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Chapter V

Reflective Responsibility

What is" reflectiveresponsibility” ?Theideabehinditisto seewhether the
concept asdiscussed sofar isapplicabl etoitself and what consequencesresult
fromtheself-application. Itisanattempt toclarify thenotion by referringtothe
termitself without using any other theories. Theself-application of conceptsis
anoldtool used by philosophersfor centuries, sometimeswithgreat success.
Theprobably best-known examplewhich demonstratesthat reflexivity canbe
highly successful and plausi bleistherefutation of scepticism. Scepticism,
understood as the doctrine that there is no truth, has been part of the
philosophical discourseever sincehumansstarted discussing truth. Giventhe
difficultiesof definingtruthandtheobviousfallibility of our knowledge,itisan
attractivepositionthat all owsthe speaker to avoid many pitfalls. However,
scepticism hasonebig problem, whichbecomesobviousassoonasoneapplies
theideaontoitself. If scepticismistrueand consequently thereisnotruth, then
scepticism cannot betrue. Scepticism canthusbeshownto besel f-contradic-
tory. Self-referenceontheother handisal soadangerousgameto play because
it can create serious logical and practical problems. One exampleis the
mathematical classof all classesthat containthemselves. Thishasledtological
problemsthat have kept the mathematiciansinwork for agreater part of the
20" century. A rather practical problemisthat of self-fulfilling prophecies.
These are created by applying a theory to itself, and they can have a
considerablesocial impact (cf. Watzlawik, 2001b).
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Inthecaseof reflectiveresponsibility, what wewant todoisfirstly try to
distil somefeaturesof responsibility that are shared by most of thetheories. In
a second step we will then reflectively apply the features to the theories
discussedsofar. Finally, wewill analysethetheoretical andespecially practical
consequencesthat arisefromtheseobservations.

COMMON FEATURES OF RESPONSIBILITY

Therearethreefundamental featuresthat most of thetheoriesof respon-
sibility discussed sofar share: openness, affinity toaction, and consequentialism.
Thesethreefeaturesarewell-suited to act asthefoundation of thereflectiveuse
of responsibility. Beforethereflexivity of responsibility isexplored, however,
thethreefeatures should bedescribed and their relevanceto responsibility
shouldbehighlighted.

Thefirst featureisopenness. Wehaveseenthat responsibility isamoral
termthat standsin competition with other moral terms. Some of the contents
of responsibility can beexpressedintermsof duty, for example, or of virtue.
Unlikethesetraditional moral concepts, however, responsibility islessclearly
suitedfor the prescription of certainactsor characteristicsof agents. Respon-
sibility isopeninthe sensethat it contains something likea“surplus’ that
precludesitsclear determination(cf. Picht, 1991, p. 28). Thisuncertainty of the
concept, theopennessinthesensethat it leavesopenwhat exactly istheright
or necessary thingtodo, isthereasonwhy it hasgainedrel evanceinthoseareas
wherethetraditional meansof behavioural control fail: inthecaseof risky tasks,
thiscanonly besolved by highcompetenceandflexibility (Bayertz, 1995b, p. 46;
Kaufmann, 1995, p. 88). Thismay explainwhy wetendto call thosepositions
“responsible” that requireahigh measureof openness, that arecharacterised
by taskswhicharenot alwaysforeseeableand programmabl e. Examplesmight
beleading positionsintheeconomy or administration such asCEOs, judges,
or politicians. Intheserol esthe agentsare unableto know and often evento
estimatewhat will happen, and they thereforeneed certain personality traits
which arenot shared by everybody.

Opennessof responsibility isacharacteristicthat most, if not all sortsof
responsibility share. Theremay bedifferent amountsof opennessindifferent
sortsof responsibility, butit still pervadesall of theapplications. Inthecaseof
legal responsibility, theamount of opennessiscertainly lessthanin moral
responsibility simply because the law is written and there are clear and
calculabletraditionsof interpretingit. Nevertheless, ajudgeawayshasthe
freedomtotakecertainfactsinto consideration or refrainfromdoing so. She
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