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So What?

So What?
  

I want us to zoom in here on the killing of Elephant by Snake. The moral question is, was Snake’s killing of
Elephant a good thing or a bad thing?

Surely for Elephant it was a bad thing? Snake murdered him in cold blood! Cut him down in the prime of his life in
what sounds like a gruesome act – “he had bitten Elephant with his poison fangs, and held on to him until he
died”. And doesn’t it say in most holy books: “Thou shalt not kill” or something like that? Aren’t those the rules? So
surely this was not the right thing to do?

But let’s not be too quick in judging here.

Look at the end result! All the other animals were left better off. They had trees with fruit, melons and grass to eat
– well those that wanted fruit and melons and grass had these. And even those who still wanted to eat meat would
probably have been better off. All of a sudden Lion was not going to be competing with huge hungry Hippo for his
share of the meat. The consequence of Snake’s act of killing Elephant was that the rest of the animals (the
majority) were better off than before.

So maybe it was a good thing? Especially given that Elephant had said, “This can’t go on. I wish I were dead”
anyway.

This illustrates the essence of consequentialism. Unlike deontology which we just dealt with, in consequentialism,
we focus entirely on achieving a good outcome and not on doing what is right.(Remember our discussion about
right and good when we were talking about Deontology?)

Consequentialism is a form of ethical thought in which the consequences or results of an action are used to judge
the morality of that action. In other words the end result is what makes an act, decision or rule to be a right or
wrong.

Whenever you ask yourself: “Does the end justify the means?” you are being consequentialist in your thinking.
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