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Abstract 
G. E. Moore’s critical analysis of right action in utilitarian ethics and his consequentialist concept of right action 

is a starting point for a theory of moral/right action in ethics of social consequences. The terms right and wrong 

have different meanings in these theories. The author explores different aspects of right and wrong actions in 

ethics of social consequences and compares them with Moore’s ideas. He positively evaluates Moore’s 

contributions to the development his theory of moral/right action. 
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Introduction 

When formulating the theory of moral/right action in ethics of social consequences,
1
 I took 

inspiration from G. E. Moore’s critical analysis of right action in utilitarian ethics and his 

consequentialist concept of right action (Moore, 2000; 2005), which I adopted as the starting 

point of my reasoning (Gluchman, 2000, pp. 9–23; 2001, pp. 633–634). I follow the view of 

action similar to that of Moore, which means he evaluates the actions of a moral agent on the 

basis of their consequences. However, unlike Moore, I form in ethics of social consequences a 

broader scope of evaluative judgements,
2
 and what is also broader is the value structure of 

ethics of social consequences, as among the fundamental values there are humanity, human 

dignity, the moral right of man to life, its development and cultivation, as well as the values of 

justice, responsibility, tolerance and obligation (Gluchman, 2003; 2009, pp. 73–86; 2013, pp. 

111–130; 2017, pp. 131–144). The aim of the article is analyse Moore’s ideas of right and 

compare them with my theory of moral/right action (in ethics of social consequences). 

  

Two theories of right action 

In ethics of social consequences, contrary to Moore, the terms right and wrong have different 

meanings. While in Moore, right and wrong are priority evaluative judgements, in ethics of 

social consequences, they are only of secondary importance, as the main evaluative

                                                           
1
 In the context of the concepts of Philip Pettit, Amartya Sen, Michael Slot and Frank Jackson, ethics of social 

consequences started to form in the mid 1990s as a version of non-utilitarian consequentialism. The formulation 

of the theory of moral/right action and the concept of individual, or collective, moral agent by means of his/her 

intellectual and cognitive abilities, such as reasoning, decision making, behaving, acting and evaluating could be 

considered the most significant contribution to contemporary ethics of social consequences (Dubiel-Zielińska 

2013; 2015; 2016; Domagała 2015; Gluchman 2007; 2012; 2016; Gluchmanová 2013; Kalajtzidis 2013; Misseri 

2014; Sachdev 2015; Simut 2011, p. 104; 2016; Švaňa 2015; 2016). Among the most significant contributions to 

the critical reflection on the above concept are Münz’s analysis of ethics of social consequences as well as his 

problematising of the notion ‘social’ mainly within human society and avoiding the stimuli of natural science for 

the elaboration of ethics and morality (Münz 2002, pp. 279–283). Petr Jemelka and Katarína Komenská 

expressed similar ideas, emphasising the need to consider the findings of natural sciences, especially ecology 

(Jemelka 2017; Komenská 2016). Moreover, Kišš’s objection could also be mentioned to excessive attention 

paid to metaethical issues while partially overlooking applied ethics (Kišš 2011, p. 21); as well as Josef Kuře’s 

idea characterising this concept as an example of moderate ethical realism which suggests paying more attention 

to the acting agent. Daniela Navrátilová also points to the need of complex perception of actions and the moral 

agent with regard to his characteristic features (Kuře 2011, p. 34; Navrátilová 2011, pp. 43–44). 
2
 The original concept of the theory of moral/right action has been further developed especially by Ján 

Kalajtzidis and completed by an analysis of just action, which is not, however, within the scope of this paper, as 

it falls beyond a comparison with Moore’s concept of right action (Kalajtzidis 2012, pp. 160–189). 
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judgements are moral and immoral behaviour, and action is evaluated as right or wrong on a 

lower level (Gluchman, 2001, pp. 633–634).  

