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(Giddens 1991:5, 12). In addition, since agents routinely and continuously create and recreate 

structures of society, they might be able to eventually change these structures of late modernity 

that tend to shunt morality to the side (on which they might eventual draw to act morally). 

Giddens therefore provides us with a detailed description of how norms or normative 

regulations (which determine whether an action will be deemed moral or immoral) arise, and 

how late modernity’s abstract systems contribute to the constitution of the moral (or perhaps 

rather amoral or immoral) agent, and by implication moral action.  

On the other hand, Ricoeur provides us with an account of identity that counters 

Giddens’s non-moral and perhaps even immoral construal of late modern identity; in addition, 

Ricoeur provides us with an account of morality that is more prescriptive (as opposed to 

Giddens’s more descriptive version). I will first look at Ricoeur’s notion of identity that 

(prescriptively) challenges Giddens’s notion of modern identity construction. Recall that 

Ricoeur argues that the self constructs his or her narrative identity around sameness (idem-

identity) and selfhood (ipse-identity). That is to say, within in one’s life narrative, one thinks 

of oneself as continuous, as a character, as a type of stability over time (idem-identity), but also 

as changing (ipse-identity): one can thus make sense of one’s changing character or tie one’s 

disparate and unique actions together through narrative. In the current context, I am interested 

in ipseity. Ricoeur defines ipse-identity in terms of an ethics of promise: the promise entails 

other persons, since a promise is a word given to another. Keeping one’s promises are often 

done despite oneself (despite the idem-part of identity). Understanding oneself as ipseity 

(together with idem-identity) thus contributes an ethical mediation of others in the heart of the 

self. Therefore, Ricoeur adds an ethical foundation to the notion of the self, closely connected 

to other agents. And it is this aspect that Giddens claims is largely absent from the process of 

honing an identity in late modernity. Although Giddens concedes, in more general way, that 

others are indeed part of one’s identity, he does not assume a prescriptive tone, as Ricoeur 

seems to do here. In other words, one can argue that, according to Giddens, agents – even late 

modern agents – have the agency to keep promises to others (despite the sequestration of moral 

experience). Yet, whether late modern agents will interpret themselves in this more ethical 

manner, as having to keep promises to others in order to construct a narrative identity, is another 

matter. That is to say, Ricoeur seems to prescribe, rather than describe, this more moral 

dimension of construing an identity.  
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Moreover, contrary to Giddens’s descriptive account of morality, Ricoeur’s (1992:258; 

1999:46-7) account of morality, although detailed, sensitive to the plurality-universality aporia 

(namely that “…the public good [normative regulations] cannot be decided in a scientific or 

dogmatic matter”, even though they have a kind of ‘universal’ character, or at least 

appearance), and ascribing to the notion that the distribution of shares entails the distribution 

of rights and duties, assumes a more prescriptive tone. In other words, while Giddens describes 

how norms are formed and shaped through social interactions in conjunction with structures of 

signification and domination, Ricoeur (1992:171-2) seems to both describe how normative 

regulations are formed through an interplay between the individual and society257 and posit, 

and thus prescribe, certain normative regulations (namely the three formulations of Kant’s 

categorical imperative, supplemented and based on a teleological ethics; and ultimately, 

practical wisdom where one is primarily guided by ethics while betraying the moral rule to the 

least extent possible). While these posited or prescribed normative regulations are undeniably 

socio-historical, 258  Ricoeur’s selection of them (from amongst other possible normative 

regulations or moral-ethical frameworks), is what makes Ricoeur’s account of morality 

prescriptive. 

My action theory of complacency will consequently allow for consideration of the 

moral milieu in which the agent finds him or herself (in other words, the way in which 

normative regulations came to be constituted through the duality of structure and agency, and 

how these normative regulations – or lack thereof, in the case of late modernity – in turn 

constitute the agent and his or her actions), and how this works in acting complacently. In 

addition, via Ricoeur’s more prescriptive ethico-moral theory, I will be able to evaluate cases 

of complacent action as more or less morally blameworthy. That is to say, cases where the 

agent does not consider the other within the formulation of her narrative is more morally 

blameworthy, while instances where the other – and keeping promises to the other – is central 

 
257 Ricoeur holds that because of the quasi-immemorial origin of normative regulations, one might be tempted to 

hypostatize these normative regulations as Platonic essences or perhaps as values inherent in nature. In contrast 

to ethical substantialism, Ricoeur’s position is undeniably socio-historical: Ricoeur (1991:176) argues that even 

though values appear to us as already always given, we must not make them quasi-objects, endowed with a specific 

transcendence; instead, what is held as ‘good’ is not based on the immutable order of things, but on a sedimented 

history of social practices (Michel 2006:303-4, 307).  
258 With Ricoeur, moral language is always already situated in an ethical tradition (Ricoeur never claims an 

ahistorical point of view). Michel (2006:407) holds that Ricoeur aspires, from the very heart of beliefs rooted in 

tradition, to identify ‘normative invariants’ strong enough to be able to found virtually any kind of living-together. 

For Ricoeur, one of these normative invariants is the Golden Rule, which does not take the form of an ahistorical 

principle, but manifests itself as a trans-historical normative regulation, and thus as a concrete universal (Michel 

2006:407). 
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to the agent in question’s narrative identity, is morally likely to be less blameworthy. In 

addition, one can use Ricoeur’s notion of practical wisdom (where one is primarily guided by 

ethics while betraying the moral rule to the least extent possible) to determine, amongst other 

things, whether certain cases of complacent action are more or less morally blameworthy.  

Explanation and Understanding; Rationalization 

Next, an action theory of complacency, as I have said above, acknowledges that human 

beings are part of both the realms of subjectivity and objectivity. It is necessary to explore the 

empirical side of such a statement and to see whether Ricoeur and Giddens are compatible on 

this level too. While Ricoeur writes that human beings explain their actions in a way that is 

understandable to other human beings, Giddens’s speaks of ‘rationalization.’ Both authors’ 

notions rest on the premise that human action is meaningful. According to Ricoeur (1991:129-

134), human reasons for acting include both causes (typically associated with causal 

explanation, expressed as ‘my thirst caused me to drink the water’) and motives (typically 

associated with understanding, expressed as ‘since I was thirsty, I drank water’). As was shown 

in chapter three, it was found that it is more helpful to think of human reasons-for-doing in 

terms of desires or wants. In other words, desire is both the cause (explanation) and reason 

(understanding) for one’s actions.  

Similarly, the concept of rationalization, as Giddens defines it, is not rationalization in 

the sense of providing one hundred percent rational reasons, nor one hundred percent causal 

explanations for one’s actions. In language reminiscent of that of Ricoeur, Giddens (1979:57) 

writes that one should try to ‘explain’ why one acts like one does by providing reasons. Recall 

that when Giddens (1984:5) speaks of the rationalization of action, he means “…that actors 

[…] routinely and for the most part without fuss – maintain a continuing ‘theoretical 

understanding’ of the grounds of their activity.” As early as New Rules for Sociological 

Method, Giddens (1993:85) already asserts that “[t]he frames of meaning whereby we make 

sense of events are never purely ‘descriptive’ [associated with understanding], but are closely 

interwoven with more thorough-going explanatory schemes, and the one cannot be cleanly 

prised loose from the other.” Rationalization encapsulates both explanation and 

description/understanding, since one has a continuous understanding of one’s actions based on 

practical knowledge, and is therefore able to explain one’s actions in a way that is meaningful 

to other agents. As such, an action theory of complacency will allow one to understand 

complacent action as something that one can both describe/understand and explain, where 
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desire can then be seen as that which both causes our actions, but is also the reason for our 

actions. 

Motives 

In addition to the fact that desires are motives for our actions, both Ricoeur and Giddens 

(1984:6) admit that not all our desires, and thus motives, are wholly transparent to us. Thus, 

even though an agent can rationalize or explain why she acts the way she does in a way that is 

comprehensible to others, she is not always aware of all her motives which underlie her actions. 

Giddens (1984:6-7) explicitly speaks of the unconscious with regards to motives: some motives 

or desires are cognitively repressed (that is to say, these motives cannot be expressed 

discursively). Similarly, Ricoeur (1966:342) holds the unconscious is a source of motives and 

that there is, consequently, no such a thing as a purely conscious and voluntary choice. As such, 

both Ricoeur (1991: 220) and Giddens realise that actions have unintended consequences,259 

and that one acts in situations that one did not create.  

To the unconscious as a source of motives, Ricoeur (1966:85, 122) adds the body as 

another source of involuntary motives (in the form of habits, bodily needs, and the body as 

“affective medium of all values” 260  (Ricoeur 1966:122)). History too, is similar to an 

involuntary motive, since one does not choose to have a history. Thus, just as one sometimes 

acts due, in part, to the unconscious and is in turn affected by the effects of one’s own and 

others’ unconsciously motivated acts, one acts through the body, and in history, while also 

 
259 Ricoeur does not only arrive at the insight that action has unintended consequences through the unconscious, 

Ricoeur also comes to this realisation by comparing the text to action. Ricoeur (1991:153) writes: 

“In the same way that a text is detached from its author, an action is detached from its agent and develops 

consequences of its own. This autonomization of human action constitutes the social dimension of action. 

An action is a social phenomenon not only because it is done by several agents in such a way that the 

role of each of them cannot be distinguished from the role of the others, but also because our deeds 

escape us and have effects we did not intend.” 
260 In the chapter on Ricoeur’s action theory considered as a whole, I showed the importance of emotion in an 

action theory: our emotions reveal what we value through the body, and can therefore help us (in conjunction with 

our cognitive capacities) to determine our moral position in relation to some matter. Here, I briefly want to connect 

emotion to social theory. (I won’t say anything about habits and the body in relation to society here, since these 

aspects and how they relate to the agent and society are made explicit by Giddens: think for example, how routine 

time-space paths reconstitutes social reproduction, which in turn, sediments social institutions). In short, a 

sociological account of action must include emotions or affects, because it is through affects that society penetrates 

the individual (Ricoeur 1966:125-9). In more Giddensian terms, it is through emotions that structure becomes 

internalized in the agent. An agent will not draw on structures that he or she does not value. In other words, 

structures must affect agents before agents will draw on them in order to act. For example, when writing about 

late modernity, Giddens (1990:125) holds that the general public is well aware of the dangers and risks that 

confront modernity. In fact, they might be so aware of the dangers of, for example, nuclear war and climate 

change, that they become bored of hearing of these risks: a kind of numbing effect hence takes place (Giddens 

1990:127-8). Giddens uses the word ‘numbness’ here, denoting that agents do not feel affected. As Ricoeur 

(1966:122) writes: “no motive can incline me if it does not impress my sensibility”.  

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



 

287 
 

being affected by the body and history. Since Giddens (1993:92, 134) posits that motives are 

“wants [both agent- and externally-generated] which prompt action” through the production of 

interests, he also implicitly recognizes the role of the body as a source of motives. Yet, while 

Ricoeur’s exposition of involuntary motives is the richer of the two due to Ricoeur’s thorough 

account of the body as source of involuntary motives, Giddens provides a more comprehensive 

account of how motives are influenced by history and society. That is to say, Giddens (1984:50) 

describes in more detail how motives are “mediated by the social relations which individuals 

sustain in the routine practices of their daily lives.” Both accounts of motive thus supplement 

each other to form a fuller picture. An action theory of complacency will thus draw on both our 

author’s accounts of motives for a more comprehensive account of what motivates complacent 

action.  

Constraint and Enablement, or Passivity and Activity 

Earlier I have written that Ricoeur and Giddens both uphold an agent who is 

knowledgeable and extremely skilled at monitoring his or her daily interactions, and thus has 

the ability to reclaim freedom, or choose otherwise, even if this means that the agent consents 

to his or her constraints. Next, I would thus briefly like to look at the two thinkers’ ideas 

surrounding constraint. However, when discussing constraint, or what Ricoeur would call 

suffering or passivity in the heart of activity, one always has to keep in mind that constraints 

also enable agents to act.  

First, for both Giddens and Ricoeur,261 human action only becomes meaningful within 

“social contexts which enable, but also constrain it” (Ricoeur 1991:203-5; Ballantyne 

2007:147-8). That is to say, the other provides a context in which I (inter-)act, the other implies 

that there are passive parties within interaction, the other, through actualizing or embodying 

certain avenues of action can limit or open options of meaningful action for me, the other forms 

traditions and sets standards of excellence which influence my life plans, and the other creates 

uncertainty which prevents me from being completely in control of my life plans (Wolff 

2014:111). As such, the abovementioned factors limit autonomous action. Although Ricoeur 

 
261 Once again, note that Ricoeur did not explore how the other enables one to actualize one’s action in his earlier 

action theory as found in Freedom and Nature and From Text to Action. However, since I have suggested that the 

earlier action theories should be incorporated into the later theory as found in Oneself as Another, and I have 

highlighted the unique contributions that the earlier action theories make to Ricoeur’s action theory considered as 

a whole, the Ricoeurian-Giddensian action theory should also include Ricoeur’s earlier fascinating insights, such 

as how the body and the unconscious both facilitate and constrain action, and how action considered as text helps 

one to realise that one is constrained or affected by the world and history, but that it simultaneously enables one 

to act. 
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realises that action cannot be actualized without the other (in his later action theory), Wolff 

(2014:112) argues that Ricoeur’s theory of social action is underdeveloped in terms of 

theorizing constraints in social interaction. This is something which Giddens’ theory of 

structuration will, of course, supplement in an action theory of complacency.  

Giddens insists that unintentional consequences, as well as long-lasting social 

structures, may exert an effect of constraint on the action of the actors, but this constraint is 

always accompanied by facilitation (enablement of action) (Wolff 2014:115). This is what 

Giddens refers to as the ‘duality of structure’: while agents reconstitute social structures 

through their social practices, these very social structures (thus rules and resources) both enable 

and constrain their actions while they do so. This constraint-enablement is present all the way 

from the level of the body of the individual actor, to the level of interaction with social systems 

(Giddens 1984:172-3; Wolff 2014:115). 

Besides constraints inherent in the social nature of action (that is, structural constraints), 

Giddens (1984:174-6) also argues that factors such as the natural world and the body (time-

space, known as material constraints), and power relations (sanctions) constrain the actor. I 

have discussed these constraints above. Yet, once again, these constraints are also enablers, 

since one’s material existence and one’s capacity (power) enables one to make changes in the 

world. As Wolff (2014:118) writes, Giddens demonstrates that these constraints on action, 

informs, rather than imposes on, one’s way of acting. Ricoeur’s action theory largely accords 

with the aforementioned, but provides a much more detailed exposition of constraints inherent 

in human nature.   

Because of the kind of beings that we are – both bodies (nature) and subjects – we are 

constrained by organic needs, emotions, habits, character, the unconscious, and the fact of life. 

Yet, by laying hold of these constraints and making it part of one’s freedom, these components 

also make possible our action in the world (Ricoeur 1966:446). Freedom thus complements 

nature by taking it in or including it in its sphere. Ricoeur thus also recognizes that constraints 

enable action. As a result of Ricoeur’s more ‘interior’ notion of constraint, Ricoeur’s 

(1966:447) agent is characterized by a tension in his or her very being: a person is both action 

and passivity. In Freedom and Nature, Ricoeur writes that the subject experiences its 

brokenness, tension, passivity, or suffering as ‘effort.’ In many ways, the passivity, tension, or 

constraint in the very core of action spills over into the moral dimension of action: that is to 

say, the capable agent will often find itself in situations where he or she does not know how to 
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act (ethically), due to various social, physical, historical and normative constraints. Giddens 

(1979:161) perhaps also acknowledges this existential fault line or tension in the person: 

“human society expresses a contradictory form…” because “human beings exist in a 

contradictory relation to nature[: …] they are in and of nature, as corporeal beings existing in 

material environments; and yet at the same time they are set off against nature, […] irreducible 

to physical objects or events.” 

An action theory of complacency thus acknowledges the deep-seated and inherent 

constraints or passivity in the heart of action or activity. In sum, the agent is someone who is 

both active and passive, who both undergoes and chooses existence, who acts and is subjected 

to action, who initiates and receives, who gives and receives reasons for action, who both exerts 

influence or power over other agents and is subject to the influence or power of other agents, 

and who both constitutes and is constituted by structures, social systems and institutions.  

Action as Ongoing Flow; Action as Embedded in Narrative 

Next, I will focus on a dissimilarity between Ricoeur and Giddens, which will then 

branch out into another disparity between the two thinkers. In the end, I will show that 

Giddens’s account of continuous action and Ricoeur’s more static and teleological notion of 

action complement each other. As one might have noticed, the language that the two thinkers 

use to describe action or interaction, differs. Giddens (1984:6) understands and describes action 

as continuous, while Ricoeur’s notion of action is more segmented and static (although not 

wholly without a conception of continuity). Thus, on the one hand, Giddens (1984:8) refers to 

action as a duration, (“durée”) or an ongoing “flow of intentional action.” More specifically, 

Giddens (1993:81) formally defines action or agency as “the stream of actual or contemplated 

causal interventions of corporeal beings in the ongoing process of events-in-the-world.” On 

the other hand, Ricoeur’s eventual262 conception of action is characterised by “embeddedness”, 

as Wolff (2014:114) describes it. This embeddedness is largely due to Ricoeur’s narrative 

conception of action, as described in Oneself as Another (anticipated in From Text to Action 

where Ricoeur wants us to read action as text), which calls for an understanding of one’s life 

as a whole, and consequently for an understanding of life as constituted by a “connection […] 

of incidents, of facts” or “units of praxis” or “systems” (Ricoeur 1991:136; 1992:152-3).  

 
262 I say ‘eventual’ here, because Ricoeur’s initial description of action was not as embedded (yet still very static, 

in many respects) as his later descriptions of action. This increasing embeddedness came with Ricoeur’s explicit 

hermeneutical turn (in relation to the three Ricoeurian texts that I have consulted during this thesis).   
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Thus, Wolff (2014:110) writes that these “units of praxis” (Ricoeur 1992:153), which 

range from basic actions to actions in view of some larger goal, from “partial actions” to “total 

actions” (that is to say, to practices), and then to life plans and the narrative unity of a life which 

is aimed at the good life, all form part of Ricoeur’s teleological vision of action. Wolff 

(2014:110-1) argues that a teleological view of action (not to be confused with Ricoeur’s 

ethical aim, which is also teleological) is inadequate, since it only partially and inaccurately 

represents real interactions between people: a teleological approach to action does not account 

for cases where people’s actions are largely made up of ‘partial’ actions which never flow into 

total actions (practices), and hence into a ‘life plan’; it cannot incorporate the 

enduring/suffering aspects of action (since according to the teleological view, suffering and 

enduring are rather seen as consequences of action); it cannot account for people who have 

sunk into despair or who have lost all direction; and finally it cannot account for the way 

children do things. It thus appears that Giddens’s understanding of action as continuous might 

be the more accurate representation of reality between the two authors.   

