https://www.azquotes.com/quote/666855 [accessed: October 12th 2019].] 

The issue of punishment is very useful, and important to talk about when it comes to the question of whether the moral worth of our actions is dependent upon their consequences. We can accept that punishment often acts as a deterrent, and can prevent crime. But what if the extreme punishment of someone innocent could act as a greater deterrent? Some poor, innocent person’s suffering could lead to larger amounts of happiness for everybody else. Thinking as a consequentialist you could sympathise with this point of view. Since, after all, it is only consequences that matter and not intentions or actions in themselves. Which leads to another criticism of consequentialism, it allows you to justify actions which most would consider morally wrong. In this example, the man’s innocence will never be known and punishing him severely will drastically decrease the crime rate. However, the concept of creating better circumstances on the sacrifices of innocents, would be considered morally abhorrent by most people. So how can this possibly offer us a convincing view on the moral worth of actions? 
In conclusion, obviously, consequences are important. As a moral agent, if you were able to know the consequences of any action, you would pick that action with the best moral consequences. This highlights the intrinsic value, that we have already naturally placed on consequences. Though, you wouldn’t judge the moral worth of an action based solely on this. There are so many variables and factors that are out of a moral agents control. To judge someone for things which are out of their control seems immoral in itself. That is why the intentions behind an action, and the action itself are all important when judging the moral worth of any action. Furthermore, the critiques explored in this essay provide evidence against the consequentialist position and must be taken into consideration.
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