According to Moore, the main criterion of right action is consequences resulting from the 

action itself. He refuses a restricted approach to the perception of correctness as a criterion 

and emphasises the importance of only considering correct such action which brings about the 

best possible consequences (Moore, 2005, p. 70). At the theoretical level at least, such a state 

of affairs is possible where more than one action is equally right. Then, any of these 

alternatives could be considered equally right. Unlike Moore’s concept, I formulated theory of 

moral/right action depending on the amount of positive and negative consequences, or a 

prevalence of the former over the latter or vice versa. The evaluation scale of judgements 

takes the form of evaluating action as moral (if there is a maximum or greatly significant 

prevalence of positive over negative consequences) or right (if the prevalence of positive over 

negative consequences is less significant). Conversely, action is considered immoral (if there 

is a maximum or greatly significant prevalence of positive over negative consequences) or 

wrong (if there is a more minor prevalence of negative over positive consequences) 

(Gluchman, 2001, pp. 633–634). Daniela Navrátilová, not quite fairly, criticises ethics of 

social consequences claiming that, in spite of its dismissive view of the utilitarian criterion of 

right action in the form of maximisation, it actually latently accepts this criterion by using it to 

assess moral action (Navrátilová, 2011, p. 40). She, however, ignores the fact that a maximum 

prevalence of positive over negative social consequences is not unconditional in evaluating 

the rightness of action, but rather crediting such an alternative which might or might not be 

achieved for the action of a moral agent to be considered acceptable by a moral community, 

or from the viewpoint of ethics of social consequences.  

Moore in his theory of right action also paid attention to the study of the extent to which 

intentions can play a role as a criterion of right action. He claimed that a general opinion 

could be accepted according to which good intentions tend to give rise to right action while 

bad intentions lead to wrong action. The role of intentions can, therefore, be accepted in such 

moral judgments. He, however, pointed out that this tendency is not absolute (Moore, 2005, 

pp. 94–95). In Moore’s view, there is a kind of moral judgment in which it is possible to take 

intentions of action into consideration, and these are judgments of such action which could be 

praised and such that should be condemned. At first sight it could seem that right action is 

praised while wrong action is condemned. Moore, however, proves that there is no direct 

relationship between these two (Moore, 2005, pp. 97–98), as not all that is right deserves to be 

praised and, on the other hand, not all that is wrong must be necessarily condemned.
3
  

Similarly to Moore, bearing in mind the intentions of an acting moral agent, I also consider 

such action immoral which directly, based on bad intentions on the part of the moral agent, 

caused moral harm. I, however, unlike Moore, think of such action as wrong, which, in spite 

of the good intentions of a moral agent, caused a prevalence of negative over positive 

consequences as a result of unforeseen circumstances. In my view, based on the above, such a 

situation is possible when the action did not bring about any, or hardly any, positive but 

merely negative consequences; however, if the intention(s) was (were) good, such action can 

be assessed not as immoral but rather wrong. Conversely, a situation can arise when the 

prevalence of negative over positive consequences is less significant, but the action is 

assessed as immoral. Such an assessment is given by the fact that, as a result of external 

circumstances, the worst alternative, originally set in the intentions of the agent’s action, 

which would merely bring about negative and no, or hardly any, positive consequences, was 

not realised. The criterion to differentiate between these two kinds of action as wrong and 

immoral is the presence of an bad intention rather than the amount of negative consequences 

                                                           
3
 In this context, Michael J. Zimmerman claims that, although according to Moore it is wrong for Jill to give 

drugs to John, it does not mean such action should be considered blameworthy (Zimmerman 2006, p. 338).  
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caused. The consequences, or, more specifically, the prevalence of negative over positive 

consequences, are the primary criterion according to which these kinds of actions can be 

determined. From this, an application of a finer criterion follows, according to which 

intentions for the action of a moral agent are considered (Gluchman, 2001, p. 634).  

In my view, more complex situations can be solved by expressing two evaluative 

judgements. In right action based on wrong intentions it could be stated that such action is, 

from the consequentialist viewpoint, right; however, from the intention-related viewpoint, it is 

not praiseworthy; which, however, does not mean it is blameworthy. At first sight, this is a 

rather complicated assessment which could be shortened into stating that such action is right 

but not praiseworthy. On the other hand, wrong action based on good intentions could, from 

the consequentialist viewpoint, be considered wrong; however, from the intention-related 

viewpoint, it is not blameworthy; which, however, still does not mean it is praiseworthy. 