As such, Wolff (2014:111) identifies the need to go beyond Ricoeur’s teleological 

schema of action (not teleology as found in the ethical aim). Yet, Wolff (2014:111) also adds 

that Ricoeur provides for some flexibility in his construal of action as teleological. First, 

Ricoeur makes (1992:158) it clear that “the practical field is not constituted from the ground 

up, starting from the simplest and moving to more elaborate constructions; rather it is formed 

in accordance with a twofold movement of ascending complexification starting from basic 

actions and from practices, and of descending specification starting from the vague and mobile 

horizon of ideals and projects in light of which a human life apprehends itself in its oneness.” 

Moreover, throughout Ricoeur’s work, he vacillates between a view of one’s life as a “plan,” 

and life as “uncertainty.” As early as Freedom and Nature, Ricoeur (1966:63) writes of projects 

and the ‘intention-to’ do something, while simultaneously being aware that these projects might 

be interrupted, or might not be realised (Ricoeur 1992:81-2). Wolff (2014:111) consequently 

writes: to act, therefore, is not for Ricoeur to add an isolated act to another and yet another, just 

as one piles Lego cubes on top of each other; it is to be caught up in the heart of the hermeneutic 

tension between the whole and the parts. In such a way then, Ricoeur concurs with Giddens 

(1979:55) that action is not an aggregate of acts.  
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However, Giddens takes this further by stressing that action is a continuous, lived-

through experience, and as such, it is not composed of ‘basic actions’ or ‘acts’ 263  (or in 

Ricoeurian terms, ‘practices’ or ‘life plans’) (Giddens 1993:81; 1984:51).264 Action should 

therefore be understood only from the unit of reference that is the agent.265 One only starts to 

speak of ‘acts’ when one discursively refers to one’s action, and this requires that one has to 

conceptually cut into the stream of action and reflexively abstract segments of action. However, 

it does seem as if Giddens’s notion of action as a continuous lived through experience entails 

or allows for a teleological element, even though Giddens never explicitly speaks about 

‘intended consequences’ or anticipated consequences (as opposed to unintended 

consequences), in his action theory (Wolff 2014:107). (In fact, one might argue that Giddens’s 

account of action is lacking in this respect: his agents, with the exception of his late modern 

agents, hardly seem to have future goals and seem to live in the moment. 266 Surely this cannot 

be accurate: Giddens ought to have realised that agents at all time periods have goals or tasks 

that they wish to complete in their day-to-day lives.) Recall that for Giddens, action implies 

that the agent has practical knowledge of what she is doing, and is therefore prereflexively 

monitoring her action as she is going along on the level of practical consciousness. However, 

one’s actions are often interrupted, and then one has to pause and ‘find one’s way’ again. 

Hence, why one speaks of ‘monitoring’ these actions (Wolff 2014:113). This is further evident 

when one considers that Giddens views the line between prereflexive and reflexive action, or 

practical and discursive consciousness, as being blurred during action. That is to say, within 

 
263 Ricoeur, in Freedom and Nature, had the same view as Giddens of action. Ricoeur did not want to distinguish 

between action and units of praxis from the point of view of the agent. Ricoeur (1966:209-210) writes in his earlier 

action theory that to describe a fulfilment of a project as a movement, or a sum of movements, is to be an outside 

observer regarding the body as a mere object. 
264 Giddens’s critique of Ricoeur in many ways echoes the Quérian critique of Ricoeur’s model of the text as a 

way to understand action, as we have seen in chapter three.  
265 This notion seems to echo Ricoeur’s method in Oneself as Another: Ricoeur argues that in order to understand 

action, one must ask ‘who?’ (is acting, etc.) instead of ‘what?’ (is action) and ‘why?’ (does it count as action). 

However, Ricoeur does not reach the same conclusion as Giddens, namely that action is continuous and that one 

cannot really draw a distinction between action and units of praxis. 
266 In the context of Giddens’s discussion on modernity, Giddens speaks of late modern agents as increasingly 

planning their futures based on expert advice, and as increasingly constructing internally coherent life narratives 

or biographies. Yet, this qualification that Giddens makes to agents and action (as being ‘increasingly’ 

teleological), is rather strange, since against what does Giddens measure this ‘increase’ in teleological attitude? 

That is to say, from Giddens’s action theory one receives the impression that agents – and thus agents that lived 

in other social circumstances than that of modernity – seemingly do not plan for the future and do not have any 

goals that they wish to achieve with their daily actions. How can one thus increase a behaviour or an aspect of 

action, if it was not there to begin with? It is strange that Giddens’s conception of action in relation to teleological 

moments within the action, is divided in such an incongruous manner. Giddens should have acknowledged in his 

action theory that all agents have goals: it is highly impossible that only modern agents plan ahead and have goals.  
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the continuous process of action, the agent might switch between prereflexive self-control and 

moments of deliberately conscious reflection on her action.  

We have come across this insight in Freedom and Nature as well. Ricoeur (1966:215) 

made us aware of the fact that action is an original dimension of the cogito, and as such the 

capable body is seldom an object of reflection. It is only when we encounter obstacles to our 

action or when we have to make conscious decisions, that we focus our attention on the action 

itself (as opposed to experience ourselves as ‘I who act’). In other words, sometimes during 

our continuous and prereflexive action, it is required that a “strategic” judgement be made in 

order to reorient the action (Wolff 2014:113). This is then where the Ricoeurian teleological 

element comes in: through these interruptions, purposeful or teleological action gradually 

enters the course of action as modifications of the continuous flow of action (Wolff 2014:113). 

In other words, as I act, I can adjust my action based on aims or purposes. By thinking Ricoeur 

and Gidden’s notions of ‘action’ together, one therefore obtains an action theory which is no 

longer entirely teleologically organized (as with Ricoeur) (Wolff 2014:113), nor an action 

theory where the agent does not seem to have any aims (as with Giddens) but which allows for 

the fact that continuous action can be partially modified in order to achieve goals or accomplish 

tasks. 

However, to return briefly to Ricoeur’s schema of teleological action: there is another 

factor which complicates our understanding of teleological action, namely that the “descending 

specification” of the teleological aim is far too vague and remains in the background of one’s 

life (Wolff 2014:112). Most people do not, when becoming self-conscious, sit down one day 

and say to themselves: ‘this will be my life’s aim, once and for all,’ and then go on to write out 

a detailed script of how their lives should progress in light of this aim. Most of us are, first of 

all, uncertain about what our aim or telos should be, and even if we do identify it, might modify 

it in the course of our lives. This uncertainty, combined with our power-in-common (our 

inherent wish to live together in peace with others) that is forgotten, makes one wonder how it 

is possible for stable social action and institutions to exist within the Ricoeurian framework of 

action.  

Wolff (2014:118) argues that Giddens’s notion of ‘routine’ might help us towards 

understanding what stabilizes life, despite the absence of a secure and an immutable life plan 

(which have just seen, is seldom the case for most agents). However, Wolff (2014:118) argues 

that Giddens’ notion of ‘routine’ is still too unspecified, and hence draws on Marc Breviglieri’s 
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(2006) further exposition of the term: routine both refers to (1) mechanical-like gestures which 

are accomplished through habit, (2) and a sequence of actions which are aimed at a result 

inscribed in a technical procedure. It is the first sense of routine which complements Ricoeur’s 

notion of teleological action, since it is defined in a non-teleological way (Wolff 2014:118).  

In other words, it is routine, understood as trust or a reliance on one’s habitual bodily 

movements in set environments, which “is vital to the psychological mechanisms whereby a 

sense of trust or ontological security is sustained in the daily activities of social life” and “in 

the continuity of the object-world and in the fabric of social activity” (Giddens 1984:xxiii, 60). 

With regards to this, Giddens (1984:xxiii-iv) writes: “I think […] the apparently minor 

conventions of daily social life are of essential significance in curbing the sources of 

unconscious tension that would otherwise preoccupy most of our waking lives.” That is to say, 

one cannot constantly focus on one’s life goals (and thus constantly think in a teleological 

way). Instead, most action is characterised by the ability to fall back on routinized action which 

is only monitored lightly. 267  Such routinization allows for stable social interactions and 

institutions (although routines, of course, always allow for change through the duality of 

structure). Yet, recall that I have earlier discussed how late modernity, precisely because 

ontological security is often threatened, have more dynamic institutions that are constantly 

being questioned and thus changed. As such, the late modern agent’s life is purportedly more 

unstable. 

From the above one can then infer that complacent action should be understood as 

continuous, but as also being partially modifiable by the agent, in order to achieve goals or 

accomplish tasks. In addition, even though action is continuous and is not governed by an over-

arching, secure and immutable life plan, one can make sense of the stability of social interaction 

and institutions through the notion of ‘routinization’. Routinization is understood as trust or a 

reliance on one’s habitual bodily movements in set environments, which allows one to trust 

others in social interactions and believe in the continuity of the object-world and social 

institutions. I have added that this trust is somewhat corroded in modern societies. Complacent 

 
267 From within Ricoeur’s own body of work, one could perhaps also have drawn the same conclusion. In Freedom 

and Nature, as was shown, Ricoeur (1966:286-9) explicitly speaks of habit as that which is learnt and which then 

becomes “second nature” in the sense that one’s “reflexive knowing and willing” withdraws, but which also entails 

that one is able to innovate and improvise depending on the circumstance in which the habitual actions are 

exercised. Habit is thus something one can fall back on, and is a “subservient capacity” used in everyday action. 

In addition, Ricoeur’s emphasis on promise-keeping, and its relation to sameness in identity and to being constant 

so that others can count on you, might also help us to understand how it is that we can count on the continuity of 

the social world.  
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action will thus, for the most part, be executed in routines, as mechanical-like gestures that play 

out through habits. This makes sense, especially if one recalls the antonyms that I have 

provided for complacency in chapter one of this thesis: concern; discontentment; discomfort; 

disgruntlement; displeasure; pain; disapprobation; not what one expected; disappointment; 

soreness; irritation; uneasiness; disquiet; worry; strain; stress; tension; restlessness; unrest; 

agitation (Roget’s Thesaurus of English Words and Phrases 2002)). These antonyms all 

indicate ontological insecurity: a challenge to routine complacent action. Perhaps then, late 

modernity might challenge agents’ routine complacent action. Or, late modernity might have 

the opposite effect: agents might feel so ontologically insecure that they try to at least maintain 

coherent self-narratives or identities, in the process acting complacently.  

The Institution 

Finally, I will compare Ricoeur and Giddens’ ideas of the institution with the aim of 

providing a notion of institution fit for an action theory of complacency. One finds that their 

notions of institution largely overlap. Both Ricoeur (in his later action theory) and Giddens 

stress that the nature of action is inherently social, since one only understands oneself and what 

one is doing when one is able to understand (and can describe) the other and what the other 

does, and the other way around (Giddens 1984:43; 1993:25). Giddens (1993:25) adds, 

“reflexivity, as the distinctive property of the human species, is intimately and integrally 

dependent upon the social character of language.” Ricoeur (1999:48, 2000:5) also explicitly 

announces that speaking “is the first condition of personhood” and that the self cannot realise 

his or her actions without the facilitation of others (both face-to-face, interpersonal others, and 

others that the self only encounters indirectly via institutions).  

Moreover, Ricoeur (1991:220; 1992:200), like Giddens, holds that there is a “false 

debate over the relation between the individual and society.” The individual and society are 

interdependent, in the sense that each supports the other. Moreover, Ricoeur (1992:200) argues 

that the interdependent relation between the individual and society is evident when one 

understands institutions as a distribution of shares. In addition, Ricoeur (1992:200) also wants 

to avoid the reification of social structures, since this would imply that agents’ action will be 

set in stone. As Giddens (1993:132) writes: “The dissolution of reification is evidently tied to 

the possibility of the (cognitive) realisation by actors that structures are their own products; 

and to the (practical) recovery of their control over them” (Giddens 1993:132).   

Let us now look at Ricoeur’s (1991:194) formulation of the institution: 
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“By ‘institution,’ we are to understand here the structure of living together as 

this belongs to a historical community – people, nation, region, and so forth – a 

structure irreducible to interpersonal relations and yet bound up with these in a 

remarkable sense which the notion of distribution will permit us to clarify. What 

fundamentally characterizes the idea of institution is the bond of common mores 

and not that of constraining rules.” 

Wolff (2014:106) identifies five traits in the above definition: (1) institutions are structures; (2) 

these structures are not imposed from the outside, but are organic structures of “living 

together”; (3) historical communities or institutions are constituted by interpersonal 

interactions, yet cannot be reduced to these interpersonal relations; (4) it appears as if it is the 

“common mores” or ethos that constitute “structures”, mentioned above; (5) and, the term 

“participation” would be the appropriate term to denote the co-ordination between actors who 

share common mores and the historical communities in which they practice them.  

 Next, Wolff (2014:107) identifies three themes in Ricoeur’s further exposition of the 

above definition of institution. These themes are ‘power-in-common’ (following Arendt), 

participating in institutions and the distribution of shares, and the pair ‘forgetting’ and 

‘authority’. These themes were all discussed in chapter three of this thesis, but here is a quick 

recapitulation of each. The first of these, namely power-in-common, is the mutual desire that 

people have to live and act together (Ricoeur 1992:197). Wolff (2014:107) writes that Ricoeur 

uses this notion because it (i) extends the power of I-can to the social and political spheres, (ii) 

and it denotes that institutions consist of intersubjective relations.  

Following this, Ricoeur introduces the notion of distribution as that which describes 

how people can live together in institutions. In other words, living together, or participating in 

society, is expressed through the distribution of “rights and duties, obligations, advantages, 

responsibilities and honours” (Ricoeur 1999:47). As Wolff (2017:108) puts it: members of a 

society “take part” or “share” in the institutions and society from which they receive their 

shares through “distribution” by the institutions (Ricoeur 1992:107). Wolff (2017:108) says 

this further qualification of the institution is significant, since it highlights that institutions are 

the distributors of shares or roles, and the regulators of the rules of distribution. This further 

qualification therefore emphasises the more organizational aspect of the institution.  

Lastly, regarding the pair ‘forgetting’ and ‘authority’, Ricoeur (1992:197) writes that 

people’s original desire to live and act together has been forgotten. Instead we think that in 

order to live together, we need a guiding and ruling institution to preside over us – brought 

about through a social contract. That is to say, people have forgotten that it is they who 
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constitute a society, and thus it is they (not tradition, nor the institution itself) who lend 

authority to institutions (Wolff 2014:109). In other words, if this desire to live together were to 

disappear, the legitimacy of the institution would disappear. 

From the above three themes, Wolff (2014:109-110) notices that there is, what he calls, 

an “institutional paradox.” That is to say, authoritative institutions are constituted by the power-

in-common of subjects, despite the fact that the two aspects of power-in-common (see (i) and 

(ii) above) remain operational while forgotten. Or, in other words: on the one hand, institutions 

can exist at the expense or despite of individuals and, on the other hand, the effectiveness of 

institutions nevertheless remains indispensable in terms of making individuals capable of living 

fully with others (Wolff 2014:110). However, this understanding of the institution does not 

explain the mode of existence of the institution. In other words, why are institutions as Ricoeur 

describes them, how does it work? This is where Giddens comes to the aid of Ricoeur. 

Giddens might be able to explain to us how – in Ricoeur’s notion of the institution – 

the institution’s existence is something else and more than the cumulative effect of interacting 

actors (Wolff 2014:109). The two aspects of structure, namely rules and resources, are the keys 

to understanding this characteristic of the institution. If rules and resources are both integral to 

structure, this implies that context (as constrained and enabled by allocative resources) and 

means of acting are integrated in action (Wolff 2014:119). Thus structures, even without the 

co-presence of actors can extend spatially and temporally through communication technologies 

and transport (Giddens 1979:207; Wolff 2014:119). Allocative resources of structures are thus 

moved around and so, in turn, have an empowering effect on some complexes of practices 

within stable or integrated societies. These communities therefore have an autonomous 

character due to the spatiotemporal distancing of structure: thus, writes Wolff (2014:119), these 

communities start to resemble text, according to the analogy proposed by Ricoeur. We now 

begin to see how Giddens’ understanding of structures as rules and resources clarifies 

Ricoeur’s view of institutions: because allocative resources are part of structures which extend 

spatiotemporally, we can now come to understand how institutions are objectified and are able 

to support ‘power-in-common’ and contribute to the actions of individuals (Wolff 2014:119). 

Above, I showed that Giddens’s theory of action as continuous complements Ricoeur’s 

teleological notion of action. After having considered Ricoeur’s views on the institution, I now 

wish to show how Giddens helps us to move beyond Ricoeur’s teleological schema of social 

action (Wolff 2014:117). Wolff (2014:117) writes that one must first determine whether the 
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part of the theory (from Giddens) which we will “implant” into Ricoeur’s theory (namely 

Giddens’s understanding of social action), will be able to do nearly the same work as that which 

it replaces, or at least supplements (Ricoeur’s understanding of social action). As an answer to 

this concern, Wolff (2014:117-8) writes that Ricoeur’s use of the Rawlsian model of 

distribution/participation of rights and duties in society has a close proximity to Giddens’ 

model of continuous action and the duality of structure.  

In other words, social action according to Giddens (1984:14) entails that “unintended 

consequences are regularly ‘distributed’ as a by-product of regularized behaviour reflexively 

sustained as such by its participants.” Wolff (2014:118) writes that the duality of structure, as 

described in this citation, accounts for the ‘mechanism’ of participation and distribution which 

functions between the agents and their institutions. As such, Ricoeur’s (à la Rawls) 

understanding of institutions can be complemented by the theory of the duality of structure. An 

action theory of complacency will hence incorporate this synthetization, and will therefore be 

able to better account for non-teleological and non-praxical aspects of action, and will be able 

to explain how institutions endure across time and beyond the immediate presence of agents. 

6.2.3. Summary  

Below, by way of conclusion, I provide a short summary of the above synthesized action theory 

in list form. 

