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How do we determine what’s right and what’s wrong?  This question might be the most disputed in our culture today.  In other words, what is the basic standard by which we evaluate the ethics of human behavior?  A widespread school of thought in our day would propose that right and wrong depend on outcomes.  In other words, the aim of ethics is to bring about the happiness and well-being of as many people as possible, and whatever produces that happiness is ethical.  Not only is this a popular philosophy at the academy, I would propose that it is hugely influential in the everyday thinking of many Americans.  Our culture is very pragmatic, and this philosophy seems utterly practical.

For example, we can acknowledge that the bombing of Hiroshima was a tragic event.  The death of so many civilians was very unfortunate.  And yet, Hiroshima and Nagasaki probably saved the United States from carrying out a full invasion of Japan.  Such an invasion surely would have cost us many thousands of lives, and probably would have led to the death or immense suffering of hundreds of thousands and perhaps millions of Japanese.  Many would say that Hiroshima was unfortunate but necessary.  It saved so much life!  And saving life is a good thing.  Therefore, it seems that the end of peace justified the means of bombing Hiroshima.

Another name for this school of thought is consequentialism, a term first coined by the English philosopher Elizabeth Anscombe.  She also vigorously argued against it.  I will first offer a brief overview of consequentialism: its historical roots, its influence, and some of its main arguments.  I will especially focus on a number of examples or cases which illustrate this philosophy’s logic.  We will see that numerous Catholic moral theologians also belong to this school.  In the second half, I will show how a traditional Catholic position rooted in the teachings of the Bible and St. Thomas Aquinas would respond to the idea that the ends justify the means.

An Overview of Consequentialism

Life is messy and complex.  In fact, it only seems to become more complex with the increase in technology.  We face ethical challenges that our ancestors were often spared.  What kind of future medical care should my 80-year old mother receive, she who is kept alive by a dozen different pills and the services of an expensive nursing home?  Can you bomb an Iraqi family home where an armed terrorist is probably hiding?  Now Western Civilization inherited the Ten Commandments.  Even non-Christians will sometimes acknowledge that at least some of these ethical precepts are wonderful guides for a good life, for example, the prohibition of murder and lying.  But are they absolutes?  Or are they expressions of noble values to be pursued to the best of our ability?

One widely influential approach to these questions was proposed in the 19th century by the English philosopher John Stuart Mill.  His school of thought is often called “utilitarianism,” which I will treat as another name for consequentialism, though some thinkers would dispute that identification.  Mill did not necessarily invent many of this school’s ideas.  The ancient Greek thinkers called Epicureans set numerous precedents for him.  Late medieval theologians proposed a number of ideas that also helped to lay the groundwork.  The Italian political philosopher Machiavelli displayed a utilitarian logic.  But Mill gave this line of thinking a systematic coherence and launched a major movement in modern ethical thinking.

Mill suggested that, in fact, the Judeo-Christian ethical tradition offers us noble values or a general guideline.  However, its ethical precepts are not to be taken as specific absolutes, as prohibitions in every case.  Revelation needs to be interpreted, he says, and the way to do so is through good sound human reasoning.

So what does reason tell us about ethics?  Mill proposed that the foundation of morals is a good ultimate outcome, namely, to maximize the happiness and pleasure of as many people as possible and to minimize their suffering and pain.  Mill insists that terms like happiness and pleasure need not refer only to material goods like wealth or pleasant sensations.  Rather, there is room here for the nobler goods, such as learning, beauty and virtue.  Furthermore, this philosophy is not individualistic.  Instead of encouraging each person to pursue their own maximum happiness, all are to strive for the greatest happiness of the greatest number.  He notes that this vision of life even has room for the Christian martyr, who sacrifices himself or herself for the happiness of many.  All people are called to a radical form of benevolence, seeking the good of others as much their own.  Thus, utilitarianism fulfills the Golden Rule: “do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  Utilitarianism is faithful to Christ’s exhortation that we love our neighbor as ourselves, Mill tells us.  For what is love but to seek others’ happiness?  Besides, God wants us to be happy.


