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 Had You forgotten that peace and even death are dearer to man than freedom of choice in the knowledge
of good and evil? Indeed nothing is more beguiling to man than freedom of conscience, but nothing more
tormenting either.

Fyodor Dostoevsky

Abstract
In this paper we assert that every time we propose and carry out new public regulation of behaviour, or
propose and publish ethical codes, a small piece of individual responsibility is removed from the
individual and enclosed in a law, a guideline, policy or code.
This leads to a discussion of the question whether regulation based upon more and
more guidelines and laws really is the solution to a problem of ethical nature? Or
whether the solution is in some way part of the problem. That such a solution promotes
and rewards a disposition that looks for loopholes in the laws and regulations and tries
to take advantage of them, instead of promoting a disposition that says that it is my
responsbility not to take unfair advantage of my fellow human beings.
In the paper we will seek demonstrate that if the answer to this difficult question is
affirmative, the attempts to solve ethical problems by creating guidelines, codes and
rules, by creating ethical committees and councils, or by attempting to create some kind
of ethical and social accounting system, may actually promote dispositions that may be
part of the reason why we are so concerned about ethical problems today.
The alternative to an institutional response might be a solution, in which each and
everyone of us regard it as our responsibility to act in accordance with deeply held
common values.

The Parrotgarden
One evening in late September 1992i, around 50 public servants, the majority being
heads of different sectors of the local government in Northern Jutland, gathered in a
restaurant called the Parrotgarden, in middle of the city of Aalborg in Denmark.

They were dining in the restaurant, in preparation for an evening arrangement. To facilitate
conversation during dinner, they were placed at three or four large tables along windows facing the park
outside.
They were engaged in a lively conversation, when suddenly a loud outcry was heard:
“By God, He hit her!
They all looked up, somewhat confused: What had happened? There were explanations
and pointing of fingers as they discovered the reason for the outcry. Looking out of the
windows into the park, they could see an elderly woman, standing forlornly just 20
meters from where they were sitting, and a young man sprinting away with a handbag.
Many stood up to get a better view and most became quite agitated: Shocking that
something like that could happen here! With so many people watching.
Their own reaction, apart from watching?
One of the diners, a man in shirtsleeves has already left the restaurant sprinting after the
young man. One more gets up and follows him. That is all.
The others, however, soon calm down and concentrate on the roast veal and the
potatoes. There is lively discussion of the incident. The waiter arrives: More veal sir?
They are not totally passive. Someone has the presence of mind to ask the waiter: Has
someone called the police? The waiter nods.
Soon dessert is served.
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Employees from the restaurant finally bring the shaking, but apparently unhurt elderly
woman in from the park and make her sit down at a table in a corner of the restaurant.
She is served a cup of coffee, while waiting for the police.

Later the same evening the public servants listen quietly to three presentations on
the subjects of ethical accounting, and on the danger of relying on the written rules
instead of tacit norms and ethical attitudes.
In aftermath the reactions to the incident outside the Parrotgarden was not seen as
something unusual. In reality it may have become a normal reaction to these kinds of
incidents, but for the quick reaction of a man in shirtsleeves. He joined the others during
the last presentation, and afterwards explained what had happened. He had been at the
local police station in order to identify two young men in connection with the
pursesnatching. He also said “I am not sure I would do that again, but I wasn’t really
thinking.”
There is a special aspect to this incident. Most of the public servants were professionally
responsible for a section of their respective local government administration. They
might be among those professionally responsible for helping the elderly woman
financially the next day, if her purse had not been recovered. They might be responsible
for deciding whether she ought to have psychological assistance, or other forms of help.
Some of the participants in the evening arrangement might even become involved with
the young purse-snatchers. Perhaps they would already be engaged in designing new
policies, with the aim of helping young people avoid becoming delinquents, or helping
them out of delinquency. They might have designed programs, according to which the
young men, if they were caught, could participate in canoe or survival trips in the
wilderness of Northern Sweden. This supposedly would help them to stand on their own
feet and somehow teach them to have confidence in their own abilities. Or they might
propose, plan and help establish activity centres for the young men having nothing else
to do, in order that they might loose interest in snatching brown plastic handbags from
elderly women, thereby perhaps shaking the fragile self-confidence of these women.
The curious aspect of this incident is, therefore, that the participants in the evening
arrangement about ethics in public administration, as part of their daily tasks might be
very involved in helping both the victims and the perpetrators. They would even get part
of their salary for doing exactly that. Together they represent a comprehensive and
thorough system created with a view to prevent and redress in almost every conceivable
way incidents like these.
The only thing they are not able to do is to render a small amount of improvised help in
connection with the incident in front of the Parrotgarden. They seem to think that it is a
matter for the police. The police will act as professionally as they themselves within
their respective areas of responsibility. The argument seems to be: Why should I get
involved as a person, when we have a series of institutions, taking care of such
problems. I wouldn’t know what to do. It has to be professional help.
With this kind of attitude we have entrusted important parts of our lives to institutions
and welfare organisations, to professional keepers of responsibility. They only have
responsibility for their special area, what they are paid for and of course only during
office hours.