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency is characterised by dualities or 

dialectics; the most foundational dualities or dialectics being that (1) it is neither wholly 

the agent nor wholly nature which determines action, but both in a dialectic relationship, 

and (2) it is neither wholly the agent nor wholly institutions/society/social 

systems/structures which determine(s) action, but the two in a relationship of duality.  

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency allows one to assign 

responsibility to an agent for his or her complacent actions, yet will simultaneously 

allow one to designate some cases of complacent action as more or less morally 

blameworthy than others. 

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency further ascribes to the notion 

that the agent is neither absolute (in the thralls of a delusion that he or she is absolutely 

in control of her actions) nor an illusion (crippled with doubt to such an extent that the 

agent cannot act); instead, the agent knows, on the level of practical attestation, that he 

or she is able to act. 
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- Moreover, agents know themselves and how to act through interpretation of the world. 

- Since agents know how to act through self-interpretation, identity – in both the 

Ricoeurian sense of ‘who acts?’, and the Giddensian sense of self-representation and 

the ontological security that goes along with this representation – is central to action. 

An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency thus allows one to make sense 

of the profound connection between action and identity. 

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency further assumes that the agent 

is reflexive in the broad sense of the term: the agent can act both reflexively and 

prereflexively, and during action might switch between prereflexive self-control and 

moments of deliberately conscious reflection on his or her action. This implies that 

decisions or goals do not necessarily precede action. Instead, most decisions are made 

while the agent is acting on the prereflexive level. 

-  In the case of reflexivity, the agent thinks through, narrates, or describes the action, 

and in the process thinks of herself as a ‘self’ who has done (or perhaps is busy carrying 

out) the action. 

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency further acknowledges the 

central role of the body in action. Agents are able to act prereflexively, because they 

have learnt how to tacitly ‘go on’ in society and certain contexts, via habits or routines 

formed through the body.  

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency takes account of the 

spatiotemporal dimension of complacent action. 

- Power is a key concept in the action theory with a view to elucidate complacency: 

power-relations between agents both enable and constrain action; power also includes 

control over material means to act, where control over material means is both 

constrained by existing power-structures and enables one to act and exercise power 

over others. 

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency includes guiding principles on 

what counts as ethical and moral action, in the form of Ricoeur’s little ethics and 

explanation of practical wisdom (where ethics precedes and underlies morality, but 

where one betrays the moral rule as little as possible). In addition, Ricoeur thus provides 

a guiding principle through his notion of practical wisdom on how to distinguish 

between more and less morally blameworthy instances of complacency. This is not to 

say that an action theory is an ethics, but just that action theory helps us to think about 

action as ethical or moral.  
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- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency will allow one to understand 

complacent action as something that one can both describe/understand and explain, 

where desire is that which both causes our actions, but is also the reason for our actions. 

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency makes space for various motives 

for action: unconscious motives, motives arising from the body, and socio-historical 

motives. 

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency acknowledges the deep-seated 

and inherent constraints or passivity in the heart of action or activity. In sum, the agent 

is someone who is both active and passive, who both undergoes and chooses existence, 

who acts and is subjected to action, who initiates and receives, who gives and receives 

reasons for action, who both exerts influence or power over other agents and is subject 

to the influence or power of other agents, and who both constitutes and is constituted 

by structures, social systems and institutions.  

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency holds that action is a continuous 

lived-through experience, but through the course of this continuous action, goals and 

aims will emerge to accompany and direct the action. Action as a continuous lived-

through experience thus allows for smaller teleological modifications along the course 

of continuous action: this implies that complacent action might sometimes be guided 

by goals or aims beforehand, but that complacent action might also happen in 

conjunction with aims, or that complacent action might inspire certain goals or aims to 

arise. Yet, it is important to keep in mind that not all action is teleological or goal-

inspired. 

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency allows one to make sense of the 

stability of social life through the Giddensian notion of routine: habitual bodily 

movements in certain time-space paths followed in everyday social life, provide one 

with a sense of ontological security or stability. 

- An action theory with a view to elucidate complacency explains how institutions exist 

and extend beyond their constituting agents: institutions exist across time-space 

distances through allocative resources like communication technologies and transport. 

As such, action theory allows one to understand how institutions can become objectified 

and can support the actions of individuals. 

- Lastly, an action theory with a view to elucidate complacency allows one to explain, 

through the notion ‘duality of structure’ how shares are distributed to agents through 
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societies. Participating agents (in institutions) sustain certain structures; these structures 

then ‘distribute’ intended and unintended consequences.  

Next, I will bring these action theoretical guidelines to bear on complacent action.  

6.3. An Action Theoretical Account of Complacency 

6.3.1. Introduction 

The current section will be devoted to outlining an action theory of complacency based 

on the above integration of Ricoeur and Giddens’s action theories. Or, in other words, to 

describe complacent action following the above insights. The goal is thus to describe what 

action looks like when it takes on the characteristics – identified in chapter one – of 

complacency. Different aspects of complacent action will thus emerge, and one will 

consequently be able to discern different cases of complacent action based on how these aspects 

vary. In addition, an action theory of complacency will help268 us to morally or ethically 

evaluate different cases of complacent action, and determine each case’s blameworthiness. 

This section will look as follows: first, I will give a very short account of how 

complacent action emerges (different from other forms of action) out of the continuous flow of 

day-to-day action, and then disappears again. That is to say, I will focus on those elements of 

action that make complacent action unique amongst other actions. Such a description of the 

specificity of complacent action cannot, however, progress very far without also entering into 

dialogue with my working definition of complacency that I have provided in chapter one. This 

is because one cannot speak of complacent action without first presupposing what complacency 

or complacent action is. Put differently, one cannot work out an action theory of complacency 

without some analytical guidance (as I have shown in detail in chapter two of this thesis). As 

such, the second part of this section will be dedicated to a detailed action theoretical 

redescription or reinterpretation of each of the constituents of my working analytical definition 

of complacency. By bringing action theory and my working definition into a dialectical 

relationship, I will ultimately be providing an action theory of complacency. 

 

 

 
268 An action theory merely aids an ethical or moral assessment of action; action theory is not an ethics in itself. 
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6.3.2. The Action Theoretic Specificity of Complacent Action/The Necessary Elements to 

Describe Complacency as Action 

 At the end of section 6.2., in summary form, I have clearly delineated the foundational 

components for an action theory of complacency. I have shown that in order to understand 

complacency as action, it is necessary to have a conception of action as continuous or ongoing, 

where the agent is central to action: the agent is moreover embodied, self-reflexive, acts 

purposively or intentionally, brings about change in the (natural and social) world through his 

or her actions and is simultaneously constrained or affected by the (natural and social) world 

and the body in which he or she lives, and can account or provide reasons for his or her actions 

discursively; moreover, this agent acts within a social context, amongst interpersonal and 

institutional others, and his or her actions can consequently be interpreted as being ethical or 

moral. This is a very condensed synopsis of an already condensed summary of action, but I 

want to state it here as a reminder and as background to a description of those elements of 

action that are specific to complacent action.  

 Let us now look at the action theoretic specificity of complacent action. I am going to 

suppose an agent who acts continuously, constantly and reflexively monitoring and adjusting 

her action as she goes about her daily life. As she acts, she becomes aware of many things in 

the world. Becoming aware can be conceptually identified by me, as a bystander or investigator 

of her continuous action, as an act. But for the agent in question, this awareness happens as 

part of her ongoing action, mostly on a prereflexive level. While awareness is done by the agent 

as part of her ongoing action, there is also a passive element to this awareness or attention to 

things in the world, as Ricoeur would describe it. The agent does not choose the world into 

which she was born into, although she may choose how to interact with the given world, to an 

extent. She can choose to focus on certain elements of her world and so become more or less 

aware of them. For example, the agent might be born into a world that is filled with billboards 

and social media platforms, but also with dog parks and nature reserves. Although the agent 

did not choose for these things to be there, she can choose to what extent she pays attention to 

these things (while keeping in mind that billboards and social media are socially designed in 

such a way to capture and keep more of her attention with them), consequently shaping her 

awareness of certain matters. In addition, the agent might seek out new things to become aware 

of; but in most cases this ‘seeking out’ will also be constrained or enabled by prior knowledge 

of the world. Furthermore, just because an agent is intently aware of something at one moment 

during her action, does not imply that she maintains the same level of awareness throughout 
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her day-to-day action. There might be moments that an agent is more (mediately) reflexively 

aware of something, in the sense that she deliberately thinks of something (the object of 

awareness) or she might think of herself as being aware of something: for example, thinking 

of herself as a climate change activist, which reveals that she is thinking of herself as explicitly 

aware of climate change, or just focussing on climate change itself in a deliberate and conscious 

manner. On the other hand, there might be times that the agent is aware of the same thing at a 

more prereflexive level, in the sense that she goes about her actions – informed by this 

awareness – in an almost unthinking way. Her awareness of climate change is not always 

explicitly and consciously kept in mind (for how else would she be able to go about her life 

and other conceptually identifiable acts?). Instead, for the most part her awareness of things 

fades to the background and forms part of her practical consciousness. Awareness is a 

foundational action-component of complacent action, since complacent action rests on the 

premise that the agent must be aware about that which she is complacent about. 

 Next, as the agent goes about her life, acting on an ongoing basis, with her awareness 

of things sometimes foremost in her mind, sometimes moving to the back of her mind, she 

might find herself caring about some of these things that she is aware of. One might think that 

those things that she cares about will often be foremost in her mind and therefore she will act 

out her care – in the ongoing flow of action – on the level of discursive consciousness; but this 

is not necessarily so. A lot of things that she cares about are cared for on the level of practical 

consciousness, and she might only be vaguely aware of these things throughout her action. For 

example, on the one hand, she cares about trivial things such as dental health and hygiene, 

expressed in daily practices of care such as brushing her teeth and showering; on the other 

hand, she might care about more morally weighty matters such as climate change, expressed 

in practices of care, such as gradually replacing plastic products with more eco-friendly 

products, or re-using things, or consuming less things. Caring (itself action) is thus interwoven 

with her daily continuous action, sometimes assuming a more deliberate form, mostly assuming 

a more prereflexive form. Being aware of something, and then also caring for that something 

are prerequisites for complacent action.  

However, (conceptually identifiable) acts that contradict the agent’s (conceptually 

identifiable) acts of care (about some matter), also form part of complacent action. That is to 

say, complacent action is specifically characterized by conceptually identifiable or isolated acts 

that contradict each other in relation to a specific matter. The agent cares about something (her 

caring acts demonstrate this), yet she executes acts that often contradict this care and caring 
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acts about something. This contradiction within complacent action is not what is the most 

puzzling aspect of – or, does not lie at the heart of – complacent action. One often sees that one 

acts in non-caring ways towards that (or even those) that one cares deeply about. The crux of 

complacent action lies in the wrongful evaluation of these non-conforming (to the matter that 

one cares about) acts. I will discuss this in detail in the next paragraph. 

 Closely connected to the constituting parts (awareness and concern) of complacent 

action, is thus the evaluation of one’s actions as being caring toward that which one is aware 

of and concerned with. In other words, as the agent goes about her life within the flux of action, 

she is constantly making evaluations about aspects of her action (and thus about herself). These 

evaluations – as part of continuous action – can be more deliberate and on the level of 

discursive consciousness (the agent interrupts, so to speak, the flow of action in order to think 

of, discuss, narrate, or provide reasons for her action within an evaluation to herself or to 

others), or evaluation might take place on the prereflexive level (in the sense that to decide to 

do something is simultaneously to evaluate one’s decision as being good, worthy, or valuable). 

Put differently, the agent is constantly evaluating her action in the sense of choosing to perform 

certain acts, and she is able to evaluate her action after having executed her action, or when 

asked to do so by other persons. Evaluation, as an action-constituent of complacent action, is 

however, carried out wrongly by the agent. That is to say, the agent commits a certain mistake 

during evaluation (whether it is on-going evaluative acts, or the act of more deliberate thinking 

about, and evaluating her action in hindsight).  

This mistake is to evaluate all her (conceptually identifiable) acts as being in line with, 

or congruous with what she cares about, while some of her acts are clearly incongruous with 

what she cares about. The mistake that the agent makes during evaluation is, moreover, due to 

her own fault. These evaluative faults could include negligence or not seeking out information 

or insight on what might constitute a correct evaluation, deliberate avoidance of information 

that will enable her to act out or make more correct evaluations, or deliberately distorting 

information (so that she might be able to evaluate herself as acting in line with what she cares 

about and her otherwise caring actions about the matter she cares about). And, once again, 

since these faults are part of the action that is evaluation, and part of the more general ongoing 

action of the agent: these faults might be executed in ongoing action, or can be enacted in 

moments of deliberate reflection on action. These incorrect evaluations that happen due to the 

fault or irresponsibility of the agent, are what is truly perplexing about complacent action.   
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 Finally, within this continuous flow of action with its specifically complacent 

characteristics, the agent is acting self-satisfied. It is very apt to say that she is acting self-

satisfied, and not just that she is self-satisfied (in the sense of only having a pleasant or 

unperturbed feeling about herself and her action). That is to say, the very act of wrongly 

evaluating all one’s actions as being correct pertaining to some matter Z (despite the fact that 

some of one’s acts269 surrounding matter Z contradict the acts of caring270 for matter Z) is also 

an act of self-satisfaction. Either the agent feels so self-satisfied that this feeling spills over into 

self-satisfying action (namely executing wrong evaluations in order to maintain this self-

satisfaction), or the agent feels self-satisfaction while reflecting on her action in hindsight 

(implying that self-satisfaction as action-component, facilitates or feeds into maintaining 

complacent action with its perplexing wrongful evaluation mechanism, and the continuous 

carrying-out thereof by the agent). 

 So much for the action-theoretic specificity of complacent action. If I have only 

provided a very cursory account of complacent action, this is because I can only proceed so far 

without the guidance of an explicitly stated analytical definition of complacent action.271 It is 

only in the next subsection, where I will bring my working analytical definition of complacency 

into dialogue with action theory, that I will be able to go into more specific details of 

complacent action.  

6.3.3. An Action Theory of Complacency 

Recall that chapter one of this thesis is a linguistic analysis of the term ‘complacency’ 

and that this analysis leads to a technical, precise, and clarified conceptual understanding of 

complacency. In line with what I have mentioned earlier, in the conclusion of chapter two, this 

more rigorous and exact analytical definition of complacency needs to be complemented by a 

description of complacency that draws our attention to the fullness, mystery, and complexity 

of complacent action. As such, my analysis of complacency in chapter one will be brought into 

a dialectic with the action theory that I have outlined above, in what I will call my action theory 

of complacency.  

 
269 By referring here to acts instead of action, I am, of course, speaking conceptually and wish to isolate certain 

components within ongoing action.  
270 Where caring presupposes awareness. 
271  As things are, I have already had to presuppose what complacency is, in order to arrive at the action-

constituents of complacent action in section 6.3.2.  
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Therefore, on the one hand, I will enrich my more critical and analytical working 

definition of complacency by bringing it into dialogue with the above hermeneutical and 

structuration-based action theory (hermeneutics and structuration remind one of the many 

cultural heritages, traditions, metamorphoses, and active traditions that inform and keep on 

informing complacency). Analysis of a concept such as complacency will never be a once-and-

for-all established thing: analysis must always be ‘fed’ by what it finds. On the other hand, I 

will bring action theory into dialogue with my working analytical definition of complacency in 

order to be able to identify the action theoretic specificity of complacent action. Without 

analysis to guide an action theoretical approach to some phenomenon, one ends up only 

describing action in general.  

Action theoretical description and analysis hence go together as a pair: complacency or 

complacent action is not a given ‘object’ and thus needs to be understood progressively through 

a mutual interchange between action and analysis. Perhaps one can follow Ricoeur (1967c:348) 

when he speaks of creative interpretation that is “faithful to the impulsion, to the gift of 

meaning from the symbol [in this case, the fullness and complexity of experiencing and 

understanding complacent action], and faithful also to the philosopher’s oath to seek 

understanding [the more rigorous practice of analysis as applied to complacent action].” 

By way of method, I will first state my working definition of complacency, and then 

proceed to use my working definition as both a springboard and a conversational partner to my 

action theory (based on Ricoeur and Giddens’s combined action theories, and the above 

subsection’s outline of the specificity of complacent action). With ‘springboard’ I mean to 

convey that I will structure this subsection’s discussion around the components of my working 

definition of complacency. In other words, each constituent part of my working definition will 

act as a departure point and as subject-matter for my action theoretical discussion of 

complacency. Stated otherwise, I will redescribe or reinterpret each of the constituent parts of 

my working definition of complacency through action theory. By doing so, I will obtain an 

action theoretical description of complacency. I thus put on my action theoretical glasses and 

look at my working definition of complacency again: the whole definition is then framed in 

terms of action.  

Hence, my working analytical definition of complacency, as formulated in chapter one: 

Complacency about some moral or amoral wrong, entails that one (a person or 

group) be aware of and concerned with this wrong, and evaluate themselves as 

performing the relevant and correct actions to oppose the moral or amoral 
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wrong. However, this evaluation of one’s performance pertaining to the known 

(a)moral wrong, is made in an epistemically irresponsible way. The 

aforementioned requirements and the accompanying epistemic process result in 

inappropriate or deleterious actions with regards to the abovementioned wrong.  

Moreover, complacency is accompanied by an excess of (self-) satisfaction. 

 

The Individual or the Group as Agent 

To begin with, let us focus on the notion that a person or a group can be guilty of 

complacent action. From the above action theories, we have seen that while a person can be 

considered as acting complacently about some matter, it is perhaps incorrect to say that a group 

can act complacently. This is because groups are constituted by individual persons. Thus, when 

I say “we” are, or “a group” is acting complacently, I mean to say that each person in the group 

is acting complacently. One can, however, treat a corporate entity as an agent, and in this sense 

a ‘group’ can be guilty of acting complacently. But, in the case of the corporate entity, the 

corporation is guilty, while its members are innocent. Young (2007:179), quoting Larry May 

(1993), writes that this is known as collective responsibility. People within a group or a society 

only share responsibility when they participate in structures which maintain structural 

injustices (Young 2007:175, 179). In other words, each individual in a group of persons is 

partially272 responsible for the outcomes of these structural processes.273  

In more Giddensian language, one can thus say that agents, by reproducing certain 

structures (and systems) which lend themselves to fostering complacent action, are partially 

responsible for these ‘complacency-promoting’ structures. However, agents do not share 

responsibility for structural injustice in the sense of orchestrating or intending these structural 

injustices; that is to say, they are not to blame (Young 2007:171-2). As Giddens and Ricoeur 

say, many structures are unintended consequences of the agents involved (by accident, or due 

to the involved agents’ unconscious motives, or due to an aggregate of acts). In addition, one 

often inherits structures or history that is not of one’s own making, or that are simply 

unacknowledged conditions of action. It would thus be unfair to blame an agent for complacent 

 
272 Young (2007:179) adds that “the specific part that each plays in producing the outcome cannot be isolated and 

identified, however, and thus the responsibility is shared.” Structural injustice can further only be remedied 

through collective action.  
273 However, in late modernity, assigning responsibility is increasingly difficult. As Giddens has rightly pointed 

out, society can no longer be thought of as a bounded system with neat edges. Globalisation and the dynamic 

nature of modernity (due to time-space distanciation, disembedding mechanisms, and the reflexivity of 

modernity), which amplify unintended and unwanted consequences of corporate entities and agents’ action, 

further complicate the process of assigning responsibility (and blame).   
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action that is sustained or done by a group. Instead, the agent would only be partially 

responsible if she contributed to structures of complacent (inter-)action. 