Briefly expressed, such action is wrong but not blameworthy. The situation is less complex in 

the case of other kinds of action, as moral or right action with good intentions which brings 

about a prevalence of positive over negative consequences can be clearly considered moral, or 

right, which is, at the same time, praiseworthy. On the other hand, immoral, or wrong, action 

based on bad intentions can be considered immoral, or wrong, and, at the same time, 

blameworthy (Gluchman, 2001, p. 640).  

Daniela Navrátilová praises the application of intentions as a criterion of assessing action 

in ethics of social consequences, as it, in her view, aids in specifying the evaluative 

judgements regarding the action of a moral agent. Should the intentions of action not be 

regarded, then, in her view, the same assessments of action based on good or bad intentions, 

merely considering the consequences of such action, which might also be influenced by 

external factors, would sound absurd (Navrátilová, 2011, p. 40). Similarly, Ján Kalajtzidis 

positively assesses the fact that the acceptance of intentions plays a role “[...] when 

determining the extent of punishment or reward in the context of responsibility” (Kalajtzidis, 

2011, p. 107). 

Unlike my opinion, Moore could see a possible solution to the problem in this objection by 

getting over “[...] by reference to the distinction between what is right or wrong, on the one 

hand, and what is morally praiseworthy or blameworthy on the other. What we should 

naturally say of a man whose action turns out badly owing to some unforeseen accident when 

he had every reason to expect that it would turn out well, is not that his action was right, but 

rather that he is not to blame. And it may be fully admitted that in such a case he really ought 

not to be blamed; since blame cannot possibly serve any good purpose, and would be likely to 

do harm. But, even if we admit that he was not to blame, is that any reason for asserting also 

that he acted rightly? I cannot see that it is; and therefore I am inclined to think that in all such 

cases the man really did act wrongly, although he is not to blame, and although, perhaps, he 

even deserves praise for acting as he did” (Moore, 2005, p. 100). Ingmar Persson adds that, 

according to Moore, the effort to maximise actual consequences does not mean praise for the 

acting moral agent, just as the opposite approach does not mean condemnation of an 

individual for his action (Persson, 2008, p. 351).  

Another part of the theory of moral/right action in ethics of social consequences is 

obligatory action where likely consequences, which might cause a (maximum to minimum) 

prevalence of positive over negative consequences, are the criteria. I claim that probable 

positive consequences are closely connected to good intentions the aim of which is to achieve 

a prevalence of positive over negative consequences. What, however, plays an important role 

is the agent’s moral cognition, reasoning and decision making in the process of recognising 

probable consequences, their analysis and deciding to pursue such action which is likely to 

bring about a prevalence of positive over negative consequences (Gluchman, 2001, p. 642). 
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Achieving the best possible results is not a criterion of an obligatory action, but rather 

achieving any prevalence of probable positive over negative consequences. 

In the context of obligatory actions, I do not consider necessary to state that its criterion is 

probable positive consequences based on good intentions; it suffices to state that the criterion 

of an obligatory action is probable positive consequences. It is obvious that bad intentions are 

aimed at achieving negative rather than positive probable consequences. In the same way, in 

my view, probable positive consequences are those that are likely to cause a (maximum to 

minimum) prevalence of positive over negative consequences and probable negative 

consequences are those that are probably to cause a (maximum to minimum) prevalence of 

negative over positive consequences (Gluchman, 2001, p. 642).  

Similarly to obligatory action, I also defined the criterion for such action that should be 

avoided. These are actions based on bad intentions with the aim of causing a prevalence of 

negative over positive probable consequences. In the context of assessing action as immoral 

and wrong, I believe it is obvious that such action that should be avoided is an immoral 

action, i.e. action based on bad intentions which causes a maximum or greatly significant 

prevalence of negative over positive (actual or probable) consequences. I further claim that in 

relation to wrong action, one has to be more careful, as, while in the case of immoral action, it 

is clear this includes actions based on bad intentions causing a maximum or a highly 

significant prevalence of negative over positive consequences, wrong action refers to such 

actions which cause a (maximum to minimum) prevalence of negative over positive 

consequences and might be either based on ill or even good intentions. In the case of bad 

intentions that have lead to an actual action which caused some (not maximum) prevalence of 

negative over positive (actual or probable) consequences, it is clear that such wrong action 

should be avoided. It is not, however, quite clear in the case of action based on good 

intentions. 