A more individual kind of responsibility is lacking. Responsibility is inscribed in the job description,
if it is not in there, I have no responsibility. I have to act according to the instructions that go with my job.
A complex organised society like ours seems to bring forth special institutions with very professional
employees, having very well defined and very special responsibilities. If something happens outside their



area of responsibility they will not really care. It is really not their table.Leave it to those responsible. For
now it is police, tomorrow the elderly woman will become our responsibility.
This then offers the first glimpse of what we may call institutional responsibilityii.
Responsibility belonging to the institution one is serving.
If we are right in our assumption, responsibilities will become more and more
institutionalised, and more specialised. But it may also mean that we have less and less
individual responsibility in the general sense, in relation to the society we are living in.
Both in relation to our fellow human beings and in relation to our own livesiii.
In other words, the attempt to create a welfare state in which everyone can feel secure
and safe, may have gone so far that we are beginning to loose individual responsibility
for our fellow beings and for ourselves. It is a society in which some kind of “airbag”
will save you no matter how reckless you may be driving or living.
With cradle to urn welfare, now that graves are no longer so popular, with advanced and
specialised health and social care systems, with institutions for safekeeping, for aimless
and mindless activity, and for education, with institution upon institution, with
safeguard upon safeguard, the professionalisation of our lives has reached such an
extent, that we mainly have the areas of consumption and leisure left to ourselves.

Ethics clauses
In 1994, the Danish Consumer Ombudsman published a set of ethical guidelines for the
so-called advisory activities of banks in relation to private customers iv. The guidelines
were a direct result of the negotiations between amongst others, the Consumer
Ombudsman, a public institution, the Finance Council representing the banks, and the
Consumer Council representing consumers. Indirectly, the guidelines were a result of a
series of complaints about banks giving bad advice, and even some scandals where
banks employees apparently sold bonds to private customers, bonds they knew would
become worthless.
The guidelines were supposed to point out and specify what would constitute good
advice, and furthermore point out the duties of the bank when giving advice, especially
in relation to private customers and small businesses. The guidelines were meant to
protect and safeguard the rights of the customer vis-à-vis the bank, and point out to the
banks what would be their duties when giving advice to private customers.
In an introduction to the guidelines, it is stated that they supplement an existing
statutesv.
The guidelines consist of 12 clauses stating what a bank and employees of a bank ought
to do to safeguard the rights and fulfil certain expectations of the consumer. Terms like
must, must make sure, must advise, take care that, are used throughout in the 12 clauses,
although the guidelines as such have an unsure legal status.
The bank must make sure “that all essential agreements are made or certified in writing”
(Clause 11). This presumably ought to make sure that the customer and the bank advisor
have the same understanding of the agreement.
According to another clause, the bank “must take care to furnish sufficient information
about its products and services, including differences in prices and conditions of
alternative products that may cover the needs of the customer” (Clause 3).
Three years later, it turned out that some banks apparently did not follow the spirit of
the guidelines. They did not necessarily tell their customers how they could save money
by using alternative products and services, nor did they tell them that their interest
payments on loans might be reduced, if a general lowering of interest levels occurred.
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This led to new meetings in the summer of 1997 between the original authors of the
guidelines. Later that year, a set of guidelines was published that would supposedly take
care of some of the problems raised, and reduce the ambiguousness of certain
formulationsvi The new guidelinesvii were exactly the same as the old guidelines though.
What the group had done was to give a page long interpretation of each clause in the
hope that the clauses and interpretations together would close certain loop-holes.
Thereby creating a finer and finer mesh, or is it mess, of rules, beginning with the
statutes, and at the time of writing ending with interpretations of ethical guidelines.
Later examples and demands from the Consumer Councils have shown that the
loopholes were not closed, and of course not even the demand for written agreements is
enough. Recently, a case involving apparently bad advice given by a bank was taken to
court, and the customer was awarded a compensation. This made the bank involved in
the case put forward the suggestion that meetings with customers should be videotaped,
in order to be able to show what went on during the meeting.
The many rule-based attempts to safeguard the rights of citizens and customers would
seem to be based upon the belief that by specifying to higher and higher degree the
respective responsibilities of bank employees, and every other actor on society’s stage,
responsibilities are somehow apportioned and made more concrete and real. Specific
responsibilities are seen as a substitute for the vaguer notions of responsibility.
On the surface, it might be a good idea to increase the specific responsibilities using
detailed rules, guidelines and ethical codices. It would represent an answer to the critical
voices talking cynically about rights without corresponding responsibilities. With the
rules parcelling out responsibilities it would become clear who and what had the
responsibility to make decisions and to act, and under what circumstances. The rest can
stand aside.
The incidents and examples show some of the consequences of this line of thinking. The
detailed specification of responsibility institutionalises the responsibilities, or at least
reduces responsibility to certain specific circumstances as we have seen.
Responsibilities are prescribed by the law or the code, I do not have to carry them
about, I do not have to observe some vague demands, only the specific ones mentioned
explicitly in the law or code.
Everyone may feel free to exploit loopholes in the law or code, in fact that is everyone’s
right. Only transgressions of the letter of the law or code can be sanctioned, anything
else would be unfair or unjust.
But this is not the only effect of the erosion of the vague notions. How can we expect
everyone to comply with a specific law or code if there is no test for compliance, and
some kind of sanction for non-compliance or alternatively some kind of reward for
compliance?
The answer of course is that we cannot. If this is correct, there will be a further need for
specific agencies for testing or rather controlling for compliance and for metering out
sanctions or paying rewards depending on the specifications in the law or code.