We have just seen whether one can hold an agent responsible for group or institutional 

actions, or not. The interdependence of the individual and structure consequently raises the 

issue of to what extent an agent is to blame for complacent actions that are also sustained by 

groups. In order to determine this, one would have to conduct, in Giddensian terms, an agent 

conduct analysis, and an agent context analysis (Giddens modified by Stones (2005:121-2)).  

One would consequently have to ask the following questions within agent conduct 

analysis: how knowledgeable was the agent about the structure(s) she drew on? How much 

initiative did the agent have while acting complacently in this way? One would also have to 

determine how the agent drew on (potentially complacent) social structures: did she draw on 

those structures in a more routine, unthinking way, so that she eventually struggled to tell 

internal structure and her agency apart? Stones (2005:57) calls this end of the spectrum “taken-

for-granted duality”. Or, on the other extreme of the spectrum, namely ‘critical duality;’ was 

the agent more critically aware of the way in which she drew on the structures that she had 

internalized? Or finally, was it a mix between the two attitudes; did the agent fluctuate between 

the two extremes? Finally, were the consequences of the agent’s action intentional or 

unintentional? Next, one would have to inquire into the agent’s values: how does the agent 

hierarchize her motives, desires, and purposes? 

Within agent context analysis one would have to ask to what extent the agent was 

constrained by the group (whether directly by other second person others, or ‘indirectly’ by 

institutional others)? In other words, what are the power-relations within the group? Are there 

any asymmetrical power-relations present within the group? What kind of rights or duties did 

the relevant agent have within in this group? What are the agent’s social conditions (income, 

level of education, social status, and so forth)? What are the known and unacknowledged 

conditions of the agent’s action? How does the agent interpret her external circumstances? 

(With agent context analysis, it is always important to keep in mind that because social 

circumstances and norms incline without compelling, the subject can evaluate these forces 

reflexively and act accordingly274). The answers to these questions will determine whether one 

 
274 However, always keep in mind that the tragic dimension, in the Ricoeurian sense, lurks in the background: it 

is often the case that there are conflicts between the agent’s desires and social norms; or conflicts between social 

imperatives and other higher values. It is never as simple as the agent coolly evaluating societal norms from a 

detached distance. 
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should speak of either a person or a group as acting complacently (of course, by referring to 

either, one is not discounting the fact that the agent and group are interdependent). 

Moreover, as a result, answering these questions would also determine how 

blameworthy an agent’s complacent action is. Throughout this section, one will see how 

pertinent Ricoeur’s (prescriptive) description of moral and ethical action is. Ricoeur was wise 

enough to discern that most, if not all action is tainted with a tragic element; in other words, 

most action lies in morally grey areas, and therefore teleological ethics should form the basis 

of a prescriptive account. Kant’s deontological account of morality is too morally black and 

white, wrong and right. Ricoeur’s understanding of Aristotelian ethics, and ultimately practical 

wisdom, helps us to explore the nuances of action in terms of classifying it as wrong or right. 

Of course, the deontological moment is necessary to prevent a relativist distortion of ethics, 

but ethics’ primary position enables us to think of action in terms of moral gradations. 

Awareness and Concern as Action-Components of Complacent Action 

Second, let us focus on my working definition’s clause that in order for an action to be 

considered as complacent, one must be aware of, and concerned with, the wrong in question 

(plus all the other requirements in order for an action to be deemed complacent). To begin with, 

there will be different degrees of awareness (of the wrong) and concern (about the wrong) in 

each case of complacent action. However, in order for action to count as complacent action, at 

least some awareness and concern must be present in the person or group275 (meaning that ‘no 

awareness and no concern’ or ‘awareness and no concern’ do not count as cases of complacent 

action).  

Awareness and concern might be informed by things such as the subject’s cognitive 

abilities, interpretive skills or hermeneutic framework, the conditions – both acknowledged and 

unacknowledged – of the action that is awareness or becoming aware, the agent’s 

interpretations of these conditions of the action of awareness, the time available to her to take 

in new information and ruminate on it, her physical environment (such as allocative resources 

that technically facilitate or mediate the action of awareness, such as billboards, newsletters, 

computers, and so forth), her personality or character, her body (some bodily impediments or 

idiosyncrasies might prevent or enable the agent from becoming aware of something), second-

person and third-person others (her friends, family, acquaintances, and institutional others 

 
275 With all the other requirements of complacency also being met.  
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might draw her attention to certain matters or constitute her hermeneutic framework in such a 

way that she will be more attuned to certain matters), her unconscious, her emotions, habits 

and routines, her capacity to act and her cognizance of this capacity of being able to act 

(Ricoeur 1966:65) (interpreting herself as being able or not being able to know and to care), 

her identity (in other words, the story or narrative she tells about herself as being able to act), 

the kind of society in which she lives (often described by a group’s narrative of this society, 

such as Giddens’s account of late modernity amongst other accounts; yet society might have 

many unacknowledged elements that might not be captured by these group narratives), social 

structures (rules and resources that consist of both immaterial and material aspects) which the 

agent can draw on to know of and care about certain matters, and the dimensions of these 

structures, namely power relations, norms,276 and interpretative schemas present in her society 

throughout social interactions (such as a market driven society which tells one to care about 

certain things as opposed to others, or one’s approving or disapproving peers, or a lack of ways 

to express or think about the concern in question). Finally, all the aforementioned influences 

(which can act both as constraints and enablers) will be present throughout the other aspects of 

complacent action. 

Next, I will briefly point out a few ways in which late modernity (according to Giddens) 

influences or shapes awareness of, or concern for, some matter. I will begin with awareness. 

Late modern institutions and systems, because of their global nature (connecting the local and 

the global), allow agents to become aware of matters far beyond their immediate 

spatiotemporal contexts. Yet, because of this global nature of modernity, agents might be so 

inundated by information, and specifically scientific knowledge (as things to become aware of) 

that they do not develop in-depth awareness of matters. That is why today, people often speak 

of raising awareness about some or other matter. Most people are aware of, for example, 

climate change, mental health issues, sexual harassment in the working place, (and so forth), 

yet social and political groups that care about these matters have to constantly ‘educate’ the 

public around these matters, because there still seems to be a lack of thorough awareness. In 

 
276 Regarding a richer understanding of how norms, as modes of regulation, shape an agent’s action, it is helpful 

to draw on Ricoeur’s description of ethical and moral action. It is difficult to esteem one’s projects or concerns 

(and by implication oneself) as worthy and respectable, if others do not do so as well. In other words, one can 

theoretically attest that one’s concern or action is worthy, but it is impossible to speak of something as “worthy” 

without an intersubjective agreement about what is worthy or good. One can therefore only esteem something as 

‘knowledge-worthy’ or ‘care-worthy’ if one thinks or esteems it good or worthy for another to know and care 

about that something.   
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turn, a lack of adequate or in-depth awareness often leads to a lack of concern for the relevant 

matter.  

Moreover, since modernity is characterised by doubt or a critical attitude towards all 

knowledge, awareness and concern for something is based on a very precarious foundation. 

Since knowledge is not seen as absolute, the agent’s concern for some matter might be tinged 

with scepticism. For example, the agent might think to himself that: ‘one moment they say the 

world will undergo catastrophic changes due to climate change in 2020, the next moment they 

say that we are doomed in 2050!’. This sceptical attitude that some agents from late modernity 

might foster (due to the conflicting information available on some matters, because of 

modernity’s reflexive nature), affects their ability to care. It is difficult to be concerned about 

something if you are not wholly convinced that it warrants concern. Yet, I must again highlight 

that agents are not wholly determined by their societies, and so, late modern agents are capable 

of becoming adequately aware of, and develop strong concerns for matters that they care about. 

Evaluation of Action 

Third, in my working definition I state that complacency entails that …agents evaluate 

themselves as performing the relevant and correct actions to oppose the abovementioned moral 

or amoral wrong… (with all the other requirements for one to act complacently, also being 

met). Ricoeur (1966:73-4) writes that the consciousness concerned with evaluating a project is 

a moral consciousness, and no longer a ‘willing’ consciousness who pro-jects a project. In other 

words, during evaluation, Ricoeur holds that the agent is no longer consciousness as acting, or 

the agent acting prereflexively (or in Giddensian terms, acting purposively on the level of 

practical consciousness). Narrative (identity), with the aid of imagination, further enables one 

to ‘objectify’ one’s actions and life, helping one to interpret and evaluate one’s actions (and 

oneself) across time (Ricoeur 1991:178). Ricoeur holds that evaluation can be done in 

hindsight, such as when one interprets one’s life as a narrative, but also before making a 

decision, in the hesitation that precedes a decision.277 In addition, Ricoeur seems to imply that 

hesitation encourages responsible278 decisions, since one becomes more aware of oneself as 

the author of one’s actions (or, one’s attention is drawn to the self-reflexivity of action).  

 
277 Once again, one detects the binary or dualistic relationship in Ricoeur’s work between prereflexive and 

reflexive consciousness (what Giddens would call practical and discursive consciousness). This is very different 

from Giddens’s account where these two forms of consciousness are interconnected in subtle ways, even blurred, 

during the continuous action of the agent.  
278 Again, recall that I make a distinction between responsibility and blameworthiness. For example, while the 

agent might be aware of his or her own responsibility (that is to say, viewing themselves as the origin or the source 
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Evaluation of one’s actions, however, is also an ongoing process. Ricoeur’s account of 

evaluation might give one the wrong impression that evaluation happens solely in segments 

before or after performing an action. While it is true that one can evaluate one’s actions in 

hindsight, and even that others will be able to evaluate one’s actions as outside spectators, this 

is not the full version of evaluation. To supplement this segmented and partial account of 

evaluation, we turn to Giddens. Giddens’s notion of ‘rationalization of action’ can be construed 

as an account of evaluation as an ongoing action. That is to say, rationalization of action implies 

that agents have the capacity of “‘keeping in touch’ with the grounds of what they do, as they 

do it, such that if asked by others, they can supply reasons for their activities” (Giddens 

1984:376). During the continuous process of (inter-)acting, the agent is constantly ordering her 

concerns or purposes (in other words, what she values) into a ‘hierarchy of purposes,’ while 

drawing on her structural contexts. Hence, one should also think of evaluation as continuously 

being interwoven with complacent action, even as the action is happening, in addition to 

thinking of evaluation as only happening after the action has taken place. 

Thinking of evaluation as always being completely separate or apart from action is 

further unwarranted if one considers that action (in this instance evaluation) is not just a 

cognitive process. Hence, evaluation might be simultaneous with deleterious or inappropriate 

actions performed in relation to the matter in question. Wrong evaluation is already an action 

that is deleterious to the matter in question, and by acting in obvious discord with one’s care 

about some matter, one is already embodying or actualizing what one values (Ricoeur 1966:43-

4). “Thus the embodiment of values in the world is not an external addition to their pure 

legitimacy [sic], but rather an internal part of it” (Ricoeur 1966:202).  

Put differently, most of one’s evaluations will then happen in the flow of day-to-day 

life, and not necessarily as moments that are ‘set apart’ from action. Even if one deliberately 

sets apart time to evaluate one’s actions, these evaluations will still take place in time as actions. 

Yet, one must still keep in mind what Ricoeur writes about (evaluative) decisions: decision or 

evaluation is both part of a process (it completes deliberation) and it introduces a kind of break 

into the flow of action. In other words, evaluation is informed by motives and reasons, but it is 

also initiative. As such, one is not merely carried along by the flow of day-to-day action, but 

one also moulds one’s daily actions through evaluative choices. However, in the case of 

 
of the action) due to hesitation, hesitation will not necessarily lead to less blameworthy decisions or actions. In 

fact, while the agent hesitates, she or he might just take the time to convince her- or himself that the decision she 

or he is about to make, is morally justified.  
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complacent action, since evaluation is so entangled with the incorrect actions (performed in 

relation to the matter of concern), it is perhaps incorrect to want to speak of ‘specific moments’ 

in which an agent makes evaluations. Instead, evaluations happen in an on-going manner, often 

more prereflexively than reflexively. 

The Irresponsibility of Complacent Action  

Fourth, this evaluation of one’s performance pertaining to the known moral or amoral 

wrong is made in an epistemically279 irresponsible way. In order to define ‘irresponsible’ one 

can look at Ricoeur’s (1992:165-6) notion of ‘responsibility’: the responsible person is a person 

who is both accountable for his or her actions (the same person), and who remains constant, on 

whom others can count. Irresponsibility would thus entail a certain disregard for others and for 

external measures of conduct. I have, in chapter one and in the previous subsection, already 

pointed out the various ways in which this irresponsibility might manifest itself (deceiving 

oneself, being wilfully ignorant, negligence, and so forth).280  

Furthermore, the reasons and the narrative that an agent provides for thinking that her 

actions are opposing the moral or amoral wrong that she cares about, might reveal in what way 

and to what extent she is epistemically irresponsible. However, this account or narrative will 

always be incomplete in the sense that agents’ actions are often motivated in part by the body 

and/or the unconscious, and in the sense that agents act in conditions that they cannot yet 

describe, or that are not acknowledged by them. Ricoeur (1966:342) writes that there exists no 

such a thing as a purely voluntary and conscious choice motivated by a “total motivation”. 

In addition, during the epistemically irresponsible self-evaluation of her actions, the 

agent is continuously acting. Above, I have clearly shown how such evaluation happens in the 

day-to-day flow of action. In other words, since consciousness and action are so intertwined 

(intentionality is action; action is a type of consciousness or intentionality), it is a lot more 

difficult than initially (in chapter one) thought to extract intentionality-action networks that 

 
279 Based on my previous discussion of evaluation as action, it follows that epistemic irresponsibility is not only 

cognitive, but is also deeply interconnected with action.  
280 In addition, during the epistemically irresponsible self-evaluation of her actions, the agent might act along 

ways that are closely connected to complacent action (as I have described in chapter one), such as apathy, 

weakness of will, resignation, acquiescence, and so on. In other words, the agent might justify her inadequate 

actions in relation to the wrong in question by, for example, arguing that ‘there is only so much one can do’ (hence, 

her epistemic irresponsibility takes the form of unjustified resignation or acquiescence). One can thus never 

exhaustively gauge a person’s ways of acting in an epistemically irresponsible way: there are too many action-

intentionality combinations.  
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constitute epistemic irresponsibility. The various ways in which an agent can make 

irresponsible evaluations about his or her action, are almost endless.  

In addition, one must also keep in mind that the above blameworthy and incorrect 

evaluation that partly constitutes complacent action is not just an individual evaluation done in 

isolation. On the one hand, the agent evaluates herself differently depending on the persons 

that surround her: interpersonal others or friends, and institutional others will influence the way 

she thinks of herself: they might challenge her assumptions, and thus evaluations, of herself, 

or they might affirm her evaluations of herself (perhaps ostensively through their own actions, 

perhaps even by telling her directly that they approve or disapprove of her actions). In addition, 

when the agent is in a face-to-face interaction with another agent or agents (what Giddens calls 

co-presence), she might evaluate herself and her actions differently than from those times when 

she is physically removed from other persons in time and space.281 The agent’s evaluations of 

herself are thus not always the same across all circumstances. Different circumstances (in this 

case, interpersonal and institutional others that are either co-present or that are spatiotemporally 

removed from – yet still connected to – the agent through technical and institutional mediums) 

evoke different evaluative actions.  

On the other hand, when an agent incorrectly and irresponsibly evaluates her actions, 

she is directly and indirectly influencing or impacting second- or third-person others by 

betraying the other’s trust. On the level of the second person, one can argue that when a 

complacent person cares about a matter, but irresponsibly evaluates her actions as indeed being 

‘caring’ in relation to this matter, so to speak (while not acting in a sufficiently caring way), 

she betrays the trust of the other. There seems to be a disjunction in the agent in question’s 

action, so that others cannot trust what she says, how she acts, the narratives she tells about her 

life, and what she deems as good or obligatory. In addition, the complacent agent betrays the 

third person other by betraying the institution of language (or semantic rules or modes), and 

modes of regulation. By not ‘keeping her promises’ or by not being constant (being someone 

another can count on), the complacent person slowly chips away at the trust that others have in 

language, norms, and orders of domination.282 

 
281 People often behave differently when they know they are being watched (Ernest-Jones, Nettle, and Bateson 

2011). Moreover, and although anecdotal, consider how it is often easier to tell someone that one does not want 

to attend their social gathering via text message (considerable time-space separation), less easy say ‘no’ when 

they phone you and ask you, (less time-space separation), and finally, really difficult to say ‘no’ when they ask 

you in person (co-presence) (that is, if one wants to decline their invitation!). 
282 Recall that Ricoeur (2000:7) provides the example of a promise as that which illustrates the “intersubjective 

character of responsibility” on the level of the second and third person. We need to keep our promises, and thus 
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In other words, let us suppose I encounter a person who cares about the welfare of all 

animals (let us further suppose I know about his care about animals since he has expressed this 

care verbally and in ‘care acts’, such as taking very good care of his pets and volunteering at 

animal shelters), yet the person in question eats meat while knowing that animals are mostly 

treated inhumanely before and during their slaughter. As an outsider observing this person’s 

behaviour, I find it jarring. I want to believe that he cares about animals, but his actions seem 

to have some internal conflict. He cares about animals, yet he does not. What is most perplexing 

or disturbing, however, is his evaluation of all his actions as being caring towards animals. 