Notice that Mill does not want to oppose utilitarianism to the Bible or Christianity.  The Ten Commandments are invaluable guides, but, he says, they are general guidelines.  We must apply them carefully, with the wisdom of sound human reasoning.  Therefore, lying is usually evil, but there are exceptions (Mill, 37-47).  Perhaps a co-worker of yours is breaking certain company rules, but he really needs his job to feed his family.  Your boss asks you if that co-worker of yours is breaking the rules, and you deny it.  You want to help his family.  Besides, you can help your colleague clean up his act at the company.  That way everyone will come out ahead.

Certain acts such as lying that repulse us also repulse consequentialists.  Lying for convenience destroys trust in society.  Therefore, moral lies have bad consequences overall, even if not in the short-run.  A number of Mill’s followers have therefore striven to develop a set of moral guidelines that would radically restrict the situations in which lying and other acts that strike us as inherently immoral would be acceptable (Scheffler, 6-13).

The influence of utilitarianism has been enormous.  It is probably the dominant school of thought among academic philosophers, probably even more so than the school of Immanuel Kant.  It has come to inform many major political decisions, Hiroshima being one of many.  One might argue that today’s neo-liberal or capitalist economics is influenced by utilitarianism.  For example, in past decades, the World Bank has often advised Third World countries to cut back on basic social services such as health care in order to maximize economic productivity and exports, which in turn lead to economic growth and the reduction of a country’s foreign debt.  The long-term economic outcome justifies radical short-term sacrifices of basic human services.

The basic logic of consequentialism is as follows.  We cannot determine whether any single human act is right or wrong beforehand in the abstract.  “You shall not lie” is not an absolute prohibition.  We must recognize that each situation is unique.  We determine what is the right thing to do by making a calculation: what action in this situation would most lead to the well-being of most people?  Mill recognized that most people cannot go through life making such calculations all the time, but they can depend on the consensus of the community or ethical thinkers on what is usually the preferred action in certain kinds of situations.  Consequentialism does follow sound moral rules, but recognizes the limits of those rules.  Life is messy, and we need to leave room for sensible exceptions to the rules to promote the safety and happiness of as many people as possible (Mill, 47).

Consequentialism thrives on hard cases where a traditional interpretation of Judeo-Christian ethics seems to demand the unreasonable.  It seems that we should always seek what is best, what will bring about the most good.  Who would want to bring about less good than they can?  Imagine a mother who is seven months pregnant and discovers that she has cancer in her uterus.  The baby will surely die.  She could have the whole uterus surgically removed.  This would avoid the direct killing of the child in the womb.  Of course, the child would die once the uterus is removed, but the doctor would not technically perform an abortion.  His intention is good, to remove the cancerous uterus.  The side-effect is bad, the death of the baby, but it is unintended by the mother and doctor and therefore morally acceptable.  In traditional Catholic ethics, you can remove the uterus and allow the child to die, but you cannot abort the child, since that is a directly intentioned killing of an innocent human being.  You cannot perform a wicked act as a means to a good end.  But consequentialism would insist that you abort the child and remove the cancer so as to try to save the uterus.  After all, what a gift to the mother to enable her to bear children in the future!  Such an action promotes future life.  The death of the child was inevitable, therefore the directly intended abortion is justified by the inevitable outcome, say the consequentialists (Schüller, 153-4).


No political wing has a monopoly on consequentialism.  It would seem to justify China’s one-child policy, including the forced sterilization of women and the forced abortions that horrify left wing feminists.  Think of the ecological damage that China has averted by this policy, which in turn benefits all of humanity.  Consequentialism is being employed by apologists for the Iraq war.  Even if there were no weapons of Mass destruction, and even if the Bush Administration lied to us, look at the chance Iraq has!  The Iraqis escaped life under a brutal dictator who murdered thousands of his own citizens.  Now democracy has a chance in a Middle Eastern Muslim country.  The outcome makes the war just after all.