Guano markings
With the institutionalisation of our lives the vaguer responsibilities have been parcelled out and located in
institutions. They have become what we have loosely called institutional responsibilities, and they are not
necessarily seen as anchored in individual character.
Being institutionalised we would presume that they would be specified in every
conceivable manner and written down. In this way the individual responsible becomes
identifiable.



“Underlying all formalism,…, is the fact that it is psychically cheap; it substitutes the
outer for the inner as more tangible, more capable of being held before the mind without
fresh expense of thought and feeling, more easily extended, therefore, and impressed
upon the multitude.”viii

The more we attempt to anchor responsibilities in specific written statements and
special institutions, the more we loose individual commitment to all the vaguer notions
of responsibility. This may help us understand why most of the guests in the
Parrotgarden did not take any action at all. The result is that although responsibilities
may become very clearly and strictly defined by written rules, this makes for some very
stringent and inflexible conceptions of individual responsibilities, and it may lead to
rigid behaviour by rigid representatives of rigid bureaucracies.
This fits well with Shapiro’s description of rigid personalities. A rigid personality is not
guided by vaguer responsibilities, attention to the circumstances of a situation, and good
judgement. Instead “ The rigid person’s behavior is guided by fixed and already
established purposes and is merely technically informed by data selected according to
the relevancy…”ix.
This can be illustrated with a kind of metaphor using the behaviour of a certain bird on
the Galapagos Islands. It is called the blue-footed booby. This bird constructs a nest by
marking out a ring on the ground with guano. Apparently, this blue-footed booby
applies a very stringent rule with regard to its actions towards its own blue-footed
booby chicks. This rule is: Care for the chicks inside the guano ring and ignore chicks
outside the ring. Now, if a chick somehow gets outside the ring it will be ignored “no
matter how much it struggles and twitters.”x

Aitchison sees this behaviour as an example of a rigid system, there being only a few
predefined alternatives for action. If anything unexpected happens no one will know
what do to. Of course, we also see the actions of the blue-footed booby as illustrative of
what happens when vaguer notions of responsibility are missing. Not that we think that
the blue-footed booby has any conscious notion of responsibilities; we just use its
actions as a metaphor for very rigid rule-based responsibility.
Just think of the reaction of the public servants in the Parrotgarden. Vaguer notions of
responsibilities did not seem to matter. According to their institutional rings of guano
markings, the old woman was outside the ring and her plight not a responsibility of
theirs.