Such a discord in the person’s actions, made more distressing by his evaluation of his own 

actions as being in accord with what he cares about, might result in distrust (or a type of 

ontological insecurity) in those around him,283 yet, might ironically result in more ontological 

security for the agent in question (since he sees his narrative or actions as coherent).  

As another agent interacting with the agent in question, however, I cannot trust what 

this person says, since we might not share the same interpretative schemes, and I hence do not 

know exactly what he means when he says he cares about animals. My interaction with this 

person will also be strained, since I cannot trust his actions. The stories that this person tells 

about himself I cannot believe either, nor can I trust his sense of what counts as good or bad 

(or what is the norm), since he is not consistent, he lacks integrity.284 In Giddensian language, 

 
serve institutions, since by making a promise we are implicating the other, either as “beneficiary, as witness, as 

judge”, and ultimately, “as the one who, in counting on me, on my capacity to keep my word, calls me to 

responsibility, renders me responsible” (Ricoeur 2000:7). Thus, to break a promise is to betray not only the other 

person to whom one has promised, but also a potential witness to this promise, the institution of language, and by 

extension, a social pact held by members of the community (Ricoeur 1992:266). Since institutions or political 

society enable human agency, it is in the interest of human beings to serve these institutions (Ricoeur 1992:254-

5). One can extend this thought to the rest of the world that the subject inhabits. My body and the world sustain 

me, it is thus in my interest to act in their interest.  
283 Because ontological security is not based solely on the “continuity of things or events” (as provided by abstract 

systems) (Giddens 1990:114). Instead, ontological security is sustained or ingrained by a mutual giving and 

receiving of trust: “faith in the integrity of another is a prime source of a feeling of integrity and authenticity of 

the self” (Giddens 1990:114). 
284  One might argue that the complacent person may be surrounded by other complacent people, and that 

consequently, their shared complacency is mutually comforting and supports social structures; further implying 

that they mutually contribute to each other’s ontological security. Yet, I argue that this would only work if all the 

agents in a society are complacent about the exact same thing in the exact same way. And this, I argue, is so 

impossible in reality, that it does not warrant much consideration. Consider, for example, the above case of being 

complacent about the humane treatment of animals: agents would only be able to mutually contribute to each 

other’s ontological security if, (1) every single person is complacent about the humane treatment of animals, and 

(2) if every single person is complacent about this matter in the same way: let us say, all of the agents are kind 

towards their pets and eats meat that can be traced back to inhumane abattoirs (while all of them think of 

themselves as acting humanely towards animals). This is highly unlikely. Even if everyone is complacent about 

treating animals humanely, there might be agents whose complacency is expressed in different ways, for example 

neglecting their pets, or consuming products that can be directly linked to the destruction of certain animals’ 

habitats, and so forth. In reality, there will always be someone who challenges other agents regarding their 
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the person in question is not sustaining social structures through his practices. In fact, through 

his complacent practices, he is radically questioning and destabilizing structures of 

signification, domination, and legitimation. The person acting complacently thus thwarts 

ontological security: I will both be uncertain of how to act around this person, and I will become 

uncertain about certain interpretative schemes, orders of domination, and norms (and thus 

structures, systems, and eventually, institutions). Complacent action therefore has the 

unintended (by the agent) consequence that it breaks down or gradually changes social 

structures; it appears to dissolve trust and ontological security in society. This destabilization 

unintentionally brought about by complacent action might lead other agents to grasp at more 

ontological security, who might, in turn, act complacently in the search for ontological 

security.285 Interestingly enough, another unintended consequence of complacency might bring 

about the exact opposite effect. If one sees other persons acting complacently, it is like a mirror: 

one sees oneself as another, to use Ricoeurian terms, and so is confronted with one’s own 

complacency. This might prompt one to act less complacently.  

Returning once more to the above agent who acts complacently surrounding animal 

cruelty, one can perhaps also argue that due to the lack of self-constancy in his life (expressed 

or embodied through his speaking, acting, narratives, and imputations), the person in question 

seems to be divided in himself; he does not maintain himself as constant, and so breaks a kind 

of promise to himself. In other words, he identifies or interprets (ipseity) himself as someone 

who cares about animals, yet seems to stray away from this identification or interpretation 

(perhaps because of his personality informed habits, namely idem-identity). There is thus a 

discord between idem-identity and ipseity. The agent seems to be unable to act despite himself 

and cannot follow through on his promises. However, irresponsibly insisting that there is no 

discord between sameness and selfhood: this is what characterises complacent action in 

particular (and what makes complacent action so unsettling). The complacent person imposes 

a false unity on his life through narrative, in the process not upholding institutions such as 

language or moral norms. This narrative is thus self-serving (what Kant calls self-love, or being 

excessively kind towards oneself), since the agent does not want to act consistently (due to 

 
complacent action, either by being complacent about something else, or by being complacent about the same 

matter, but in a different way.  
285 Recall that Giddens writes that modern institutions corrode ontological security due to modernity’s volatile 

and dynamic nature. Similarly, if one sees that another person acts complacency, and if the destabilizing or jarring 

effects on one’s routine and on one’s ontological security that I have described truly follows on witnessing others 

act complacency, then one might argue that agents might feel so ontologically insecure that they will try to at least 

maintain coherent self-narratives or identities, in the process sometimes acting complacently themselves.  
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whatever reasons or motives). 286  However, another unintentional consequence of acting 

complacently, is that a person can consequently also not trust others.287 Since the person acts 

in a self-serving way by ignoring moral obligations and betraying solicitude (seek the good of 

the other), why would the other seek the good for him? By acting complacently, one relativizes 

and betrays social structures and institutions that normally provide one with ontological 

security and the means to act. One carves away at one’s own ontological security in the quest 

for ontological security.   

It is for this reason that one can say with Versfeld (1985:15) that tending to nature288 is 

tending to the self or to persons (“natuurbewaring is persoonsbewaring”); or in more 

ecological terms: the conservation of nature is the conservation of people. Or, as Wendell Berry 

(1969::20) writes, “…what is good for the world will be good for us.” It is wrong to think that 

what is good for us is good for the world. It is for this very reason that Ricoeur (1992:274) 

writes that tragic action arises when one reverses Kant’s “order of priority” in which autonomy 

(oneself) is given a superior and independent status in comparison with the “plurality of 

persons” (the second person) and the “plane of institutions” (the third person). To prevent this, 

to practice practical wisdom, one must instead think of the autonomous self as also being 

constituted by “receptiveness, passivity, and … powerlessness” (Ricoeur 1992:274-5). The self 

contains “otherness”,289 and is so joined to, “…and [is] dependent on, the rule of justice and 

 
286 Agents who act complacently probably value some things (perhaps comfort, ease, pleasure, or feeling good or 

satisfied) more than the (disconcerting) truth about their actions. However, this a mere general conjecture. The 

reasons for why persons act complacently are probably as numerous as there are people and cannot all be 

explicated. 
287 Recall that Ricoeur links self-esteem and self-respect to interpersonal and institutional others. One cannot 

esteem, respect, or view as worthy that which one does not esteem, respect, or see as worthy in oneself.  
288 Recall Beck and Giddens’s (1991:144) arguments that nature has been socialized or brought under human 

control through the “application of humanly organised principles of science and technology”. Versfeld (1985:11) 

also holds that there is no longer a non-human natural environment. If one takes care of one’s social and 

(socialized) natural world, one is in fact taking care of oneself. We are starting to see to just what extent this is 

true as we realise that we are digging our own graves through mass consumption and the exploitation of natural 

resources.  
289 The other is something or someone that we will never fully understand, yet recall that Ricoeur (1995:55-6) 

argues that coming to understand (both inherent and external) otherness within ourselves is a lifelong task. This 

is not merely an arbitrary task that Ricoeur assigns to us: one must know oneself (and thus the otherness in oneself) 

in order to esteem oneself as good, or evaluate oneself as doing the right thing. One cannot esteem or evaluate 

what one does not know, and yet “who fully knows him- or herself?” (Versfeld [1968] 2008:115). Ricoeur’s task 

thus becomes prescriptive: one must get to know and live with the otherness in oneself, so that one can come to 

esteem and respect the other as one esteems and respects oneself. The person who does not know (and is thus able 

to esteem and respect) herself, cannot know (and thus esteem and respect) the second and third person other 

(Versfeld [1968] 2008:115). Perhaps one can go so far as to say that Ricoeur’s project of describing human action 

is a guide towards getting to know yourself: from the way the person is described in Freedom and Nature (the 

otherness inherent in being a subject-body), all the way to the self, described in Oneself as Another (interconnected 

with second and third person others). This project takes on a prescriptive quality if considered in this way. Again 

the Greeks come to mind: know thyself… as being part nature, part human, as a being with paradoxical freedom, 

as someone who is capable to act, and as an other amongst others. 
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the rule of reciprocity” (Ricoeur 1992:275-6). The self is joined to its community and 

environment in profound ways: everything you do to the environment, you do yourself; 

everything you do in the community of other persons, influences the environment; and when 

there is discord within a person (between idem and ipse), discord arises in the natural and social 

environment (Versfeld 1985:11-12). In order to make responsible290 decisions and evaluations, 

autonomy or the self must therefore be placed at the end of moral reflection (Ricoeur 

1992:274). 

Framed in terms of Giddens’s modernity studies, it could be the case that the late 

modern agent is so hyper-reflexive or self-aware, that he or she places him or herself at the 

‘start’ of (moral) reflection. In other words, people who act complacently might wish to achieve 

internal coherency, authenticity,291 or ontological security (over and above measuring up to 

external standards of what counts as action that is good enough or consistent with that which 

they care about), and so purposefully evaluate their action in such a way as to favour themselves 

or to think of themselves as authentic. Put differently, the agent evaluates himself as not being 

complacent in order to achieve and maintain a coherent narrative, even if this means smoothing 

over glaring contradictions within himself or in his own actions.  

In addition, modernity – due to the interconnection between the local and the global – 

offers an overwhelming array of options of living and being, and so distracts the agent from 

moral matters. As Giddens (1991:5) writes, “[r]eflexively organised life-planning, which 

normally presumes consideration of risks as filtered through contact with expert knowledge, 

becomes a central feature of the structuring of self-identity.” Thus, not only are agents 

encouraged to assign more importance to ‘finding themselves’ than to moral and existential 

matters, they are also inundated by – and thus preoccupied with – the multitude of options they 

 
290 Ricoeur, in dialogue with Abel (2012b) states that he thinks of responsibility in the following way (I paraphrase 

from the original French quote): “I [that is, Ricoeur] would like to draw my answer from an observation I made 

earlier about the promise, in which I said that three things were connected: to maintain oneself (to coincide with 

oneself [even as early as Freedom and Nature where the two selves have to coincide in order to act, namely the 

one who decides and the one in the project]), to take into account the expectation of the other, and respect the 

institution of language. In general, I would say that this is the very structure of ethics: it is what joins together 

self-esteem, care for the other and the just institution in the act of living with the other. This is the ethics common 

to all men. This is where I come to the notion of responsibility. I believe that responsibility adds a fourth dimension 

to what I just said about self-esteem, caring and justice: the concern for fragility. I discovered this mainly in the 

Jewish-American philosopher Hans Jonas’s book, The Imperative for Responsibility [Das Prinzip 

Verantwortung]: man is essentially responsible for what is fragile at all levels, both in creation and in society.” 
291 Recall that Giddens (1991:80) writes that the agent of high modernity connects life experiences to a “narrative 

of self-development” in the pursuit of creating a “personal belief system by means of which the individual 

acknowledges that ‘his first loyalty is to himself.’ The key reference points are set ‘from the inside’, in terms of 

how the individual constructs/reconstructs his life history.” This is in opposition to what Ricoeur prescribes. 
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have available to draw on in the process of building or shaping their own authentic selves. 

“What to do? How to act? Who to be? These are focal questions for everyone living in 

circumstances of late modernity” (Giddens 1991:70).  

Therefore, following Giddens’s insights on constructing an identity in late modernity, 

one can argue that maintaining a coherent narrative in order to feel that one is true to oneself 

or one’s goals – which Giddens claims is more prevalent or more important in late modernity 

– might act as one of many motives for why people act complacently. As such, one can also 

say that one of the unintended consequences of modernity is the increase of complacent action. 

Here, I will cautiously venture to say that this late modern tendency of agents to want to achieve 

authenticity through constructing internally coherent narratives that eschew external standards 

or measures – due to the dizzying amounts of information, lifestyle options, and overwhelming 

risks inherent in modernity – might correlate with the fact that complacency rose to prominence 

in modernity and continues to be prevalent in late modernity. In other words, even though 

complacent action has always existed in some form or the other, one can argue that modernity 

has amplified, increased, or intensified complacent action in a way that was unseen before 

modernity. 

So much for the intriguing element of complacent action that is making an epistemically 

irresponsible evaluation of oneself and one’s actions. 

Inconsistent Action  

Fifth, in my working definition of complacency I have written that the aforementioned 

requirements and the accompanying epistemic process results in inappropriate or deleterious 

actions with regards to the abovementioned wrong.  However, as said above, one can no longer 

think of complacent action as a process where actions follow thoughts. Instead, complacent 

action is a complex network of thoughts (or intentions) and actions. In some cases, it will indeed 

be the case that a person carefully thinks about how she will act, before acting. However, this 

thinking process is in itself an act. The agent stalls in order to work out how she might perhaps 

rephrase or reinterpret her actions so as to seem that these actions oppose the moral wrong that 

she cares about. Or she hesitates and culpably convinces herself of her benevolence or effort 

or hard work in relation to the wrong she cares about. Complacent action is not a linear process 

(as my working analytical definition of complacency might suggest). Thought interweaves with 

actions, actions with thoughts: who knows which informs the other first, and which sustains 

which within continuous action? It is near impossible to unravel. One can, for narrative’s sake 
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perhaps tell the story of the complacent agent in such a processual way. But Giddens has drawn 

our attention to the lived experience of (inter-)action, and it is by no means a neatly embedded 

reality as Ricoeur’s account of action tends to suggest. 

In short, complacent action is not a simple epistemic process which results in actions. 

That one cannot ‘cure’ or ‘fix’ complacent action through thinking (a better epistemic process) 

or more and better knowledge (characteristic of late modernity), attests to this. Complacent 

action is human, and to be human is to be capable of action; it is an original dimension of the 

cogito. Complacent action will thus have to be understood as being both consciousness (which 

entails prereflexive and reflexive, or practical and discursive consciousness) and action from 

its conception. 

Self-Satisfaction as Action-Component of Continuous Complacent Action  

Sixth, I hold in my working definition of complacency that ‘moreover (and sometimes 

as a consequence), complacency is accompanied by an excess of (self) satisfaction.’ Self-

satisfaction, I still maintain, is not necessarily a consequence of the above ‘requirements’ in 

my working definition of complacency. That is to say, excessive self-satisfaction does not 

follow on knowing and caring (about the wrong), evaluating (oneself as acting in such a way 

that one is opposing the wrong), and finally acting (in such a way that one is indeed not 

opposing the wrong). In fact, self-satisfaction, as part of the complex network of thoughts and 

actions, might be present in the foreground at different moments of the continual action that is 

complacent action. At other times, one’s excessive self-satisfaction might recede into the 

background. Sometimes, the complacent person is pleasantly and explicitly aware of her 

supposedly good and appropriate actions. At other times, self-satisfaction is a vague feeling of 

contentment, or of not being disturbed. Self-satisfaction, in other words, flits forwards and 

backwards in the continual action that is characterised by complacency. Self-satisfaction seems 

to sustain and encourage complacent action (who does not wish to feel satisfied?), but also 

seems to be a kind of by-product of culpably believing one’s actions are good enough. In sum, 

self-satisfaction is difficult to pin down as either being a foreground or a background, a 

provocative or consequential component in complacent action. 

In conclusion, I wish to provide some general remarks about complacent action based 

on the insights of Giddens and Ricoeur that I have not yet mentioned in the above discussion 

of complacency as action. To begin with, complacent action is inextricably connected to the 

self: if one constantly acts complacently, one will eventually be described as ‘complacent.’ In 
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addition, complacent action is reflexive: the agent knows he or she is acting in a meaningful 

way and that he or she is bringing about some change in the world.292 Since the agent is self-

reflexive and action is so connected to the self, one will be held responsible for one’s 

complacent actions. Even if the agent’s motives are good (in both the normative and 

prescriptive sense) for acting complacently, the agents will still be held responsible, although 

not necessarily blamed, for complacent actions.293 

In addition, Giddens and Ricoeur show us that the agent who acts complacently has 

various constraints on her actions. These constraints have their origins in the body, the psyche 

(such as the unconscious), one’s history or the time and space one was born into, other people, 

and social structures, technical mediations or resources, and institutions. Thus, Ricoeur writes 

(and Giddens agrees) that the agent has paradoxical freedom: the involuntary (or constraints) 

paradoxically also enable voluntary action. Ricoeur and Giddens thus provide us with the 

fundamental possibilities of human action: human action, and thus complacent action, is not 

determined, but nor is it an unrealistic, wholly unimpeded freedom. Thus, while evaluating 

complacent action, one must keep in mind that all agents act within certain constraints that also 

act as enablers, and that one can consequently not blame constraints for complacent action, nor 

can one blame persons for what constrains them. One might, at best, morally judge the 

complacent agent’s ways of interacting or dealing with these constraints and using them for 

voluntary action. 

Based on the above action theoretical insights, one can further make distinctions 

between morally worse and better cases of complacency. That is to say, there are instances of 

complacency that are more morally blameworthy than others. In some cases, the agent will be 

able to give morally justifiable reasons for her actions (although she would still be guilty of, 

and responsible for acting complacently). That is to say, sometimes an agent needs to act 

complacently in order to achieve some good, or in order to just ‘get by’ and cope with all the 

 
292  Understanding these actions and the self is further an indirect understanding that “proceeds from the 

interpretation of signs given outside [the agent] in culture and history and from the appropriation of the meaning 

of these signs” (Ricoeur 1971b:xv). 
293 When evaluating an agent’s action from the ‘outside’, as I am forced to do throughout the thesis, and especially 

when I look at case studies later, Ricoeur’s model of the text or narrative is more helpful than Giddens’s 

understanding of action as continuous. This is because, as Ricoeur has shown in From Text to Action: “[b]y 

subordinating the subjective intentions of the author [of the action] to the objective meaning of the text [or action], 

the theory [of interpretation] effects an initial displacement of the primacy of the subject” (Thompson 1981:18). 

