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The Great Ethical Struggle of Rowan Towers


Picture it – a barely teenage girl selling a seven-year old child to a group of men. The little girl is alone, scared out of her wits. They continue to each have their way with her, while the fifteen-year old half-sister looked on with indifferent eyes. These men, all easily old enough to be the girls’ father, continually rape her. Why were these children even put into this situation? The older girl went to a party with the men and the little sister tagged along because she was scared that her big sister would get into trouble. Sounds like big sis has some issues to work out. What makes this situation even worse is that there are many witnesses to the incident, but no one has decided to step up and help the case because they are afraid of the consequences of their actions as a snitch. Should the people aid the officials in the convicting of these criminals, they might be putting their families in danger, but if they don’t tell, they will be charged just like they were the ones that did the raping. What should they do in that case? What would be the most ethical way out? How do the many different philosophical takes on ethics play out in this case? 


Nietzsche, in accordance with his “master morality” would have an interesting view on this subject. How does his master morality play into this idea? For one thing, the people that weren’t talking were actually in accordance with what Nietzsche had established. Because they had only their own well-being in mind and felt that divulging secrets to the police would be detrimental to their own health and prosperity, they are fulfilling the master morality. It does not matter that the general society feels that the inaction of the people not helping is wrong... these humans have the slave morality of good vs. evil. The master doesn’t think in terms of good and evil, rather they understand these as good/bad, the determining factor there being how THEY feel about the situation. These people could also be considered “strong-willed”, seeing as even though they have been told that what they are doing, keeping these secrets tucked away because they aren’t listening to the “evil” of their inaction, but rather the “good” that they will keep their family safe. So in other words, according to Nietzsche, they are totally and 100% justified in taking the vow of silence, just because its a perfect example of the master morality. It is also interesting that the slave has “pity/sympathy for weak” and “praises sacrifice” (as outlined in Handout #3). This further solidifies the fact that the investigators that are pushing so hard for the neighbors to speak on the behalf of the raped girl are indeed “slave-minded”. They would be quick to commend, and even expect the “master” to make the sacrifice of a safe household for their own children in order for justice to be brought. This must mean that the action of indifference on the parts of the neighbors is totally justified, right? Well, there are counter-examples that can be made out of it as well. Take for instance the fact that the master is all about “seek[ing] revenge” (Handout #3). Even if this means revenge for oneself, would they not be driven by others’ pain, even if it is the pain of a lower being? If the masters are so “brave, bold, [and] aggressive”, then why do they choose to be cowardly and not act? (Cowardice being a typical trait of the slave mentality). As we can see, there are a few gaps in Neitzsche’s philosophy that don’t totally justify the situation either way. 


Take for instance another principle – that of Kant’s “Categorical Imperative”.  This is where it becomes complicated. Looking at his principles, we can say that the people, by not speaking are doing the duty of keeping their families alive, not merely because they love them, but because this is their humanly duty to do so, and they are simply fulfilling this natural duty. This could be applied as a universal in and of itself, because in no way does this statement contradict itself in any way. “The duty of taking care of one’s family” is something that is practiced by all rational beings, needless to say. The question is, does the fact that another is being harmed in the process justify the inaction of the neighbors? Going by Kant’s rules, if you were to do this, this would definitely NOT be treating the young girl as an ends. The problem is, if you try to stop the rapists, or provide information to aid in the downfall of the rapists, are you treating them as ends, or are you forcing your goals upon them? Does this rule even apply, considering that the rapists may not indeed be “rational beings”. What sort of rational beings would justify having forced sex with a young child? Also, with Categorical Imperative, the results of your actions can never be a reason for why you act a certain way. This means that the people not acting simply because of what MIGHT happen to their families is not in accordance with the Categorical Imperative. 


As we can see, both principles can easily be put into practice in these situations, but they are also easily debunked by the same principles. As far as there being one clear-cut way of reasoning that resonates most is a tough call. I would be inclined to say that the Categorical Imperative being in favor of the people helping out the officers is the most sound. While they are trying to fulfill the responsibility of keeping their families happy, they are looking at the end results of their actions. Not only that, but they wouldn’t be justified in treating everyone as ends if they were indifferent to the situation.


 My first reaction to this story is obviously one of pure terror. Not only is it horrible to think that a fifteen-year old child would be ready and willing to sell her little sister off to a group of grown men, but to imagine that a person wouldn’t be willing to put themselves on the line to help this little girl is beyond me. I like to relate it to the story of the utopian society where the families all lived in peace and harmony, one single little child was tortured senselessly in order to maintain it. It bothered each and every one of them to know that the child was there and in pain, but they took advantage of the beautiful, perfect city they lived in and continued to abuse the child. Would this not be similar to that situation? This little girl would feel unrest knowing that her abusers lay out there, possibly doing the same thing to others. The neighbors, should they choose to remain quiet, should feel sympathy for the child, enough to act out on it. Believe it or not, that child is indeed part of a family, and dysfunctional or not, should be treated with love and affection. While this does go against the whole idea of Utilitarianism, does it not stand to reason that a person, being morally sound, would want to help this child any way they could instead of sitting back and enjoying the utopia? Think about the child in the abuse closet for a moment people.


While there aren’t ever black-and-white solutions to the world’s ethical problems, many of them can be solved by thinking things through, applying many of the different principles to said situation, and deciding (both from reason AND sympathy) where your decision lies. It isn’t like a mathematics problem with a clear-cut reply, a person must do some serious reasoning and soul-searching for the answer, and that is why ethics is so intriguing. 