Specifying responsiblity
In order to get  a better understanding of what is happening  we have to look more
closely at the notion of responsibility.  Leaning on the work done by O’Neil, we take a
look upon responsibilities, rights and the relationship between responsibilities and
rights. Table 1 represents a simplified attempt to classify the different connections in a
kind of typology of responsibilitiesxi. What follows is an attempt to explain the different
types of responsibilities represented in the table.
Universal, vague responsibilities. In the Parrotgarden incident we may feel that
everyone ought to have done something. In such cases we might say that we all have a
responsibility to act in order to either prevent a crime or help a victim. That would
represent a vague responsibility held by all conscious and emphatic members of society,
and owed to every other human but in a way also towards animals and nature.
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Table 1 A typology of responsibilities

Responsibilities Relation between right and
responsibility

Owed to
(examples)

Universal
(held by all)

Vague
(often unwritten)

Everyone
(respect the life, property
and dignity and worth of
every human person, show
honesty, fairness, sense of
justice, keep promises, care
about others, and help
preserve a sense of
community and the
physical and biological
conditions for a good life)

Special
(role bound)

Specific
(often written)

Identifiable individuals
(carrying out institutional
responsibilities, observing
contracts, and terms of
employment)

Vague
(often unwritten)

Identifiable individuals
(caring for children,
spouses friends, and
relatives)

To respect the life, property and dignity and worth of every human person, independent
as it were of any local conditions would seem to be part of each and everyone’s
universal responsibility. Durkheim, in fact, regards this as the most general sphere in the
whole of ethic. And the noblest in concept, for it is owed to all fellow-beings.xii.
Of course, there might be excuses for not immediately running after the purse-snatcher.
There may the question of a difference in size, a quick mental calculation may have
convinced us that it would be impossible to make much of a difference and that any
intervention might be dangerous. Or my physical condition is so that I would not be
able to run at all, and walking after a running purse-snatcher looks like a ridiculous
proposition. Actually, after all these calculations it might be too late to do something,
and so the rational act of calculating the risks and chances involved may in itself lead to
no action. The more careful the calculation the less the probability of any action at allxiii.
Universal responsibilities are responsibilities we presume are held by all in society, with
the exception of mentally ill possibly, and owed to all other human beings. In a way,
they maybe an integral part of what makes us human.
Goodin formulates it in this way: “What is no one’s responsibility is everyone’s. If it is
right that something be done, and no one in particular has been assigned responsibility
for doing it, then we are all responsible for seeing to it that it be done.”xiv



In same way, we all have the vague responsibility to show honesty, fairness, sense of
justice, beneficence. We might have a general responsibility to act, to keep promises, to
preserve a sense of community, and to preserve the physical and biological conditions
for a good life. If each and everyone in general does not show some adherence to these
vague responsibilities, it might prove difficult to uphold a community and in fact all the
more specific responsibilitiesxv.
It is impossible to specify exactly when one must show these duties, what one must do,
or how one must act, even in the case when they are in conflict. We interpret this to
mean that the general duty to be honest does not mean that one should never tell a lie.
Even presuming that it would be possible to somehow discern unequivocally between
lies and non-lies, that would represent rigid interpretation. Instead, it can only mean that
generally speaking, one never ought to lie, and that we can not specify the situations in
which it might be the wrong thing to do. That is up to each and everyone of us.
The same applies for our duty to help others. “Nonetheless, there is an “imperfect” duty
to do something for the sake of helping others.”xvi. That “something” cannot be specified
in great detail in advance, it is up to us in the situation. Still, it does not mean that one
might always think up an excuse for not helping.
The first one is that there is a certain lack of one-to-one correspondence between rights
and responsibilities.
The second one is that the vague responsibility we are discussing here is not bound to a
certain role. It is not as a member of the police corps one is bound to act, not as a public
servant, but only as a human being in a society.
The third one is that this responsibility cannot be co-ordinated collectively, with
organised division work and responsibility. This vague responsibility cannot be divided
amongst the individuals. In fact, all individuals carry the same potential responsibility,
although they may not all land themselves in situations in which they have to show that
they can act according to this responsibility.