This is not to say that the self and its motives should be dismissed entirely; only that the self assumes a “more 

modest role” and that the agent’s intention in performing a certain act is one consideration amongst many when 

interpreting an act (Thompson 1981:18). The agent’s intention in no way determines the interpretation of an act. 

However, Giddens’s model or action as day-to-day continuation is still more accurate or true to reality.  
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demands on her time and attention. However, this good or ‘getting by’ is achieved in spite of 

the fact of complacency’s wrongness. Finally, based on Giddens’s description of late 

modernity, it is clear that most agents live demanding lives that are so complexly interwoven 

with the lives of others, that it would be hard, if not impossible, to unravel it all and examine 

each thread of it, and consequently assign blame.  

The agent further acts through a continuous monitoring of her actions, and can do so 

because she has become skilled at navigating routine actions from day to day. Acting is thus a 

dimension of consciousness called practical consciousness. Of course, the agent is able to 

discuss her action, and this knowledge of how to express her actions is called discursive 

consciousness. But before discursive consciousness “…there is a pre-predicative [or 

prereflexive] consciousness of self which is enough to hold the intention of [one’s] projects in 

readiness for reflection” (Ricoeur 1951:5).  Thus, the agent who acts complacently is able to 

give some account of why she is doing so, although this account will never be exhaustive.  

Finally, complacent action can only be actualized through other agents. Ricoeur speaks 

of second and third persons who enable action: speaking, acting, narrating and imputing only 

makes sense in the presence of the other and with the help of third person others via institutions 

and technical means. Similarly, Giddens argues through the notion of the ‘duality of structure’ 

that an agent is able to act because she draws on social structures (virtual patterns of behaviour), 

which then also constrain her. Social structures are reproduced and sustained by agents through 

the repetition of social interactions or practices, while social structure, in turn, mediates social 

interactions or practices. In the case of complacent action, there are thus social structures on 

which agents can draw to act complacently, and by acting complacently, agents maintain and 

reproduce these structures of complacent action. As such, ‘knowing how to act complacently’ 

becomes part of the rules or schemas of a society (based on intimate knowledge of the 

normative elements and codes of signification surrounding complacent action), and complacent 

action becomes a resource in society (in the sense that complacent action is one of the ways in 

which one can generate command or power over persons and objects). 

Moreover, through the spatiotemporal repetition of social practices one develops a 

sense of ontological security. To have ontological security is to trust that the world is as it 

appears to be, and that one can trust other agents to act in certain ways, and that one can 

consequently act in it in a meaningful way. Ontological security, due to the trust that it inspires, 

leads to routine action (or established practices), and as result is tied to the maintenance of 
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institutions and personality. As I have mentioned above, without this trust or ontological 

security, it is difficult to speak, or to act, or to narrate and impute actions in a confident manner. 

If social systems and structures are broken down, then institutions are also weakened. One’s 

relationship with the third person and second person other thus deteriorates due to complacent 

action. Yet, I have also mentioned that seeking out ontological security could be a motive 

(amongst other motives) for acting complacently. In other words, agents who act complacently 

might sacrifice normative judgement for the sake of maintaining ontological security (that is, 

a coherent life narrative). 

Besides the fact that complacent action deteriorates one’s relationship with 

interpersonal and institutional others, complacent action might also be exacerbated due to the 

way in which one interacts with others. I have already shown, in the section on evaluation 

above, how co-presence and time-space distanciation affects complacent action. However, now 

I wish to briefly highlight how complacent action that happens in interactions of co-presence, 

and complacent interactions that are spatiotemporally mediated through technical means and 

institutions, affects other agents. Consider that in late modernity, the notion of ‘neighbour’ (that 

is, agents that are closely affected by, and affects one’s actions) is no longer limited to those 

persons who share the same locale or time with the agent in question. Instead, through technical 

and institutional mediation, the agent now has many ‘neighbours.’ That is, the agent, through 

his or her complacent action, is now able to affect many more people due to technology and 

modern institutions. However, what is particularly disconcerting is that spatiotemporal 

separation of the agent from other agents and their plights through technical and institutional 

mediation, tends to make agents more ‘callous.’ It is easier to act complacently in relation to 

some wrong when one is not face-to-face with another agent (who might be negatively affected 

by this wrong). Let us suppose one is complacent in relation to climate change, and that there 

are agents – in other parts of the world – that are being more severely affected by climate 

change than one is affected in one’s part of the world. One might see visual footage, or read 

news reports about these other parts of the world and the agents that are suffering due to climate 

change, but these mediated interactions with other agents will – in most cases294 – not affect 

one as strongly, as if one were to be co-present, or face-to-face with these agents. Technological 

and institutionally mediated interactions with other agents often shelter the complacent agent 

from the consequences of her actions. Although the agent might see or hear of the damage of 

 
294 Unless the agent has strong personal ties with persons living in these affected areas: either due to strong 

relationships, or due to strong associations with certain parts of the world or certain groups of people.  
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her action through technological devices, facilitated by institutions, her day-to-day routine 

remains unaffected; she does not feel the consequences in her own body, in her own bones. As 

such, complacent action, and its reach and negative effects on others, will often be exacerbated 

by technical and institutional mediations of interaction.  

In conclusion, Ricoeur and Giddens’s action theories combined have thus revealed that 

my working definition of complacency is too focussed on the conceptual schema of 

complacency (formal requirements, causes, causal links, circumstances, etc.) that qualifies 

which aggregate of acts counts as complacency, while excluding the reflexive self who is 

inextricably tied to action (Ballantyne 2007:128). By including the agent as the reference point 

from which one understands complacent action, my initial working definition makes way for a 

richer account of complacency. In addition, my working definition of complacency is too linear 

and causally-structured (one act or thought process leads to or causes another); by 

reinterpreting complacency as action, one clearly finds that complacent action is neither such 

a linear process, nor can one separate thoughts and actions within ongoing complacent action 

in such a simplified way.  Complacent action is therefore now understood as something which 

is continuously monitored by a reflexive agent, who is bound by time, space, and various other 

constraints (internally and other generated). In other words, by answering the question ‘who 

acts complacently?’, one arrives at a thoroughly human, and thus more realistic, understanding 

of complacent action. 

6.4. Complacent Action: The Incapable Man Caught up in Structures and Systems?  

Above, I have provided a brief account of some of the complexities involved in 

complacent action. I have demarcated what an agent is capable of doing, when an agent be 

considered responsible for her complacent actions, how motives stand in relation to action, how 

much freedom an agent has when she acts (or, in other words, what constraints are present in 

action, and how these constraints that impede or enable an agent’s action might vary to different 

degrees), what the agent’s relation is to others and to social structures and institutions, and how 

the other influences and enables action. However, these complexities are still mostly on the 

level of theory. In order to gain an even fuller understanding of complacent action, one needs 

to look at particular examples of complacency through the above outlined action theory of 

complacency. In other words, in the pursuit of incorporating both the dense ontological reality 

of complacent action and the objective rigour of studying it (as captured by an analytical 
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definition of complacency), consulting examples contributes to the aspect of studying 

complacent action as ‘dense ontological reality’. 

Below, I will posit two limit cases in order to illustrate the two extremes that 

complacent action might assume. On the one end of the extreme, I will try to present a case 

where a person’s actions will be considered complacent beyond reasonable doubt. Such an 

ideal case might never exist in reality, but will serve to strengthen our understanding of 

complacent action. On the other end of the extreme, I will investigate a case where a person’s 

behaviour is so that it skirts most of the boundaries set out in my action theory of complacency. 

In the middle of these two extremes, I will also explore a real-life example of complacent 

action.  

6.4.1. Limit Case One: A Climate Scientist Gets on a Plane 

 Now, with the above in mind, let us imagine what the perfect case of complacent action 

would look like. I am going to use climate change as that wrong about which the (complacent) 

person in question knows and cares. That is to say, the person in question, let us call her Julia, 

knows about and is concerned about the wrongness of climate change: she knows that climate 

change is man-made, is real, and that warming of about four degrees Celsius would be 

catastrophic for the world, on economic, environmental, and social levels (Marshall 

2014:chapter 37). Consequently, Julia is convinced that climate change is bad and that she 

ought to do something about it.  

However, to qualify Julia’s knowledge and concern even further (in order to make this 

the ‘perfect’ case of complacent action – or as close as we can get), Julia would have to have 

extraordinary cognitive abilities and perfect knowledge of the above information regarding 

climate change. In other words, she would have astounding capabilities of interpreting complex 

information about climate change. Subsequently, she would also be able to make inferences 

about what climate change means for the planet and its people. As a result, she knows exactly 

how bad climate change is, and she is consequently able to adapt her concern about climate 

change based on these inferences. Moreover, Julia lives in the kind of world where it is easy to 

obtain information about climate change. In addition, she has the time to obtain and interpret 

this information, and she has the type of character disposed to knowing and caring about 

climate change. Finally, Julia comes into contact with information about climate change on a 

routine basis, and so it becomes a kind of habit of hers to know and to care about climate 

change.  Perhaps one can conclude that Julia is a climate scientist.  
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In addition, let us suppose that Julia lives in the kind of society that encourages 

knowledge and concern about climate change. Thus, Julia lives in a society whose members 

acknowledge climate change as a real danger to humankind. Institutions are consequently 

structured in such a way as to allow and encourage people to reduce their carbon emissions. 

Perhaps Julia’s society is the kind of social system (or an intersection of social systems) that 

has the kind of structural properties (rules or schemas, and resources) that allow for social 

practices that fight climate change. These structures (or structural properties of systems) are in 

turn upheld by the agents’ social practices in Julia’s society. Structures, or rules and resources, 

might include the necessary skills to act in an ‘eco-friendly’ manner, knowing how to act in 

such a manner that one does not transgress certain agreed-on norms regarding climate change, 

hermeneutic frames of how to use available resources, eco-friendly transport options, urban 

farming, supermarkets that are set up in such a way that food are not wasted and packaged in 

more eco-friendly ways, and so on. Julia is thus able to draw on these structures during social 

interactions or practices. 

Moreover, let us further suppose that Julia lives in the kind of world where there are 

very few other concerns for her to care about. In colloquial terms, she has the ‘mental space’ 

to deal with the issue of climate change for which she cares. Julia therefore does not have the 

excuse that other cares and concerns are preventing her from paying due attention to climate 

change, nor can one say that she does not have the capacity and time to evaluate how her 

behaviour aligns with her concerns about climate change. In action theoretical language, one 

can say that the world affords Julia the possibility to carry out her projects regarding combatting 

climate change. 

In addition to (and partly due to) living in the kind of society described above, Julia has 

the capacity to act in the sense that she has and is a (mostly) docile body, she has the kind of 

personality or outlook on the world which allows her to act capably, and she has developed 

certain habits which allow her to act in line with her concern about climate change (in turn, 

shaping her personality even further in the way of caring for climate change). That is to say, 

she is a capable agent who is free to act within the constraints inherent in human freedom, as 

outlined by Ricoeur. Her society may be further made up of the types of institutions or groups 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



 

326 
 

that foster a sense of being “able to be capable” to act295 (Breviglieri 2012; Ricoeur 1966:65), 

especially regarding climate change. 

Now, let us look at the action that makes Julia complacent. Julia flies, biannually, with 

her family, to South Africa for holidays (let us suppose she currently lives in Never-Never 

Land, about 10 000 kilometres from South Africa, as the plane flies). Despite the fact that 

commercial jet planes emit large amounts of carbon dioxide and are consequently harmful to 

the environment (Environmental Protection Agency 2016), Julia culpably comes to the 

conclusion that her actions (flying regularly) do not really oppose her care about the wrong that 

is climate change.  

Julia hastily296 arrives at this conclusion by maintaining that she deserves to fly to South 

Africa for holidays, since her job as a climate scientist is very stressful297 (it is true that climate 

scientists do feel a heavy burden due to their extent of in-depth knowledge about the problem), 

and by maintaining that the good of her job as climate scientist somehow ‘balances’ her 

holidays. She is not necessarily smug about her behaviour, but she is satisfied with her decision 

and she reasons that to fly – all things considered – does not really oppose her care for the 

wrong that is climate change. In fact, she chooses not to think of her holiday as a matter of 

right and wrong. She seems to compartmentalise her work and her ‘personal life.’ She is 

consequently quite contented about the whole matter. Her self-satisfaction thus, for the most 

part, assumes a background feeling of ease. 

In other words, Julia makes an epistemically irresponsible or blameworthy judgement 

or evaluation about her actions. It is difficult to determine when exactly she makes this 

evaluation: did she, when buying airplane tickets (and all it implies), make the implicit 

evaluation of her actions as good? Or did she, in hindsight, after buying the tickets, construe a 

narrative in which her actions cohere? It would be more accurate to say that she evaluates and 

 
295  One can thus say that Julia’s society is not structurally unjust. Structural injustice occurs when “social 

processes put large categories of persons under a systematic threat of domination or deprivation of the means to 

develop and exercise their capacities, at the same time as they enable others to dominate or have a wide range of 

opportunities for developing and exercising capacities” (Young 2007:171). Since Julia lives in a structurally just 

society, she is given the opportunity to develop and exercise her capacities as an agent. This means that her society 

does not compel nor constrain her to adopt complacent behaviour, through rendering her an incapable subject.  
296As Ricoeur (1966:65) writes: indecision is a state of anxiety. The longer Julia hovers between decisions, the 

longer she is a kind of divided, conditional mode, confronted by her motives and responsibilities. Let us suppose 

Julia did not want to be in this anxious and uncomfortable state for long, and hence made a hasty decision based 

on her emotions (the motive most evident or compelling in the moment of decision). These emotions are thus 

stronger than the emotion she feels when she reads or thinks about climate change.  
297 I am indebted to George Marshall’s (2014: chapter 37, paragraph 10) “informal social research project” for 

this real life excuse. 
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keeps on evaluating her actions in such a way as to remain at ease or self-satisfied. Her 

evaluation is thus a continuous process, and so she keeps on acting complacently. As we have 

seen above, Julia has reasons for why she evaluates her actions as not opposing the moral wrong 

that is climate change. These reasons reveal her desires: Julia acts as she does because of these 

desires, and because of these desires she acts as she does. Perhaps she places more emphasis 

on the latter, implying that she interprets her actions as being caused or compelled, rather than 

motivated. 

In other words, Julia is perhaps irresponsible (in the form of acting complacently) 

because she does not reflexively regard herself as an agent pertaining to the matter in question. 

In the course of committing to her wrong actions, it might be that Julia does not esteem herself 

as the agent of her actions. That is to say, Julia abdicates her responsibility by viewing herself 

and behaving as helpless or an incapable person: she thus esteems herself as less than she is. If 

she were to articulate this attitude discursively,298 she might think something along the lines 

of: ‘I really see no other way to manage my stress than to holiday in a far-off place, away from 

my current stressful surroundings; to suggest that I could do otherwise is cruel and 

unsympathetic!’ As such, Julia is not willing to impute ethical or moral actions to herself. For 

her, it is irrelevant whether this specific action (flying, despite caring for climate change) is 

good or bad, or permitted or forbidden, since she hardly had a choice in the matter (according 

to Julia, of course). Complacent action, in this case, can thus be thought of as a type 

unwillingness to impute certain actions to oneself,299 or a kind of misuse of freedom. The 

complacent person does not want to see themselves as ‘the one who… (did x or y)’. Ricoeur 

call this the tragedy of the truth ([Ricoeur in dialogue with] Abel 2012b). 

 
298 Julia might have other unconscious motives besides those she can articulate. In addition, even though I am 

representing Julia’s thoughts here in abstraction, one should not make the mistake of thinking that Julia necessarily 

first articulates these thoughts and then acts. In addition, Ricoeur (1966:207) reminds us that action is a kind of 

intentional thought – action is the way Julia relates to the world – and so Julia’s complacency is an intricate 

network of thoughts and actions.   
299 Ricoeur (1966:365, 375) writes that the way we understand ourselves (the stories we tell about ourselves) 

influences how we understand our capacity to act, and consequently what actions we view as blameworthy: it is 

tempting to “hypostatize” one’s character type or the unconscious, for example. Excuses such as ‘don’t blame me, 

that’s just the way I am’, or ‘oops, I can’t help it, I did that unconsciously!’ express this kind of thinking. Ricoeur 

(1966:349) refers to this as using the involuntary as “an alibi for fear and sloth, a pretext for non-being.” If one 

understands oneself as one truly is – that is, as an acting being – one is more ‘integrated’ and consequently knows 

that one’s actions are imputed to oneself. In other words, one is not, as with the Cartesian Cogito, a purely thinking 

I who’s actions are separate and therefore distanced from oneself. One can perhaps say that the complacent person 

illustrates this: the complacent is not integrated (or does not have integrity or wholeness) since her actions (and 

her satisfaction or contentedness with these actions) do not cohere with what she values. 
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However, even though Julia thinks she is ridding herself of responsibility in this manner 

(what Ricoeur and Giddens would perhaps call a distorted narrative about herself), she is unable 

to escape blameworthiness. This is because Julia remains an agent despite professing 

otherwise. It is still Julia who esteems herself, who views herself as helpless or incapable. As 

such, Julia cannot escape self-reflexive imputation of action in this manner. As Ricoeur 

(1966:6, 46) writes: the subject is inherently self-aware and asserts herself in every action, even 

though the subject does not stress that it is she who is making up her mind in the moment of 

decision. Similarly, Giddens writes that the agent is continuously monitoring, and thus aware 

of her activity on the level of practical consciousness. Moreover, even though Julia makes 

herself out as incapable, and thereby wishes to classify her actions as non-actions or as inaction, 

Giddens and Ricoeur remind us that one’s inaction is still action: it is an acquiescence to (one’s 

supposedly ‘inactive’ actions), or an active demission. 

Another reason for Julia’s complacency (reason being meant here as both reason and 

motive for the action) is Julia’s desire to holiday in a different country. She might simply like 

travelling, and this desire to travel to another country, tainted by emotion, could be stronger 

than her desire to live a life in line with climate change. I have said that I wish to approach an 

example of complacency that is as ‘pure’ as possible. That is to say, an example where the 

agent is entirely300 at fault for reaching the wrong conclusion that all her actions are appropriate 

with regards to the matter she cares about. However, if I were to exclude desire from Julia’s 

actions, I think that we would no longer be talking about Julia the human being. Humans are, 

as Ricoeur explained, inherently pulled in many directions by their motives (and thus 

implicitly, by what they value), and by emotions and passions. 