Consequentialism has also profoundly influenced Catholic moral theology.  Beginning in the 1960’s, thinkers such as Richard McCormick and Charles Curran, who were leaders in the rejection of Humanae Vitae and the Church’s traditional position on contraception, have promoted what is often called “proportionalism,” which is a form of consequentialism.  They reject the notion that any human act like lying or killing the innocent is intrinsically evil.  Rather, an act is ethical if 1) my overall intention is good, and 2) the good I bring about outweighs any evil involved, as a result of a calculation.  Thus, the most effective means to bring about the good outcome I intend is ethically good, as long as the good outcome outweighs any undesired evil involved directly in the act or as an outcome of the act.  This school of Catholic moral theology is often one inspiration for Catholic priests and catechists who propose that abortion is morally acceptable.


Why is consequentialism true?  John Stuart Mill argued that its truth is simply self-evident.  Deep down, no sensible human being could deny that we should above all seek the happiness of the greatest number (Mill, 50-54).

A Response to Consequentialism


The most articulate philosophical response to consequentialism has come from Elizabeth Anscombe, who is widely acknowledged as one of the outstanding philosophers of the 20th century.  She proposes that

Whether what I do now will result in a greater sum of good than anything else I might do, is unknowable.  This is so, whether I mean a greater sum of good for the universe or for mankind or for myself.  We have to admit this unless we rely on some doctrine, itself uncertain, about the workings of divine providence.  This is certain, however: the whole of the universe is in God’s care, not ours (Anscombe, 227).

In other words, our foresight is radically limited.  We are not walking super-computers who perform complex calculations of possible consequences and their probabilities throughout the day.  Consequentialists recognize this problem, but fail to show how to overcome it.  In fact, they cannot even agree among themselves how we are to calculate the consequences of an act (Curran, 343).  The appeal to a set of rules that tell us how we normally act in certain situations, such as “do not murder,” does not work, because consequentialism insists that no such rule is absolute.  So how do we know when we have an exceptional circumstance in which the prohibition against killing the innocent does not apply?  We perform a calculation, trying to proportion an evil means and a good intended outcome.  But that presumes we have the mind of God.


Consequentialists would respond that we do not need to know all possible outcomes and scenarios to make good ethical calculations.  So which outcomes do we need to foresee and take into consideration?  Furthermore, it is difficult for us to accurately predict even the short-term outcomes of certain actions.  Life is highly complex, so the effect of any one action on our immediate surroundings is often impossible to determine beforehand.

Secondly, consequentialism’s love of calculations fails to acknowledge a set of problematic presuppositions about the human being involved in the proposal to base morality on the proportioning of means and ends.  Consequentialism is deeply rooted in a Cartesian mindset that assumes a human mind essentially separated from the material world.  It presumes human beings are capable of incredibly cool logic and mathematical musings concerning some of life’s hardest decisions.  It presumes that we can radically abstract from our emotions, our personal history and the influence of our culture. It also presumes that all of life can be measured.  Everything can be reduced to numbers.  Is this even possible?  Who actually lives this way?

Third, consequentialism seems to presume a dualistic anthropology in which all morality is reduced to good intentions in the mind.  That is, the physical human act by itself is ethically neutral or even meaningless.  It only bears ethical meaning once it is joined to an interior intention for a good outcome.  That is, what I do with and in my body is irrelevant, as long as a good outcome is sought by my mind.  The unity of the interior and exterior person, the spiritual and physical, is essentially denied.  Ethics is relegated to the realm of the soul or Cartesian mind.  This anthropology fits perfectly with the logic of proportioning means and ends.

Fourth, Anscombe asks the pointed question, “Exactly what are desirable consequences?” (Anscombe, 231)  What makes the outcome good?  Mill responds that it is the happiness of the greatest number.  But what is this human happiness?  Is it material wealth, social harmony or the flourishing of friendship or virtue?  Who determines what counts as happiness?  Can human friendship flourish if the end justifies the means?  For in a consequentialist world, friendship is subordinated to the socially useful.  I am your friend, because it’s useful for the greater good society demands for itself.  But if society needs to save resources and wants to euthanize you because you are an economic burden, whom will I support?  If I support my friend, I violate the demands of consequentialism.  If I support the society, then I betray my friend.  It seems that a true friend is one who will never make me a means to an end.