Much like Moore, ethics of social consequences deals with the issue of action assessment 

based on consequences. However, the question is what consequences should be taken into 

consideration when reaching an evaluative judgement; probable or actual? I claim that, based 

on probable consequences, it is almost identical with assessment based on intentions, which, 

however, does not treat the merits of the case, as it is obvious that probable positive 

consequences are based on good intentions while probable negative consequences are based 

on bad intentions. In probable consequences, even when considering external circumstances 

and influences, one expects them to work in a particular (positive or negative) way, which is 

also considered in one’s reasoning and decision making. It can, therefore, be claimed that, to a 

certain extent, there is a direct proportional relationship between good intentions and probable 

positive consequences on the one hand, and bad intentions and probable negative 

consequences on the other. It is difficult to imagine such a situation when someone, based on 

good intentions, wished to directly cause a prevalence of negative over positive consequences 

and, contrariwise, based on bad intentions wished to achieve a prevalence of positive over 

negative consequences. Assessment based on probable consequences is only justified as 

informative or preliminary in a particular phase, most often before it has started. Later, when 

it has started, the degree of its justification gradually falls and when finished, assessment 

based on probable consequences loses any justness, as it might be rather inaccurate, 

misinterpretive, or even misleading compared to reality.  

Moore came to the same conclusion earlier when he pointed out that actual consequences 

might not correspond with the agent’s intentions and reasoning, as even with the best effort, 

any unforeseeable event can change them considerably. On the other hand, should one follow 

Moore and accept probable consequences as a criterion, only that would be assessed which 

the agent is able to pursue in the moment of decision making. What he considers difficult is 

that probable consequences are based on a belief which might not, in the end, prove to be true 
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(Moore, 2005, p. 99). He, nevertheless, claims that a moral agent should opt for such action 

he believes to be the best possible. However, “[...] the question whether an action is right or 

wrong always depends on its actual consequences. There seems no sufficient reason for 

holding either that it depends on the intrinsic nature of the action, or that it depends upon the 

intention, or even that it depends on the probable consequences” (Moore, 2005, p. 101).  

In theory of moral/right action, I approach reasoning over the importance and role of 

probable consequences in a broader context. Basing the assessment of action on probable 

consequences is quite closely connected with the assessment of intentions; in the context of 

assessing actions as praiseworthy or blameworthy, the role of probable consequences is 

substantially different from that in assessing action as moral/right or immoral/wrong. When 

assessing action as praiseworthy or blameworthy, one also considers intentions, i.e. probable 

consequences which could be brought about onto the moral agent in the process of moral 

cognition, reasoning and making decisions about particular action. I believe that in this kind 

of assessment, moral and right action based on intentions, which is also praiseworthy, is 

different from right action which lacks a good intention and is neither praiseworthy nor 

blameworthy. On the other hand, if one claimed that immoral and wrong action based on a 

bad intention is blameworthy, wrong action based on right intentions is thought to be neither 

blameworthy nor praiseworthy. In this approach, assessments based on actual and probable 

consequences overlap.  

I further claim that where actual and probable consequences are in agreement, one can talk 

of praiseworthy or blameworthy action, depending on the kind of agreement. Action 

accompanied by a congruence of good intentions, probable and actual positive consequences, 

is considered praiseworthy. However, if a congruence of bad intentions, probable and actual 

negative consequences is concerned, such action is considered blameworthy. If there is no 

congruence between probable and actual consequences, i.e. where actual consequences are in 

(maximum to minimum) conflict with probable consequences, such action is assessed as 

neither praiseworthy nor blameworthy. In the case of such a conflict, the action can either be 

right or wrong, while, in the former case, the outcome of bad intentions and probable negative 

consequences is actual positive consequences. In the latter case, the outcome of good 

intentions and probable positive consequences is actual negative consequences. Actual 

consequences play a decisive role in the assessment of action as moral or immoral, right or 

wrong; while when assessing action as praiseworthy or blameworthy, the decision depends on 

the degree to which actual and probable consequences are in agreement. What is decisive in 

defining obligatory actions are probable consequences, as obligatory actions are typical of not 

knowing what the actual consequences will be (Gluchman, 2001, p. 647). 

