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Chapter |11

Why Responsibility and
| nfor mation Systems?

Inthischapter wewant to show why it makes senseto usethe concept of
responsibility with respect tothebusinessuseof informationtechnology. There
arethreepartstotheargument. Atfirst, wewill demonstratethat thedevel op-
ment of themoral ideaof responsibility isclosely linked to modern devel op-
mentsinour societies. Many of thesedevel opmentshaveto dowithtechnology
andinformationtechnol ogy beingthelatest stepinthisdirection. Wewill then
continueto show that thereareseveral structural similaritiesbetween respon-
sibility and businessontheonehand andinformationtechnol ogy ontheother
hand. Inalast stepwewill show that thistheoretical settingisfruitful because
itcanrely onarich background of ethical theoriesfromdifferent fieldsand
perspectives. Beforewecando so, however, thenext stepwill havetobeafirst
analysisof theterm“responsibility.”

A TENTATIVE DEFINITION
OF RESPONSIBILITY

Thefollowing paragraphshavethepurposeof conveying aroughideaof
what theterm* responsibility” issupposed to denoteinthisbook. They will
point out the most important meani ngsand componentswithout getting too
deepintoadiscussionof contentsand problems. Thesediscussionswill bethe
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subject of adetail ed analysisinthenext chapter. Thepurposeof thistentative
definitionissimply togivethereader afeelingfor thetermthat will berequired
tounderstand why itisasound ideato usethe concept of responsibilityina
discussionof businessinformationtechnology.

Thefirstdifficulty whendiscussingresponsibility isthat thewordiswidely
used and often denotesdifferent, if not contradictory, factsand rel ationships.
Therearescholarswhotalk of aninflation of theuseof theterm (i.e., Homann,
1998, p. 1X). Otherspoint out that the clarity of thenotion decreaseswiththe
frequency of itsuse(i.e., Etchegoyen, 1999, p. 44). If webelievewhat wehear,
thenthereislittledoubt that weliveinatimeof responsibility. Eventerrorists
enjoy accepting responsibility for their deeds. Atthe sametimethereisan
inverserel ationship betweenthereadinessof acceptingresponsibility andthe
probability of consequences(lIting, 1994, p. 176). Asanillustration of thelack
of clarity of themeaningof responsibility, let uslook at ashort story of adrunken
seacaptainthat originatesfromH.L.A. Hart (1968, p. 211):

As captain of the ship, X was responsible for the safety of his
passengers and crew. But on hislast voyage he got drunk every
night and wasresponsiblefor theloss of the ship with all aboard.
It was rumoured that he was insane, but the doctors considered
that he was responsible for his actions. Throughout the voyage
he behaved quite irresponsibly, and various incidents in his
career showed that he was not a responsible person. He always
maintained that the exceptional winter storms were responsible
for the loss of the ship, but in the legal proceedings brought
against him, he was found criminally responsible for his negli-
gent conduct, and in separate civil proceedings he was held
legally responsiblefor thelossof lifeand property. Heisstill alive
and heismorally responsible for the deaths of many women and
children (Hart, 211).

The first thing we can state is that responsibility can have different
meanings. It can stand for causality, for ethics, for morality, and for more
idiosyncraticfactsandrelationships. Webelieve—and will demonstratethisin
thefollowing chapter—that responsibility isfirst and foremost asocial con-
struct aimingat ascriptionor imputation. | mportant dimensi onsof thisascription
arethesubject and theobject. Theobject isascribed tothe subject. Thus, the
subjectistheanswer tothequestion, “Whoisresponsible?’, and the object
answers, “What isthe subject responsiblefor?” Thisistruefor all instancesof
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