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CHAPTER ONE

In 2013, 16-year-old Ethan Couch got behind the 
wheel of a pickup. He had drunk a lot of alcohol. 

Couch struck a group of people changing a flat tire 
alongside the road. Four of them died. Two of 
Couch’s passengers suffered serious injuries. At the 
trial, a doctor blamed Couch’s parents for the 
accident. They had always let their son act 
irresponsibly, he said. Then they used money to 
make problems go away. Affluenza, the doctor 
testified, affected how Couch made decisions. The 
judge agreed. She let Couch go free.

Actions and 
Consequences
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Teenager Jordan Holgerson and friends went to a 
bridge at a state park. Signs warned visitors not to 
jump from the bridge. People dared Holgerson to do it 
anyway. She hesitated. While she faced the river below, 
Taylor Smith, one of her close friends, pushed her. 
Holgerson fell 60 feet before slamming into the water. 
Her injuries included six broken ribs and a punctured 
lung. Smith claimed she meant no harm. “I didn’t 
think about the consequences,” she said. The law held 
her responsible. Smith faced criminal charges.

Robots may soon learn and act on their own. What if a 
workerbot burns down a house? The European Parliament 

recommended the law hold a robot responsible for its actions. 
In 2018, a group of 156 robotics experts disagreed. They 

argued humans might use robots for bad purposes. The police 
and courts would then wrongly punish the machine.

BLAME THE BOT
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I’m not responsible  
for what Rose did.  

But I am responsible for me. 
—Amethyst, Steven Universe

Thinkers have examined our responsibility for our own 
actions for thousands of years. In early times, philosophers 
focused on how to live a proper life. Many offered advice.

“Take responsibility in the matters entrusted to you, and 
you will accomplish things of note,” said the Egyptian 
official Ptahhotep around 2400 BCE. The unknown figure 
we know as Laozi wrote the still-popular Tao Te Ching, a 
text with much to say about human virtues. A thousand 
years ago, the powerful Persian ruler Nizam al-Mulk 
penned the Siyasatnameh (“Book of Government”) to teach 
leaders how to act and rule.

Marcus Aurelius (121 CE–180 CE), on the other hand, 
aimed his advice at himself. In his Meditations, he wrote 
that acting properly spared a person pain. “He who acts 
unjustly acts unjustly to himself, because he makes himself 
bad,” he said.
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Actions and Consequences

During World War II, Adolf Eichmann sent hundreds of 
thousands of Jewish and Roma people to death camps. 

Eichmann stood trial in 1961. He admitted what he’d done. But 
he claimed he was innocent because he was following orders. 

Just following orders became a famous phrase. People accused 
of terrible crimes have often used it to dodge responsibility.

FOLLOWING ORDERS

The word responsibility only appeared in European 
languages in the 1700s. Philosophers of that era often 
applied the idea to leaders rather than members of the 
public. Ideas about personal responsibility became 
more popular in the twentieth century. In recent years, 
scientists have also jumped into the arguments.

Are we responsible for how we act at every moment? 
What can turn us against our ideas of right and wrong? 
How does our brain affect our behavior? From long ago 
to the present day, thinkers have always asked thorny 
questions about responsibility.

Jewish women 
and children 

on a selection 
ramp at 

Auschwitz, in 
May 1944
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