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The Politics of Responsibility

In recent times, and across the political spectrum, the idea of the responsible citizen has generated considerable interest. Though historically citizenship and responsibility are bound together, the current interest is prompted by diverse imperatives that range from the drive to restructure the welfare state and to intensify the ‘mutual obligation’ of citizens, governments and corporations, to the desire to forge new forms of inter-communal relations especially, between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. The work of philosophers such as Moira Gatens, Rosalyn Diprose and Genevieve Lloyd and the local influence of Derrida, Levinas and Spinoza, has enriched the discussion of responsibility and taken it into new domains in which questions of subject formation and ethics and the nature of social imaginaries are foregrounded. However, many everyday political uses of ‘responsibility’ are untroubled by these critical interrogations. 

This paper explores one strand of the contemporary politics of responsibility – the claim that the expansion of responsibility (individual, governmental and corporate) would contribute to the revitalisation of public culture and inspire new modes of ‘public mutuality’ (Latham). The problems with this claim are two-fold. Firstly, it is assumed that ‘responsibility’ is a transparent, unambiguous category and that at stake are only questions of  ‘whose responsibility’, ‘for what’, ‘how much’ and so on. Secondly, and as a corollary of the first assumption, ‘responsibility’ is imagined to be unquestionably good. This paper troubles both of these assumptions and argues that the intensification of individual responsibility does not necessarily produce heightened sociality. Rather, it may animate ressentiment and intensify the desire to punish and exclude - especially those most disadvantaged.