Special, specific responsibilities. Institutional responsibilities may involve public
servants employed in the social sector. They may have very specific responsibilities
towards a number of individuals identifiable by fulfilling certain specific criteria. Only
towards those, though, and only as representatives of a concrete institution. We might
therefore talk of specific institutional responsibility, with members holding the specific,
individual responsibility, only in so far as they represent the institution. Like the public
servants (not) involved in the incident in front of the Parrotgarden, they hold a specific
responsibility, and they owe it to a more or less well-defined group of people under
fairly specific circumstances.
An equivalent kind of responsibilities may be found within the state, and other
institutions, organisations, and companies. They belong to and are included in formal
promises, and in contracts. They are to be found in every institution, every kind of
organisation, in companies, and contracts of the market. An employee may have a very
specific responsibility towards a certain job and certain people, colleagues or managers,
owners and customers, in a specific company. A social worker may have very specific
responsibilities as part of the job, towards specific clients. “The tax official’s
responsibility for collecting taxes is not predicated on the merits of this or any taxation
system but on his undertaking the office.”xvii In all cases very specific responsibilities
are held by very specific individuals toward identifiable other people. It is tempting to
call this a 9 to 5 responsibility.
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This responsibility can be seen as divided or parcelled out among institutions and more
specifically among individuals. The police have their responsibility and the social sector
theirs. The individual members of the police corps and the social sector have an even
more specific division of responsibilities. This is what gives us the possible excuse for
not acting in the case of the Parrotgarden.
This responsibility is in general not only well-defined, but also non-reciprocal. “The
wellbeing, the interest, the fate of others has, by circumstance or agreement, come under
my care, which means that my control over it involves at the same time my obligation
for it.”xviii

The question of whether institutions as institutions can have responsibilities is not very
interesting here. Although it may be convenient to talk about an organised collectivity
as having responsibility, in reality we are talking about the individuals making up this
collective. To every single individual it may seem as though the institution has a
responsibility, when talking about the responsibility of the police, the state, the
company. What this means is that in certain situations we expect that someone
representing these institutions will act in a certain responsible way, not that the
institution as such does anythingxix.
The parcelling out of responsibility demands some kind of orchestrated co-ordination.
Orchestrated in formal rules, procedures, plan and in interrelated roles, informal shared
“views” and experiencesxx.
In contrast to the universal vague responsibilities, these individuals do not all share the
same potential responsibility. They can in fact say: This is not my table or old woman.
They can say this even when they do not know if others actually hold this responsibility.
This kind of responsibility relieves the single members of an unspecified amount of
responsibility; only a specified part belongs to them as long as they are in exactly that
role, and only from 9 to 5.
Following the specific rules for eight hours may represent the easy way of carrying out
one’s responsibilities, with no questions asked and no thoughts thought, and the vaguer
notions of responsibility are not brought into play. But if we are just following specific
rules for a large part of our lives, our “spring of morality” may become slack.
With a growing division of work we may expect these professional responsibilities to
play a bigger role. This concerns us, because it may mean that the vaguer individual
responsibilities may erode even faster, with more and more institutions and special
professions encroaching upon the vaguer responsibilities, for instance those of the
family.
We are no longer talking about responsibilities belonging to us as human beings, as
citizens of a well organised society, or as professionals, we only talk about the
responsibilities we have in certain situations, specified by contracts or terms of
employment in a given organisation. We may call them institutional responsibilities.

Special, vague responsibilities. Here we place the responsibilities belonging to members
of a family or friends or neighbours. First among these must be the specific
responsibility that parents as parents may be said to hold towards some very specific
individuals, their children, at least as long as they are immature. Married couples, and
couples living together, might be said to hold individual responsibilities towards very
specific individuals, in the shape of their spouses. Children may have special
responsibilities towards their sisters and brothers, and their parents. More distant family
relations may have responsibilities. Finally, friends and neighbours may have
responsibilities of a vague character, with absolutely no specification.



The parents will take it that “they owe their children care and support, which their
particular children, but not all children have a right to receive from them.”xxi O’Neil, in
fact, talks about special imperfect obligations, instead of responsibilities, but her
argument seems to run parallel to the arguments presented here.
Nonetheless, these responsibilities are of different hue than the responsibilities of
individuals employed by child care institutions, or the public servants in the case of the
Parrotgarden. They are not specific responsibilities glued to an institution and a role you
can somehow discard when you leave work. Instead they are what we call 24 hour
responsibilities.
It is different from the special specific responsibilities in as much as this responsibility
is not chosen in the same way as the responsibility of someone working in the social
sector. When becoming a public servant of the social sector, one accepts the
institutional responsibilities that goes with the job, it may be said to be part of a
contract. A parent does not in the same way choose reponsibility, and does not enter
into a contractual relation with his or her children. That is why Jonas talks about this as
a kind of responsibility instituted by nature in contrast to the more artifical version
accepted as part of a job. “It is the distinction between natural responsibility, where the
immanent “ought-to-be” of the object claims its agent a priori and quite unilaterally,
and contracted or appointed responsibility, which is conditional a posteriori upon the
fact and the terms of relationship actually entered into.”xxii

