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Intentions, Outcomes, and the Problem of Luck
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1 When we judge an action, we tend to give two different kinds of answers. Sometimes we say that what matters is the

intention behind it, and sometimes we say that what matters is the result. A doctor who tries to save a patient and fails
seems less blameworthy than one who acts carelessly and fails, yet a careless doctor whose patient happens to recover
often escapes criticism entirely. Such cases show that our everyday moral judgments are less consistent than we like to

believe.

2 Some thinkers respond by insisting that only intention should count. Their reasoning is that people control what they
decide, but they do not control what follows. If two drivers are equally careless and only one of them meets a child on
the road, it seems unfair to treat the second as a criminal and the first as a citizen in good standing. To hold people

responsible for consequences beyond their control, according to this view, is to confuse bad luck with bad character.

3 This position, however, has a serious weakness. If we ignored results altogether, we would have to say that a person
who plans a terrible crime but is stopped at the last moment has done nothing worse than a person who merely dreams
of it. More importantly, the harm suffered by a victim does not depend on the offender's purposes. A society that cared
only about what people meant could not take seriously the pain of those who were actually hurt. Moreover, we
ourselves often feel regret over harm we cause by accident, even when nobody blames us, and this feeling seems to be

an appropriate part of moral life.

4 Amore balanced view is therefore worth considering. Intentions and outcomes may answer different questions:
intentions tell us what kind of person someone is, while outcomes tell us what has happened to others and what repair
is owed. Praise and blame belong mainly to the first, whereas compensation and the duty to clean up the damage
belong to the second. This distinction does not remove every difficulty, since real cases mix the two, but it helps us

explain why we can forgive a person without pretending that no harm occurred.

5  Ultimately, the puzzle teaches us humility. Because so much of what happens lies beyond our control, we should
hesitate to judge others harshly for their misfortunes, and we should take seriously our duty toward those affected by

what we do.
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1 blameworthy C] a
2 consequence C] b
3 consistent [:] c
4 compensation D d
5 offender D e
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Summarize the passage in about 70 words in English.

=& =
=]

° HBTDOERIE? vourorinion

Q Do you agree with the author? Why or why not?
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4 Model summary

People judge actions by intentions and by results, and these judgments
are inconsistent. Focusing only on intentions ignores what victims
actually suffer, even though outcomes are often beyond our control. A
better view is that intentions reveal character while outcomes
determine what repair is owed. Because luck matters so much, we
should judge others gently and take responsibility for the effects of our
own actions.
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