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Chapter |V

TheTheory of
Responsibility and
| nformation Systems

Inthebroadest possiblesense, responsibility is* but aset of practi cesthat
weuseto describeand understand individual and social behaviour” (French,
1992, p. 1X). Inorder to understand how we can usetheterm asadescription
and what resultsfrom the description, onemust be aware of possibledefini-
tions, implications, dimensions, conditions, etc. I nthischapter wewill therefore
attempttodescribeall thesedifferent featuresof theword. Inafirst stepwewill
look at theoverall definitionsthat canbefoundintheliteratureandtheimplied
objectives of its use. This part will also contain afirst reflection on how
responsibility relatesto ethicsand morality. Thenext part of thischapter will
analysetheconditionsthat arecommonly named for theascription of respon-
sibility. Thiswill thenallow usto discusstheclassical dimensions, namely
subject, object, andinstance. Fromtherewewill proceedtotakealook at the
other relevant determinantsof responsibility suchastype, temporal dimension,
sort of imputation, andthelimitsof ascription. Asasummary wewill extractthe
implicationsthat most sortsand definitionsof responsibility share. Intotal this
chapter will lay thetheoretical groundwork needed for addressingtheproblems
that responsibility ininformation systemspose, whichwill then bediscussedin
thefollowing chapters.

DEFINITION OF RESPONSIBILITY

Eventhoughadefinitionisusually thought to bearather brief processwith
aclear and concisephraseasresult, thedefinition of responsibility ismore
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complex. Thetermresponsibility hasmany different meanings, whichmakesit
very hardtograsp. Therearedifferent waystoreact to such confusion. Onthe
onehandonecangiveupinthefaceof suchanobstacleanddecidetogiveone's
own definition. The advantage would be the clarity that is derived from
proceedinginthisway. Thedownsideisthat much of theordinary language
meaningislost. Ontheother hand onecanthereforetry to pay attentiontothe
general useof thewordandtry todistil therelevant core. Inthischapter wewill
attempt thislatter method. It isuseful todistinguish betweenthemeaningsand
objectives of responsibility. Meanings and objectives often refer to one
another. However, in somecasesthey can even becomecontradictory. The
somewhat extensivediscussion of thesetwo aspectswill finditsjustification
later oninthebook whenitwill becomeuseful inexplicating and solving some
of the detailed problems such as the question: “Who can be subject of

responsbility?’

Meanings of Responsibility

Wehavealready seenthat thereisamultitude of possiblemeaningsof the
termresponsibility. Another factor that complicatesthedefinition of theword
isitsinflationary use. Thisfollowsfromwhat wassaid sofar. If responsibility
isperceived asamoral notion that hel ps us cope with the problems of the
modernworld, thenitisonly natural that itisinhighdemand. Thelack of clarity
isthusaresult of itspositivepotential and general recognition. Another problem
istheoverextension of theterm. Sometheoreticiansof responsibility make
claimsthat aresowidethat they become meaningless. In order to overcome
theseproblems, itisimperativethat wedefinethetermandnarrow it down. The
different waysinwhichitisusedineveryday life should be helpful inthis
endeavour.

A first and clear hint to the content of responsibility comes from its
etymology. Responsibility comesfromthe* response,” fromanswering. We
canfindthisastheheart of responsibility inthework of many authors.“* Having
aresponsibility’ isinterwovenwiththenotion‘Havingaliability toanswer’,and
havingsuchaliability or obligationseemstoimply” (French, 1979, p. 210). The
ideaof aliability toanswer isalsoreflected by Lewis(1972, p. 124f) or Collste
(20004, p. 125). Thisetymological root of the notion isreflected in other
European languages aswell. The French “responsabilité” also standsina
literal sense for “being able to respond” (Etchegoyen, 1993, p. 45; cf.
Trigeaud, 1999, p. 94; Ricoeur, 19904, p. 195). Andthesameistruefor the
German “Verantwortung,” which is based on * Antwort,” the answer (cf.
Lenk & Maring, 1995, p. 247; Lenk, 1991a, p. 64; Schwartlander, 1991, p.
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