Josef Kuře, however, points out that it could be problematic (not only in ethics of social 

consequences but in consequentialist ethical concepts in general) to assess all consequences, 

especially in such decisions and actions which concern large social groups, nations or 

countries. In his view, in the above cases it might be difficult to differentiate between positive 

and negative consequences, especially if the decisions and actions in question concern several 

social groups, nations, countries or cultures (Kuře, 2011, pp. 30–31). In the context of theory 

of moral/right action, Grzegorz Grzybek also poses the question how to predict the quality of 

one’s action with regard to future consequences. He agrees, to an extent, with me that this 

primarily depends on the intellectual and cognitive abilities of a moral agent to, in terms of his 

own capacity and ability, predict probable consequences of his actions (Grzybek, 2011, p. 

188).  

Moore, in his theory of right action, dealt with the study of the relationship between the 

obligation to pursue certain action and its usefulness resulting from producing the best 

possible consequences. In his opinion, it is often claimed that “[...] whatever is expedient is 

always also a duty, and that whatever is a duty is always also expedient. That is to say, it does 
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maintain that duty and expediency coincide; but it does not maintain that the meaning of the 

two words is the same” (Moore, 2005, p. 89). Moore counters objections which the claim that 

what is useful might not always be obligatory by pointing out that this is valid providing each 

and every best possible consequence is taken into consideration. Based on this he then 

presumes it is hard to imagine that to perform an obligation could be, in this sense, useless or 

that useful action could even be considered wrong. 

Following Moore’s concept, I also explore what the criterion is of assessing usefulness or 

uselessness (or, possible, harmfulness) of action. In my opinion, the overall amount of 

positive or negative consequences does not refer to the actual degree of usefulness or 

uselessness of action. It might be a certain attribute or an auxiliary criterion when considering 

the degree of usefulness of the given action; however, the actual level to express the degree of 

an action’s usefulness is a prevalence of positive over negative consequences and the degree 

of uselessness of action is a prevalence of negative over positive consequences. One also has 

to consider the presence of the other consequences in action (besides those that prevail), in 

which case, according to him, it could be claimed that the extent to which positive 

consequences prevail over negative ones determines the level of usefulness of right action. 

Analogously, this also applies with regard to wrong action, i.e. the extent of prevalence of 

negative over positive consequences determines the level of uselessness of the action. The 

lesser the extent of positive consequences, the greater the need to point out that, in such 

action, its usefulness prevails over its uselessness (or harmfulness). Similarly, in wrong 

action, the lesser the extent of negative over positive consequences, the greater the need to 

point out that the level of harmfulness (or uselessness) of such action is not great. If a great 

prevalence is present, it suffices to assess such action as highly useful, or highly harmful 

(Gluchman, 2001, p. 653).  
 

Conclusion 

Moore considered determining the criterion for right and wrong action an essential aspect of 

ethics. In this context, he claimed that “almost everybody is agreed that certain kinds of 

actions ought, as a general rule, to be avoided; and that under certain circumstances, which 

constantly recur, it is, as a general rule, better to act in certain specified ways rather than in 

others. There is, moreover, a pretty general agreement, with regard to certain things which 

happen in the world, that it would be better if they never happened, or, at least, did not happen 

so often as they do: and with regard to others, that it would be better if they happened more 

often than they do” (Moore, 2005, p. 1).  

I think that above mentioned Moore’s quotation is a very good contribution to using his 

theory of right action like challenge for its application in analysing the ethical problems. We 

also see that Moore’s theory has been very useful and productive starting point for 

establishing theory of moral/right action in ethics of social consequences. Due to his 

contribution it was possible to develop theory of moral/right action and use it more 

appropriate for analyses and evaluation of difficult ethical and moral issues in the 

contemporary humans’ individual and social lives. It is due to a fact that theory of moral/right 

action is focused on real moral problems of contemporary people. Ability of ethics of social 

consequences to analyse and respond to current ethical and moral challenges is also result of 

Moore’s contributions to its development. Really, I fully agree with Moore’s idea that in 

human history there were (and are) many tragic events and it could be much better if they 

never happened. I think that it is one of Moore’s greatest messages to humankind and it is 

necessary to keep it in mind.  
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