With the growing importance of institutions having specific responsibilities with regard
to the family, a kind of professional responsibility may force the vague responsibility
belonging to the family out into marginal and less important areas. Institutions,
pedagogies, child health policies, social workers may take over more and more of the
natural responsibilities of the parents. In the same manner many of the other special,
vague responsibilities may be substituted by more specific institutional solutions, like in
the caring for the aged. But can a 9 to 5 responsibility ever substitute a 24 hour
responsibility and the closeness of a family?
Algorithmic reasoning
The attempt to specify responsibilities, whether the universal or the special ones, may
be seen from another angle as an attempt to create a kind of algorithmic solution to the
handling of ethical problems and dilemmas.
An algorithm “is an infallible, step-by-step recipe for obtaining a prescribed result.”xxiii

It is important to remember that step by step means exactly that. There is no latitude to
jump over a step or carry them out in another sequence. Every step is prescribed, having
carried out one step, the next step is specified. There is no uncertainty, no options, the
next step is fully determined. The prototype of an algorithmic reasoning device would
be the same as found in the so-called Universal Turing Machine.xxiv

Not much thought, and no individual discretion is needed or allowed. One just has to
follow the steps the procedure gives in order to find the solution. We may learn to find
the solution by learning the method by heart, never wavering or thinking about the
single steps.
The result is that rules, especially in the shape of detailed guidelines, let responsibility
rest upon following certain procedures, reminding one of the algorithms used to solve
equations, or at the very least the general form of an algorithm. In the more rigid forms,
one might almost regard the procedures as some kind of ethical decision-machine. Just
put the problem into the decision-machine, then pull the right levers, and the solution
will be generated, without further human intervention. There is no use for judgement
and discretion, the procedure would apply in an equal way to everyone fulfilling certain
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conditions, and precisely for these reasons the procedural approach might be regarded
as especially impartial and fair.
One might think of standard procedures used by a public servant having the
responsibility for solving the problems of a client with certain well defined
characteristics. Such procedures may have this algorithmic form, and accordingly there
may be areas where we act by using an algorithm-like reasoning. Furthermore, the more
we try to specify the conditions for using a series of rules, the more we end up with the
steps and loops of algorithmic reasoning.
This will result in a parrot like reasoning process, just repeating the steps of the
procedure, and it will tend to reduce individual responsibility in as much as we just have
to learn the method and then follow it, be it located in a computer or not. When asked
how we arrived at a given result, we would only recount the steps again and again and
maybe explain the workings of the algorithm we were using. Without really
understanding the why’s and how’s. Discipline and mimicry are used instead of
individual consideration and thought.
How that may work can be shown by using a caricature version of Searle’s famous
Chinese room "Gedankenexperiment"xxv In this case a person, not knowing anything
about ethics, is locked in a room and supplied with a set of written examples of ethical
problems. Not knowing what to do about them, this person just leaves the problems
alone. Next, a set of algorithmic instructions for solving the dilemmas is sent into the
room. These instructions for manipulating the ethical problems are simple to follow.
The person in the room solves the ethical problems using the rules and sends out the
answers. The actions of the person in the ethical room would be semi-automatic, would
be like a machine “following rules mindlessly, programmed.”xxvi In fact, we would have
an Ethical Decision Machine, though I believe that we would not yet be prepared to
accept the possibility that such a machine could really work.
We may come really close, though, in the case of a social worker who knows how to
play caring according to certain rules in the shape of quasi-algorithms. This is the
manipulation according to the rules part. But does he understand the relation to real
world problems, or worse will he try to impose the “play” on the real world, thereby
ignoring relevant aspects, clues, and information, making it a paper solution?xxvii

Learning only the expressible ethical rules by heart would not get us very far when
looking at what we have called the vaguer notions of responsibility, whether they be of
a universal or a special nature according to the characteristics we have given. There will
be no predefined ways of handling a given problem.
O’Neil argues along the same lines when she writes: “Everyone should be punctual
prescribes a policy for time-keeping, but leaves everything else undetermined. This is
true even for quite narrow and specific principles: practical principles, unlike some rules
of formal systems, are necessarily indeterminate, so are never true algorithms. Even
those that might be thought of as quasi-algorithms, such as practical principles that
prescribe ‘shadowing’ certain true algorithms, will leave much open.”xxviii