Self-respect (that is to say, a feeling of veneration for one’s capability to tell apart wrong 

from right, through reason) is one of Julia’s motives, while her inclination to do something 

pleasurable (in the form of travelling by air to a holiday destination) is perhaps another motive. 

In this instance, the latter trumps the former: Julia acquiesces to her emotions which tinge her 

autonomy with passivity301 (Ricoeur 1966:312; 1992:215). She inappropriately consents to her 

nature, or uses the involuntary as an excuse. From an ethico-moral perspective (as worked out 

 
300 I use ‘entirely’ here, knowing full well that an agent can never be entirely – in a transcendent way – responsible 

for some thing. In other words, Julia still experiences the limits which Ricoeur has described in his anthology of 

the capable man, such as the body, the fact of life, personality, and the unconscious. Moreover, as an agent she is 

also part of a society which will shape her actions.  
301 Ricoeur (1992:216) emphasizes that it “is a matter here of a misuse of (free) choice and not of the maleficence 

of desire….”  
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by Ricoeur), Julia’s desire to fly to another country is a form of self-love, (excessive kindness 

or leniency towards herself) or what Kant calls Selbstliebe, and is thus blameworthy (Ricoeur 

1992:215). Julia, in other words, considers herself first – she appeals to the “particularity of the 

case at hand” – at the cost of considering others and moral universalisms (Ross and Turner 

2005:552). By reasoning as she does, Julia is able to “dogmatically resist moral criticism”, both 

from herself and potentially others (Ross and Turner 2005:552).  

Self-love or the “penchant for evil”, is the “most ordinary perversion of self-esteem”, 

writes Ricoeur (1992:215). Recall that morality is linked to self-respect (just as the ethical aim 

is linked to esteeming oneself as a capable agent). A person who has self-respect is aware of 

her autonomy or her ability to determine what is wrong or right, and to act accordingly. More 

specifically, self-respect is “…the variant of self-esteem that has successfully passed the test 

of the criterion of universalization” (Ricoeur 1992:214-5). It is when self-esteem fails the test 

of universalization that it takes on the perverted form of self-love (Ricoeur 1992:215). 

Subsequently, one can say of Julia’s case that if all human beings made use of air transport in 

their lifetimes, then climate change would worsen. Julia’s actions therefore do no pass the 

moral test of universalization, nor does her actions further her idea of the good life (her care 

about climate change). Finally, Julia’s situation can hardly pass as a moral dilemma, and due 

to her capacity as agent and her social circumstances, she could have done otherwise.  

In addition, since there are very few exculpating factors (such as Julia’s social 

environment, or a lack of knowledge, to name but two examples), Julia’s complacent action is 

exceptionally blameworthy. In this perfect – and unrealistic – world that is Julia’s, she does not 

have very good reasons for why she is acting complacently. Finally, Julia is held responsible 

as an individual person (as opposed to being partially responsible, as in instances of group 

complacency), even though she is part of a society (which will, even if it is a near perfect 

society, still have social structures on which Julia can draw creatively to act complacently).  

6.4.2. Real Life: When Swordfish Conservation Biologists Eat Swordfish 

Let us now return to the world we live in, where “real people are less free to ‘do 

otherwise’ than abstract agents” (Stones 2005:112). Giovanni Bearzi, in his article “When 

Swordfish Conservation Biologists Eat Swordfish” (2009), laments the fact that conservation 

biologists, after a long day’s work, are able to sit down at a restaurant and order swordfish 

without any moral qualms. This is one of those cases where complacency and hypocrisy are 

closely connected. It seems like a case of hypocrisy because most outside observers would 
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know or assume that swordfish conservation biologists are supposed to conserve, and not 

consume swordfish in an indiscriminate way (that endangers the swordfish population). 

However, Bearzi himself reveals that there is more than hypocrisy going on here.  

This is because swordfish conservation biologists do not seem to realise that they are 

doing something wrong, or more specifically, that their profession (or let us say, their social 

position302) is at odds with their behaviour. They sincerely seem to believe that they are 

innocent and see no conflict in their lives: they are therefore not trying to deceive other people, 

nor are they deceiving themselves. 303  Bearzi (2009:1) and Marshall (2014:chapter 37, 

paragraph 19) write that it is often as if conservation biologists and climate scientists (1) do not 

realise that people are looking at their behaviour as a level of trustworthiness of what they 

(conservationists and scientists) claim is true (just as one would look at “the racial prejudice of 

judges, the tax evasion by politicians, and the sexual behaviour of priests”), and (2) that 

conservation biologists and climate scientists fail to realise that they might be part of the 

problem (the problem being overfishing and climate change). In the previous section, I have 

written that complacency damages the self, interpersonal relationships, institutions, and thus 

ontological security: conservation biologists do just that by betraying others’ trust through their 

complacent actions.  

Before we look at the reasons for why conservation biologists act complacently, let us 

first look at some of the action theoretical components of this case. To begin with, conservation 

biologists know and care about the wrong that is overfishing and environmental harm: they 

spend their time “condemning unsustainable fisheries or reporting high levels of toxic 

 
302 Giddens (1984:84) defines social positions as “…social identity that carries with it a certain range (however 

diffusely specified) of prerogatives and obligations that an actor who is accorded that identity (or is an 

“incumbent” of that position) may activate or carry out: these prerogatives and obligations constitute the role 

prescriptions associated with that position.” These various social positions that each actor assumes can cause 

conflict (or tragedy) on the level of morality: Ricoeur (in dialogue with Abel 2012b), speaks of a plurality of 

commitments: we are beings with multiple commitments that force us to always negotiate in ourselves these 

multiple affiliations. If one looks at Giddens’s work on modernity, it seems as if modernity exacerbates the 

problem: in more traditional contexts in which “action and ontological frameworks” were more closed off by 

being clearly delineated, people arguably did not face as many moral dilemmas as today (Giddens 1991:48). (Yet, 

Giddens (1991:75) cautions us not to overstate this argument). “In medieval Europe, lineage, gender, social status 

and other attributes relevant to identity were all relatively fixed” and so people living in pre-modernity did not 

have the notions that we now have living in modernity, of having “unique characters” with “special potentialities” 

that might be explored and lived out (Giddens 1991:74). In other words, agents in pre-modern cultures did not 

have as much freedom as those living in modernity have regarding social interactions, identity (and the planning 

of counterfactual futures that this implies), and moral or ethical choices. As an agent in a pre-modern context, 

one’s social interactions (and the way one could plan one’s future and shape one’s identity) were limited by the 

tried-and-tested wisdom of the past, and due to the cosmological and ontological frameworks that provide firm 

moral principles and reasons for why the world is as it is (Giddens 1991:48). 
303 Recall that Szabados and Soifer (2004:257; 266) write that hypocrisy involves deceit or self-deceit.  
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contaminants in marine megafauna” (Bearzi 2009:1). By their very profession, conservation 

biologists have in-depth knowledge of the problem that is overfishing, and they probably have 

the necessary training, time, and resources to interpret this knowledge. Their awareness and 

concern for the conservation of swordfish is further a routine action: every day they are 

confronted with the issue and so their awareness and care become a type of habitual action that 

is only monitored lightly as they go on.304 

However, since conservation biologists live in this world, they will probably experience 

that very few other people care as much about the conservation of swordfish as they do. In their 

research environments conservationists might find that the necessary structures for being aware 

and concerned about the conservation of swordfish are in place for them to draw on, but in the 

‘outside’ world, in contact with the rest of society, these structures 305  are not in place. 

Moreover, since other persons do not find the conservation of swordfish as worthy as the 

conservationists do, conservationists’ concern for swordfish might not feel validated. Perhaps 

due to the lack of social support of swordfish conservation, conservationists might be 

unconsciously motivated not to care about swordfish, especially as they move outside of their 

research environments. It certainly is discouraging on a conscious level.  

Next, conservation biologists culpably judge themselves as working hard to solve these 

environmental problems: they believe that through their research, they are doing what is 

necessary to address these wrongs. Yet, admits Bearzi (2009:1), even though conservation 

biologists ‘work hard’ at solving these problems through research, they do not “heed what 

[they] do [otherwise], buy, and consume.” And so it is that one finds a swordfish conservation 

biologist enjoying a “delicious fillet of Mediterranean Swordfish” without feeling conscious-

stricken (or while feeling self-satisfied) (Bearzi 2009:1).  

Bearzi (2009:1) writes that conservation biologists are able to act in this contradictory 

way because they “pretend [they] are the good guys and problems are created by bad guys 

elsewhere.” By adopting this narrative, conservation biologists are able to make their 

 
304 The habitual way in which swordfish conservationist care about the conservation of these fish, might be another 

barrier to (re-)evaluating their concern and action regarding the preservation of swordfish. While habit involves 

some innovation and adaptation, it might stifle one’s imagination regarding other ways to preserve swordfish, and 

might make one desensitized to the problem that is the extinction of swordfish. 
305 For instance, the necessary resources to know and care about the conservation of swordfish might not be in 

place: there might not be any options to buy ethically sourced swordfish (allocative resources), or there might not 

be a ruling board or a government who prohibits overfishing and informs the public of the implications of 

overfishing (authoritative resources). Regarding rules or schemas of action, in society it is normatively acceptable 

to ‘go on’ in such a way that one eats swordfish, thus making it difficult to develop interpretative schemas to talk 

about and understand the issue that is overfishing.  
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discordant actions cohere. They are thus able to convince themselves that their actions do not 

contribute to the wrong that is overfishing: instead it is ‘someone else’ whose actions cause 

overfishing. Perhaps they reason and act in this way in order to remain at ease or self-satisfied 

regarding the issue of over-fishing. Or perhaps their self-satisfaction (thinking they are good 

people because they are conservation biologists) prompts their complacent actions. It is 

difficult to tell.  

Moreover, conservationists feel that governments should take care of the problem, and 

hence that it is not the responsibility of the individual (scientist) to tackle issues like 

overfishing. According to Bearzi (2009:1) the argument is as follows: “If Mediterranean 

swordfish comes from unsustainable or illegal fisheries, why don’t they [our government and 

other institutions] stop those fisheries in the first place?” Another reason for biologists’ 

obviously inappropriate and harmful actions might be due to compartmentalisation: the 

moment that they sit down to eat, the fish is no longer “endangered wildlife”, but rather food 

(Bearzi 2009:1). Biologists thus re-interpret reality so that it fits in with their interpretations of 

themselves as caring about and acting against overfishing. Other reasons given are that 

biologists do not want to give up their comfortable middle-class lifestyles (in other words, 

consumptive habits), and the argument that ‘if I do not eat swordfish, someone else will’ 

(Bearzi 2009:2).306  

Let us now look at the moral validity of the above reasons. When biologists say that the 

problem is created elsewhere, that the government should be responsible for controlling this 

problem, and that if ‘I don’t eat swordfish, someone else will’, they are hinting at the fact that 

they feel caught up in a problem too big for them to do anything about. In other words, one can 

say that resignation is at play here. The biologists do not feel like capable agents. Why might 

they feel this way? In Giddensian language (tempered by Stones), the agents in question might 

feel powerless against their external structures and consequently incorporate this powerless 

feeling into their knowledge-processes or internal structures. Swordfish conservation biologists 

thus experience their external influences as “irresistible causal influences” (Stones 2005:111). 

Moreover, it appears as if conservationists draw on social structures (for example, knowledge 

 
306 Here, the element of justice comes to the fore: how should social negatives or responsibilities be distributed? 

(Beck, Giddens and Lash [1994] 1997:6). In other words, in the kind of world where swordfish might be caught 

in one location, and consumed in another part of the world, and where there are various national and corporate 

institutions with different and sometimes overlapping areas of jurisdiction, how does one distribute the 

responsibility of conserving swordfish? As Beck (Beck, Giddens and Lash 1997:7) writes, people “are being 

expected to live with a broad variety of different, mutually contradictory, global and personal risks.”  
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of how to ‘go on’ in such a way that one depends on the government or others to get things 

done, or viewing and ‘using’ the government as resource to get things done) in an uncritical 

way. Therefore, just as Julia interpreted herself as incapable of acting correctly, so also do 

conservationists interpret themselves as incapable agents.  

Based on the fact that conservation biologists draw on structures in an uncritical way, 

and the fact that Bearzi chooses to speak of ‘conservation biologists,’ and not of ‘a conservation 

biologist,’ it appears as if conservation biologists are part of a group that acts complacently. In 

other words, conservation biologists share responsibility for this complacent behaviour because 

they all reflexively participate in and reproduce structures that sustain complacent action 

amongst conservation biologists. Each biologist is thus partially responsible for maintaining 

complacency-promoting structures, but one cannot hold a specific individual biologist 

responsible for orchestrating complacent action among conservation biologists. This case of 

complacent action thus lends itself more to speaking of a group who is complacent, than a 

specific individual (although, there will of course be unique actors involved who act 

complacently in their own unique way). Let us further look at some of the epistemically 

incorrect ways that swordfish conservationists evaluate their own (unsatisfactory) actions 

(pertaining to the wrong that is overfishing). 

As was pointed out in chapter one, this incorrect evaluation of one’s power in relation 

to external structures might be a form of epistemic irresponsibility, which in turn might 

contribute to acting complacently. However, and as always, judging whether an agent is acting 

complacently is subject to other qualifications. For example, Stones (2005:112) points out that 

evaluating oneself as being helpless in the face of external structures is “most often not just a 

subjective misrecognition of external conditions. It is often, rather, a realistic enough appraisal 

of the independent external conditions and the matrix of sanctions and rewards they promise 

to flesh and blood agents with a depth of values and commitments.” However, as Ricoeur and 

Giddens pointed out to us, even though structures (and by implication, institutions) have a kind 

of independent existence which goes beyond its constituting agents, institutions and societies 

are recursively sustained by agents. Because institutions are structures of action, agents are 

capable of changing the systems and structures that constitute institutions, even if the change 

is painfully gradual and minimal. Through their excuses, the conservation biologists seem to 

suggest that they are completely independent from governments and institutions, and that they 

thus have no power to bring about change in the fishing industry. However, they do have power, 

or power-in-common, which sanctions the existence of institutions.  
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 Conservation biologists, especially if they live under democratic systems, have the 

capacity to change institutions in such a way that it allows for ethical decision making. This 

does not mean that changing an institution or a society is an easy task. As Bearzi (2009:1) 

writes, in order (for example) to elect a representative who promotes sustainable choices, one 

must first “identify [one’s] own values and realise that alternative ways do exist.” However, 

this process of re-evaluating, in turn, is informed by the market-driven mass media. But, yet 

again, through agents’ power in common, they can make their individual decisions heard 

through their wallets. Here, it particularly comes to the fore that evaluation (of one’s actions 

and of one’s capabilities to act) is an ongoing process. It is never as simple as making a once-

off evaluation of one’s actions as good enough: as the agents continuously move through life, 

they will have to evaluate their actions again and again. Complacent action is thus an ongoing 

action or choice (where making a decision is also acting), and thus there are many opportunities 

to take initiative and choose or act non-complacently. Conservation biologists, moreover, are 

arguably in a more powerful social position due to their knowledge (and accompanying 

authority). They can thus exert more influence by, for example, setting the example of how to 

live a more sustainable life. 

I wish to return again to the above objection that others, such as the government, should 

be responsible for effecting change, but this time I would like to take another approach and 

emphasize an alternative aspect of this objection. Bearzi (2009:1) quotes biologist and fishery 

scientist Daniel Pauly who says: “I don’t want to have to check in the morning if my orange 

juice was pressed by underpaid migrant workers – I just can’t.” Whether Pauly “just can’t”, 

because he has no time to do so, or whether he simply cannot pay full attention to everything 

that he is doing, seems, on an intuitive level, like a legitimate reason.  

Based on Giddens’s description of late modernity, it is clear that most of us live 

demanding lives that are so complexly interwoven with the lives of others, that it would be 

hard, if not impossible, to unravel it all and examine each thread of it. As I sit here, I would 

have to determine where the rug beneath my feet really came from, and who made it under 

what conditions, and who imported it; next, I would have to determine whether the desk I am 

sitting at is made out of wood from a sustainable forest, and then I would have to determine 

where each part of my laptop came from. Even if one had the time for this kind of examination, 

– because arguably one can make the time – other barriers exist: some information is hard to 

find, and if one found out that most of one’s products are unethical, it would require tremendous 

exertion and more time to find replacement products that are sustainably sourced. I would 
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perhaps have to give up using my laptop altogether, knowing that some parts cannot currently 

be sourced ethically. It is clear that such a task is impossible for a person acting on her own. In 

this sense, conservation biologists might be less blameworthy for their complacency, than if 

these impediments did not exist. However, as conservation biologists, they do have a lot of 

knowledge surrounding swordfish (they know that swordfish populations are decreasing to 

dangerously low levels that might lead to extinction), and they have the choice of eating other 

fish (different from the example of people who have almost no choice, if they want to use a 

laptop).   

Finally, some biologists admit that they do not wish to give up their comfortable 

lifestyles. Again, from an action theoretical perspective, a person has different motives (such 

as the body which needs food, and the unconscious) and hence different things, or projects that 

he or she values. Giddens (1993:84) speaks of a hierarchy of purposes,307  while Ricoeur 

(1966:146) refers to a hierarchy of values. Determining one’s hierarchy of values is an infinite, 

ongoing process: in the moment of choosing to eat swordfish, or choosing to forfeit swordfish, 

one is confronted with “evident goods,” writes Ricoeur (1966:146). Evident goods are present 

in one’s “affective corporeal matrix” and is experienced “‘in’ a desire” (146). In other words, 

even if one (say the ethicist, or the judging observer) were to draw up a “balance sheet” with 

all the desires and needs involved in the biologist’s choice, Ricoeur (1966:146) argues that for 

the biologist who is amidst the choice, certain values stand out clearly above the rest. 