Mill and other consequentialists presume that the attainment of virtue can be part of the goal of the happiness of the greatest number.  But this involves a misunderstanding of virtue.  Virtue, as classically understood by the ancient Greeks and Christian philosophers, is all about the development of human character.  The human being flourishes precisely in learning to use well his or her faculties such as reason, the will and the emotions.  The virtuous person is utterly trustworthy, just, dependable, honest and kind.  Certain actions by their very nature deform the human character, no matter how good the overall intentions connected to them.


Philosophers have debated the example of an imminent race riot in the old south due to the rape of a white woman by an unidentified black man.  The sheriff foresees with virtual certainty that the riot will lead to the killing of numerous black men.  He arrests and frames a suspect in such a way that no one will discover that the man is actually innocent.  This way, he protects the society’s trust in the criminal justice system.  The framed man is convicted and executed, and the race riot is avoided.  Consequentialism would say that the sheriff did a good thing.  In fact, according to strict consequentialism, the sheriff must frame someone if he can do so secretly if that is the only way he sees of avoiding a murderous race riot (Curran, 350).  Consider how many lives he saved!  But the sheriff’s character is radically deformed by this incident.  From the perspective of virtue ethics, that is reason enough not to frame and execute the innocent black man.  In other words, the happiness of the society is inseparable from the development of character in its members’ lives.  But a great many individuals will not develop virtue and character if a community’s dominant ethic proclaims that the end justifies the means.

A consequentialist may respond that we are presuming a particular Aristotelian and Christian understanding of virtue and character.  This may be so, but then who decides what constitutes the virtue or happiness of the greatest number?  Who determines what are good outcomes, and on what basis other than economic productivity or political utility?


Fifth, from a Judeo-Christian perspective, the dignity of the human person is absolute.  Part of that dignity means that the human person can never become a means to an end.  Here, Immanuel Kant would hartily agree with Pope John Paul II.  The point is closely connected to the entire realm of human rights.  In consequentialism, human rights are useful rules that are followed as long as they’re useful.  For if rights cannot be violated, then they are absolute standards, and we have moved beyond consequentialism.  Then we have absolute norms.  If consequentialism is to be consistent, then any human right can eventually be up for grabs.  How do you calculate the price of sacrificing the human dignity of a certain minority for the sake of a greater number’s happiness?  How do you quantify that?


It is precisely this absolute dignity of the person that presents the ultimate divide between a Christian ethics faithful to its roots and consequentialism.  In the Gospels, the chief priests and some of the Pharisees find themselves in an ethical dilemma.  Jesus’ miracles are attracting much attention.  He will soon be acclaimed as a political Messiah by the people.  The Romans are sure to respond with brutal force and will kill many Jews.  So the high priest Caiaphas offers the following advice: “It is expedient for you that one man should die for the people, and that the whole nation should not perish” (John 11:47-50).  Jesus must be sacrificed to protect the life of the nation.  The logic of the Jewish leaders who helped the Romans execute Jesus was essentially a form of consequentialism.  Can a faithful Christian espouse that same logic today?

Aquinas on the Good Human Act


Before I conclude, I want to acknowledge a very important insight of certain consequentialists, namely, the primacy of intention.  That is, consequentialists remind us in a dialectical way that the morality of an act is not simply determined by considering the type of physical act carried out according to a set of time-tested moral absolutes.  Without falling into the dualistic anthropology of the consequentialists, we can acknowledge the important role that our good intentions play in our actions.  This is precisely what St. Thomas Aquinas did in his analysis of the moral act.