 “Leave much open” is exactly what they do, even the most detailed rules and
procedures cannot specify in all detail what action one is to take. Rules are always
underdetermining action. We would have to use algorithms to decide whether a certain
algorithm would apply, like in the case of testing for solutions to an equation,
algorithms for how to use other algorithms, and algorithms for deciding what to do with
exceptions to the general rules, and so forth.
Instead of attempting to create impossible systems of algorithms woven into each other
we have to rely on a more general ability to make judgements. This fits well with Kant’s



assertion: “General logic contains … no rules for judgment … if it is sought to give
general instructions how we are to subsume under these rules, that is, distinguish
whether something does or does not come under them, that could only be by means of
another rule. This in turn, for the very reason that it is a rule, again demands guidance
from judgment.”xxix

In spite of the algorithm-like form of many rules, they may not be more than rules of
thumb, we just have to recognise them as such, but that means that we must somehow
become discerning deliberators, “sensitive to each situations particular features,”xxx and
algorithms cannot make one sensitive to each situation.
Wittgenstein is also critical of the algorithmic use of rulesxxxi. The attempt to follow a
rule means that one is ruled by a rule in a mechanical way, which will also mean that
one at least attempts to leave individual responsibility and judgement out of the decision
and action. This is exactly what we believe is happening, not in the simple sense that
rules determine how we act in any robot-like sense, that would be impossible if
algorithm-like rules are always underdetermining action, but in the sense that detailed
and algorithm-like rules offload the individual of responsibility. They represent
formalisations of responsibility that will weaken the individual “spring of morality.”
They represent as it were lazy solutions that because of the rule-format will tend to
weaken the consideration of informal and vaguer aspects of responsibility.
The nightmare version of Orwell’s “1984” comes to mind. Newspeak was an
algorithmlike language being developed to prevent people from thinking subversive
thoughts, or commit thought-crimes. In our case, detailed algorithmlike instructions
may lead one to commit a crime of non-thinking negligence.
Wittgenstein is more radical than that, when he asserts that rules cannot be a guide to
rulefollowing. To illustrate this he uses the example of counting. After counting to 100
by one’s, there is no rule for the right way to continue. One may proceed counting by
two’s or by four’s.
Rules cannot specify the conditions surrounding their use. Rules are interpreted not
according to rules, but according to some shared and tacitly agreed upon beliefs. In this
way rules can never completely codify responsibility.
Finally, it should be noted that rules cannot in themselves initiate actions by individuals,
something separate from rules must initiate action. There must be some kind of
commitment to actually do something. One might of course be forced, you either do this
or … It is, however, difficult to see how this shows a sense of responsibility. The
alternative may be a strong will, a strong feeling, or some nervous disposition, some
almost Pavlovian reaction, as in the Parrotgarden where a man in shirtsleeves just got up
and chased the purse-snatcher without thinking.
In this connection, it may be worthwhile to remember what it means when a group of
people or a whole workforce decides that they are going to work according to the rules.
This usually means that work is done very inefficiently and slowly.
Solving an ethical dilemma cannot be compared to solving a problem in mathematics.
We cannot use algorithmic methods for solving ethical dilemmas and there is no ethical
arithmetic. There is no way of constructing an ethical decision machine, - and who
would want one, anyway.
Defecting on ourselves
The erosion  of individual responsibility is made more problematic because we seem to
defect not only on others but also on ourselves.  The reason for this is that the individual
is dissolving into a collection of roles or masks. By putting on masks belonging to the
different roles we play, we do not even recognise ourselves.
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We try to act in accordance with the mask we carry at a given moment. As a parent of a
child with a DAMP syndrome we demand special facilities and care, while at same time
trying to keep costs under control as members of the school board. Driving the new fast
car we may fume about the speed bumps popping up like pimples everywhere,
forgetting that we took the initiative in writing a petition and collecting signatures to be
sent to the local authorities, demanding that something be done about speeding
motorists on our quiet residential road. Finally, as patients waiting in line we may
certainly see the need for good hospital care, while as taxpayers we fight tax increases
to be used for what might be the local version of the NHS.
What I am asserting is that we are playing a kind of prisoner’s dilemma game against
ourselves. The players in this game are represented by the different masks we carry. If
we follow a strategy of defection we are in fact defecting on the other masks we carry.
In this way we loose all sense of relatedness, of coherence, and of the common good,
whatever that may be. One of the consequences is that bigger and bigger gaps can
develop between the expectation and demands we have when carrying one mask and the
results we experience when carrying other masks. We will not even be able to act in
solidarity with ourselves. When that happens, we will all experience the bad results of
an expansive defection strategy. It will not be easy to see that part of the problem lies
with ourselves. Instead we may increase our demands. The politicians have to do more,
the authorities, the police, the companies, the management of the company in which we
work.
In this masquerade version of society, we may react individually by restricting
responsibility to the 9-5 institutionalised version and perhaps to our closest family and
friends. Only here the vaguer notions of individual responsibility may survive together
with non-institutionalized care. Yet, as Lerner writes, “much of what we want most in
the world–loving relationships, mutual recognition, friendships based on loyalty and
commitment, physical and emotional safety, a sense of purpose and meaning for our
lives cannot be sustained in a world that is continually narrowing the circles of caring,
because the very process of narrowing creates an ethos of selfishness that undermines
loving relationships.”xxxii

What we have here may only be a mocking trick-mirror of what I call mask-
individualism. It may not be totally correct as a mirror. It may enlarge certain
problematic features. Nevertheless, I believe that traits of this mask-individualism can
be found in most modern societies.
Mask-individualism may multiply the expectations, wishes, demands and needs that we
have. They are directed towards somebody else, towards the local council, when we
demand speed bumps to reduce the speed of cars, towards the schools when our children
cannot spell, or keep quiet, towards the authorities when we do not feel safe in local
commuter trains, or when walking outside the Parrotgarden restaurant.
We cheat on the system, by using smart tax evasion schemes, while at the same time
demanding more of the services paid for by taxation. If we can get a concrete advantage
by cheating this system or by getting something apparently for free, we cannot be
bothered with the diffuse and very small disadvantage that everyone else incurs because
of that. No concrete person is really hurt. It is still a game with a large and dumb
opponent. One can cheat upon the sucker time and time again, and it really does not
mind. What a game. The trick is that one is not playing against another person, who
would soon change his tactics to suit yours in a repeated game.
The same behaviour can also be found when we cheat on insurance claims. Now that we
have had this accident we might as well put a few other thing on the list of claims. It



will not hurt anyone. The implicit understanding being that we get a small concrete
advantage, and everybody else a barely discernible disadvantage. The problem is not
really a problem until everyone acts like that and then it is suddenly everybody’s
problem.
Who and what can make sure that there is some kind of relatedness, of coherence, and
some idea of a common good? If I am right, the onerous responsibility falls to an
increasing degree on the institutions, and then we are back with the problem of
institutional responsibility. Not only that, politicians may also be part of the game, no
longer representing individual voters, but increasingly strong groups of individuals
carrying a certain kind of masks and characterised by having a strong voice.
The result is that we do not see that many of the things we do not like or do not accept,
are a direct or indirect consequence of our own behaviour. We just put on our mask and
ask "What is best for me? Or what is in it for me?", which is exactly the attitude that
may have created some of the problems in the first place.
Every time we propose and carry out new public regulation of behaviour, or propose
and publish ethical codes, a small piece of individual responsibility is removed from the
individual and enclosed in a law, a guideline, policy or code. When more and more of
these strings are attached to us, our personal sense of responsibility erodes.
When ethics are being re-located so to speak into guidelines, codes and rules made by
someone else for the rest of us, something problematic happens. Individual
responsibility, the ability to take a stance based on one's own reasoning might shift from
the individual over to the someone or something else, at set of rules, an ethical
committee, a public institution, the leadership of a company,  the state. It will no longer
be a personal responsibility. I do not have to exercise my best judgement. I no longer
have to care about the issues covered by guidelines and rules.
The alternative to an institutional response might be a solution, in which each and
everyone of us regards it as our responsibility to act in accordance with deeply held
common values, with  universal vague responsibilities and special vague
responsibilitiesxxxiii.
Instead of an empty appeal to community there may be a need for more rather than less
individualism. A kind of individualism though that would partly substitute the pseudo-
solidarity that is safeguarded by systems of regulation, control and sanctions, for an
individual responsibility. A kind of individualism where we do not defect on the other
individuals that are mirror images of us, and on ourselves in our different roles.
It is only as responsible individuals, not dependent on the particularity of the mask, that
we can grasp and engage in something that is bigger than the mask we carry at any
given moment. It may sound paradoxical, but this kind of individualism may be an
important condition for any real sense of responsibility and community.
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