Aquinas identifies four basic elements of any voluntary human action: the object, the matter, the end, and the circumstances.  The object is what the agent is planning to do immediately, what he wants to accomplish.  It includes the immediate reason or purpose for acting.  I lift weights in order to get in shape.  The matter is the physical realities I act with or upon.  I use my arms and legs to lift weights.  The end is the overall or long-term goal: longevity of life, more energy and stamina.  The object, matter and end are the essential elements.  These make an act good or evil.  If I lift weights primarily so that others will admire me or so that I can get women into bed, then my weight lifting becomes an immoral act.  Notice that the very same act is very good for the person with a good end.  We usually have this end or overall aim first, and then choose certain actions as ways of achieving it: I want to go to med school, so I cheat on some exams (Westberg, 91-93).  A good overall intention or end does not make the bad immediate intention or object good after all.  Cheating is immoral.  The immediate intention is the most important part of the human act.  But the physical act, that is, the carrying out of the intention and the end or long-term intention are not superfluous.  All three are essential.  The object, matter and end must all be good for the act to be good.

Circumstances are who, when, where and how.  They elevate or diminish the goodness of an act.  Circumstances allows for the contingency of life to become part of my moral decisions (Pinckaers 202-3).  They allow sound prudence to play its proper role.  Weightlifting for better health is wonderful, but not when your spouse is sick and needs you to be at home.

Secondly, I should briefly mentioned the doctrine of double-effect rooted in St. Thomas Aquinas.  It relates to the example of the pregnant women with the cancerous uterus.  Double-effect is often cited by consequentialist as traditional theology’s way of bringing consequentialist logic in the back door.  Therefore, we need to understand it properly.


The morality of an act requires a good immediate intention, among other things.  We intend to remove the cancerous uterus.  The end of the act is to save the mother’s life.  The matter is the surgery performed on the uterus.  The unintended but foreseen outcome is the death of the baby in the uterus.  Notice that we can foresee an evil outcome but still act if we do not intend that outcome and the immediate intent is not evil.  We should not immediately intend to kill the child and abort.  We allow the evil outcome, which is not a means to the end, but occurs simultaneously with or after the life-saving operation.  The foreseen but undesired evil outcome must not be greater than the good attained.  We save one life and lose another.


Consequentialists will respond that we’re playing a mind game.  We’re killing a child in the process.  In other words, a foreseen but undesired outcome bears the same weight as an intended outcome.  This means that we are just as responsible for unwanted outcomes that we foresee as for intended outcomes we expect.  But this means that we are responsible for all expected outcomes of our actions.  When I decide to go on a vacation to Mexico and spend $2000, I know that I could stay home and send the money to a Mexican orphanage with which I have had contact through a charitable organization.  As a result, numerous Mexican orphans will go without adequate food or medical care.  Think of how much $2000 could help them!  Am I responsible for that?  Obviously not.  In other words, there must be a distinction between unintended but foreseen outcomes and outcomes that I do desire and foresee.  Double-effect is no mind game.  It is ultimately common sense (Porter, 290; Pinckaers, 240).


We can also understand double-effect by seeing how it does not apply.  Take the case of torturing a prisoner who might have information about the Al Qaeda terrorist network.  We commit one act (torture) in order to gain information that in turn may help save lives.  Torture is a means to an end.  Therefore, the principle of double-effect does not apply.  I intend and carry out an evil act (the immediate act of torture) in order to produce a good overall outcome.  Harming a prisoner by torture is evil because he is not directly threatening your life.  There is no self-defense against an aggressor in the moment.  Consequentialism would say: if there’s a decent chance that torture will lead to good information that will save lives, then torture may be acceptable, depending on other factors (how the world will respond, etc.).  According to consequentialist logic, there is nothing intrinsically wrong with torture.

Conclusion

Life is messy and unpredictable, so we need a few basic standards: do not murder, do not lie or steal.  Because life is complex, not everything can be determined by one simple standard such as producing good outcomes.  We need a rich ethical tradition, a wisdom community that goes beyond the narrow confines of our own culture.  We need to challenge our secular neighbors to open their minds to the wisdom of various ethical traditions, especially Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas.  And we need to challenge our fellow Christians to learn the tradition that we have chosen to accept as our own.  Otherwise, we may end up thinking like Pharisees.
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