Phenomenologically, then, the option of eating a tasty swordfish right now is much 

more compelling than saving the abstract swordfish – out there – from extinction. However, 

even though Ricoeur draws our attention to the very human way of sorting out our values and 

making decisions, it does not absolve us and the conservation biologists from acting 

responsibly. One has the freedom and capacity to do otherwise, and since one has the capacity 

to act, one has power over others. In our current example, swordfish biologists have some sort 

of power over the environment, and by implication over other human beings. Having power 

over others introduces an ethical element into action. By not acting in an integrated way 

(complacent action divides the self), conservation biologists relativize and betray (not only 

 
307 Stones (2005:101, 103) explains that the ordering one’s concerns or purposes into a “hierarchy of purposes” 

with the aid of one’s internal structures is closely tied to the rationalization of one’s action. For example, drawing 

on one’s general-dispositional internal structures, one might have certain aesthetic tastes that shape which type of 

projects or purposes one values; at the same time however, drawing on one’s conjuncturally-specific internal 

structures, one might be faced with contexts that are more important or pressing than one’s aesthetic tastes, causing 

one to value, for example, more pragmatic projects. This ordering process may not be completely coherent or 

logical, and can be more or less a critical process or a pre-reflective one (Stones 2005:103). 
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their own values, but also) social structures that could have been used by agents to conserve 

swordfish or only consume sustainably sourced fish. One can thus say that conservation 

biologists have – at least – some sort of duty not to eat swordfish. 

In conclusion, the above case of swordfish conservation biologists eating swordfish 

draws our attention to some of the complexities involved in real life instances of complacent 

action. The conservation biologists in the example are guilty of complacent action, yet there 

are exculpating circumstances which make their complacent actions less blameworthy. These 

(in part) pardoning circumstances include the biologists’ perception of their (lack of capacity), 

resignation (feeling overwhelmed because they evaluate themselves as not being able to do 

much), and evaluating themselves as being caught up in established structures and societal 

constraints (such as a society that encourages pleasure and instant satisfaction, at the cost of 

mindfulness and moral behaviour; along with governments that do not monitor fisheries). 

However, one must also keep in mind that some of these reflexive evaluations are in themselves 

complacent actions, and so we return once again to the conclusion that swordfish conservation 

biologists act complacently.  

6.4.3. Limit Case: The Average Joe Who “Does his Share” 

 Let us now suppose an average Joe who cares about climate change for our final 

example. He is really going to have us question whether it is easy to label someone as 

complacent. Although Joe is an average person, it does not mean that he is not exceptional at 

something. Perhaps Joe is an excellent civil engineer, or a masterful chef, or a remarkable 

bonsai-grower. He could be a person like you or me; that is all I mean to say. 

 However, Joe is not a climate scientist. He perceives only vaguely the problem that is 

climate change. Here and there, in his busy life, he picks up bits and pieces about climate 

change. All that he could perhaps say for certain is that (a) climate change is bad, and that (b) 

he is concerned about it, and (c) that he consequently wishes to do something about it. And so 

Joe goes and does what he thinks might mitigate climate change: he recycles all his recyclables, 

uses re-usable shopping bags, and from his friend, Thelma, he’s heard that one should buy 

one’s own aluminium straw and a re-usable coffee cup for when one consumes take-away 

beverages at places like Starbucks. Joe likes gardening, so he plants a few trees as well. Later, 

he finds out that there’s an eco-friendly search engine, which plants trees for every search you 

make. So, Joe reluctantly leaves Google and uses the eco-friendly search engine instead. Joe, 

reflecting on his actions, thinks he is doing quite enough regarding climate change and is also 
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rather satisfied with himself. This, while climate change is a wrong which demands much, 

much more action to be mitigated. 

 Moreover, Joe reaches the conclusion that his actions are satisfactory (in relation to the 

problem or wrong that is climate change) in an epistemically irresponsible way. Although Joe 

is not actively trying to avoid an honest appraisal of his actions regarding climate change (he 

does not avoid conversations or information about climate change, for example), Joe (as a limit 

case) is perhaps ‘sincerely’ ignorant. Jenni (2003:279) calls this an “unmotivated lack of 

focus”, or “simple inattention.” In this case, let us say that Joe simply misses certain 

information by chance, and that it never occurs to him to further investigate whether his actions 

are adequate to address climate change. In addition, Joe does not live in a society which directs 

his attention to what counts as adequate action in relation to climate change, nor has Joe been 

taught to assess to what one should and should not pay attention. Although not the worst, this 

is still blameworthy behaviour:308 Joe should go beyond moral duty and find out what he can 

do more in terms acting against the wrong that is climate change, especially since he knows it 

is something which affects all human beings.  

Standing back, this looks like a classic case of complacency: Joe cares about climate 

change and he thinks his actions are appropriate to address climate change (while his actions 

are not: they are greatly insufficient). Joe has arrived at the conclusion that his actions are 

adequate in an epistemically irresponsible way, and he also feels satisfied. As an onlooker, one 

might perhaps feel justified in condemning Joe’s actions as being complacent. His neighbour 

from across the street has been thinking the exact same thing: ‘Look at Joe,’ she thinks, ‘he 

supposedly cares about the environment, yet he drives around in his SUV and lives in an 

enormous house. Delivery trucks are constantly dropping off packages at his home too! He’s 

comfortably consuming more things as the world goes to waste. He’s so oblivious, he needs to 

do more! Ugh. He is being so complacent.’  

However, at the same time, one might suspect that Joe is not really such a horrible or 

blameworthy person in terms of complacency. Let us consider some mitigating factors in Joe’s 

case. Let us start with Joe’s knowledge that climate change is bad. Joe might not know how 

 
308 Joe, in addition to being inattentive or unfocused, is probably also morally negligent with regard to his 

behaviour. Recall Milo’s (1984:84) definition of negligence (mentioned in chapter one): moral negligence is “a 

culpable failure to take those precautions necessary to assure oneself, before acting, that what one proposes to do 

is not in violation of one’s moral principles.” (Whether it is fair to expect this of every person’s every act, is a 

matter which I will focus on in the rest of this case study. One can already intuit that to pause before every action 

is almost impossible in the kind of world that Joe, and most of us, live in; not to mention the interwoven and 

continuous nature of action which complicates evaluation of one’s actions in the flow of daily life.)  
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bad, ‘bad’ is. Since he is not a climate scientist (or perhaps a moral philosopher with an interest 

in the wrong that is climate change), Joe does not realise the vast and catastrophic implications 

of climate change. Now, one may object and argue that Joe should take the time to investigate 

the wrong that he supposedly “cares” about and then adjust his actions accordingly, and this is 

indeed so. However, let us look at some of the things that might prevent or discourage Joe from 

adequately knowing, caring, and acting in line with climate change.  

Joe’s sincere ignorance about the inappropriateness of his actions might be due to the 

fact that he does not have time to do extra research about climate change, and he has other 

pressing concerns. Joe, like most of us, has many constraints on his time. He works nine hours 

a day, and more often than not, has to work overtime. He has a family with whom he likes to 

spend time. There are certain daily chores in and around his home that he has to complete, and 

he has other activities, like rock climbing, or hiking in the mountains, which he would also like 

to do. Even if Joe obtained the relevant information – let us say he realises that the food that 

he buys in grocery stores is transported via vehicles that make use of fossil fuels, and that these 

vehicles emit carbon dioxide, and hence are bad for the environment, can one reasonably expect 

of him to stop supporting grocery stores? I think most would agree that such a demand is 

perhaps unreasonable. 

This would imply that Joe should grow his own food, and perhaps keep a cow in his 

own backyard (most people in Joe’s world do not even have the luxury of a backyard: they live 

in high rise buildings). The point is that Joe does not live in the kind of world that permits him 

to grow his own food: he perhaps does not have the time to learn how to grow and maintain a 

vegetable patch, or he simply does not have the allocative resources to do so (a big enough 

garden, for example). Finally, even if Joe were to grow his own food, he would have to process 

these foodstuffs (bake bread, make cereals, parse olive pips to make olive oil, and so on). Joe 

does not have the equipment nor time to do this. 

In addition, Joe’s inappropriate actions might be due to a lack of interpretative skills. 

While Joe has knowledge and the necessary interpretative skills (and schemas that he can draw 

on) of how to ‘go on’ in his day-to-day life, he does not have specialised knowledge about 

climate change. Even if he were presented with ‘knowledge’ in the form of peer reviewed 

articles about climate change in respected journals such as Nature, he would simply not know 

how to interpret these articles. The information would almost be meaningless to him, and 

therefore would not have any purchase on his behaviour. Joe might choose to rely on articles 
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written for the general public, but then again he might not be certain that the information is 

reliable. There are lots of articles that purport that climate change is a myth. Although one 

might expect of Joe to research climate change since it is such a far-reaching wrong, one starts 

to see that ‘obtaining information’ or doing ‘research’ is not such a straightforward process. 

Finally, some, such as Norgaard (2011:xix), draw our attention to the fact that the 

problem is not always a lack of information, but that people feel frustrated and powerless. Let 

us suppose that Joe feels powerless, but not in an overtly conscious way. This powerlessness 

is manifested in Joe’s habits and his routines. Joe has grown up in the kind of world where it 

is an imperative and definitely a goal to amass as many things as is possible. Joe thinks it is 

completely normal to buy a bigger house, a bigger car, more household appliances, and more 

luxury goods, the more money he earns. If he looks around him, it certainly seems to be the 

way things are done. His friend recently bought a second house, and Joe secretly wonders when 

he will be able to do the same. Over the years, as he drops of his children at school, he notices 

that the cars from which other schoolchildren descend grow more and more luxurious and 

flashy. And so Joe does the same. Social conventions should not be underestimated.309 It takes 

a special conviction to act against the crowd or the ‘they.’ In fact, many feel that complacency 

is greatly helped along and sustained by the company one keeps or the society that one is part 

of (Jenni 2003:285; Doan 2014). Arendt (1977:126) writes that Eichmann, although 

responsible for transporting thousands of Jews to their death, thought he was working alongside 

“respectable people”.  

Yet, some might argue that a person does not just helplessly internalize his or her 

society’s structures (of complacent action) in total. Instead, as Giddens shows us, agents can 

creatively and critically draw on these social structures in social practices, while then reshaping 

(even if it is just a little bit) these structures through their unique social practices. Thus one 

might argue that Joe, while not a fully free from societal constraints and all this entails (being 

subject to power relations, certain frames of interpretation, and sanctions by institutions or his 

 
309 I recall a certain prank, executed in Japan, called the ‘100 people prank’. In this prank, one hundred people act 

together in order to fool or to prank one other random person. In one scenario, the hundred pranksters suddenly 

start running past the chosen individual (the prankee). The prankee has no idea why the others (the hundred) are 

running, but starts running, frantically, along with the group anyway. In another scenario, the hundred 

unobtrusively walks alongside the prankee until they are all walking around him – dispersed. Someone gives a 

signal, and the hundred pranksters all drop to the floor. The prankee does the same, even though he does not know 

why. Of course, situations like these are not absolutely representative of how social influence plays out. The 

prankees in both instances probably felt threatened and exposed while walking in public, and probably thought it 

wise to run or duck for cover even if they did not see the ‘danger’ that the others were running, or taking cover 

from.  
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peers), is not completely at their mercy either. Joe is able to improvise and draw on these 

structures until he gradually creates ‘new’ structures. However, this argument leans too much 

in favour of the agent’s initiative. Action is also passivity, and so to expect of one agent that 

he should change societal structures is to ask the impossible.  Changing social structures might 

involve “…addressing corrupting social influences such as the deliberate hiding of abusive 

practices,310 misleading advertising, the prevalence of obfuscating language, and widespread 

antipathy to moral reproach and discussion” (Jenni 2003:290). 

In addition, we know that Giddens has made it clear that power is both enabling and 

constraining. Ricoeur also speaks of having to assume more active or passive roles based on 

power-relations. However, let us suppose Joe lives in a structurally unjust society, and that he 

happens to part of that category of persons who are systemically being deprived of the means 

of developing and exercising their capacities to act (especially regarding climate change) 

(Young 2007:171). Using Ricoeur’s language for a moment, it would seem as if Joe’s 

complacency might be an instance of submission: that is to say, Joe has had his power removed 

through structural injustices, and can thus merely acquiesce to the wills of those who are in 

power. Since those in power in Joe’s society are not concerned about climate change and about 

fostering environmentally friendly behaviour in others (let us suppose the powerful even 

oppose awareness of climate change), Joe’s power or capacity is drastically reduced. In this 

specific scenario, Joe’s complacency is less blameworthy (than if he were to act complacently 

due to his own omission or neglect of the correct action) (Ballantyne 2007:151).  

Furthermore, Joe’s character might also thwart his actions. Although Ricoeur later 

argues that one can slowly shape one’s character, one’s character also pushes back, in a manner 

of speaking. It is one’s finite perspective on the world, and while one might be busy shaping 

one’s character, one’s character, in the meantime, induces one to act in one’s unique way. Joe 

is very laid back and, as some say, happy-go-lucky. He is not overly anxious about many things. 

He actually offends people on a regular basis without being aware of the fact. Kawall 

(2006:344) would perhaps call Joe “thick-headed”. Joe’s sincere inattentiveness might indeed 

partly be due to his personality. This, of course, does not exempt Joe from blame: Ricoeur 

 
310 However, I would like to add, along with Giddens, that unintentional hiding of harmful practices might also 

occur. For example, Joe might become desensitized to climate change, due to mass media’s way of reporting on 

climate change. Media houses might unintentionally cause this desensitization by making climate change a regular 

feature in their publications, or by placing stories about climate change on the front page along with celebrity 

gossip (Bearzi 2009:1). Mass media might thus unintentionally lead Joe to believe that climate change warrants 

as much concern as some famous couple’s break-up.  
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constantly reminds us that one should wrest the voluntary from the involuntary (or from the 

semi-involuntary, in this instance). 

 In conclusion, despite all the obstacles that Joe has to face in order to act in line with 

what he cares about, Joe is still guilty of complacent action. It would, however, be absurd if 

one were to equate Joe’s complacency with Julia’s complacency. Joe’s complacency is far less 

blameworthy than that of Julia’s, since there are far more pardoning factors present in his case 

than in Julia’s. 

6.4.4. Final Thoughts  

At this point of the investigation into complacent action, it might seem as if we are only 

left with the option of infinitely enumerating and examining cases of complacent action. But 

this is not entirely true. The analytical definition of complacency which I have provided earlier 

introduces a certain order: it makes explicit a set of rules (or to use Giddens’s term: structures) 

or an action-pattern that aid(s) us in knowing whether and when it would be appropriate to 

characterize certain actions as complacent action. However, the tie between the analytic 

definition of complacency (the essential prerequisites for action to count as complacent action) 

and the other contingent characteristics often found in cases of complacent action is not 

systematic: certain contingent aspects are absent from certain types of complacency, or they 

are common to several types of complacency, or even to all (Ricoeur 1977:76).  

In sum, by looking at various cases of complacent action, I have found, such as in the 

case of Joe above, that complacent action is a necessary part of everyday life. We cannot act 

non-complacently about everything that we care about in our daily lives. We simply do not 

have the time, the necessary social structures, and sometimes the capability to do the right thing 

about everything that we know and care about. In a perfect world (perhaps similar to the world 

that Julia lives in), there would not be any need to act complacently. However, in this world 

right now, with all its demands and wrongs, one is almost compelled to act complacently, at 

least about some things.311 So, until the world becomes the kind of world where there is no 

 
311 By arguing that complacency is part of our present-day lives and thus a necessary evil, am I not arguing exactly 

like someone who is complacent? In other words, am I saying that we as human beings are actually okay, while, 

in fact, we are not? However, here is another interesting thing about complacency: by admitting that one is 

probably complacent (about X), one is no longer complacent (about X). This is because one recognizes one’s 

shortcomings (regarding X), and hence cannot feel satisfied or at ease, nor is one being epistemically irresponsible 

in the moment of ‘recognizing’ one’s own complacency. However, if one then does not change one’s behaviour, 

one is probably guilty of another related vice, such as weakness of will or resignation. Even if it is ironic, we need 

to negotiate this irony or tension as we live, and hope and strive for the day where it is no longer necessary to be 

complacent. Jenni (2003:279) gives us some practical advice: “we should attend (at least) to apparent violations 
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need to act complacently, we can only hope, along with Ricoeur, for deliverance from this 

tensive state of existing. Hope does not reconcile the opposing elements in our world, but hope 

consoles us as we manoeuvre between the demands of our circumstances, nature and other 

people, and our wish to act autonomously in the pursuit of doing what is right.  

6.5. Concluding Thoughts 

The aim of this chapter was to arrive at an action theoretical account of complacency. 

To do so, I first integrated Ricoeur and Giddens’s respective action theories. From this 

integration or synthesis, I was able to identify and summarize the foundational constituents of 

an action theory with a view to elucidate complacency.  

Based on these foundational constituents, I was next able to delineate the specificity of 

complacent action. I found that complacent action is particularly characterised by the action-

components or acts (considered conceptually) of (i) awareness and (ii) care or concern about 

some matter, (iii) in conjunction with acts that contradict the agent’s acts of care about this 

same matter, (iv) where both the acts of care and the acts that contradict these acts of care 

(about some matter) are evaluated as being congruous or in line with what the agent cares 

about. These evaluative acts within the flow of complacent action are thus mistaken in the sense 

that acts that contradict the agent’s care, do not align with that which the agent is (aware of 

and) concerned about. Moreover, these ongoing mistaken evaluations are due to the fault of the 

agent. The final action-constituent of complacent action is (iv) the act of self-satisfaction, 

where self-satisfaction ‘causes’ or maintains the aforementioned wrong evaluations of, and 

actions contradicting the agent’s acts of care. In sum, within the heart of complacent action one 

finds directly opposing or contradicting actions (in relation to some matter), that are smoothed 

over (made to seem coherent) by the agent in question through his or her wrongful and 

irresponsible evaluations of her own actions (pertaining to some matter).  

Next, I was able to bring the above action theory (based on an integration of Ricoeur 

and Giddens’s action theories) into dialogue with my working analytical definition of 

complacency. By doing so, I was able to reinterpret and redescribe the analytical constituents 

of my working definition of complacency as action, or at least makes sense of these constituents 

within an action theoretical framework. By placing analysis and action theory in a dialectical 

 
of our moral values in which we are personally implicated, which we have power to affect, and to which we have 

been directed by clues that something is amiss.”  
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relationship, I was able to obtain a description of complacent action that is both precise or 

specific, and rich and complex.     

Finally, I have provided three case studies to illustrate the varied and complex ways 

that this pattern of complacent action might play out. These case studies also served to illustrate 

that not all cases of complacent action are equally blameworthy, and that in our day-to-day 

lives, most agents will have to act complacently about some matters. By looking at the way 

that the specific pattern of complacent action manifests in real life, one additionally finds that 

complacent action is both defined and undefined. Defined, because within each of the three 

cases of complacency, one is able to analytically identify those specific and common aspects 

or characteristics associated with complacent action. Undefined, because each instance of using 

the word ‘complacency’ and each instance of an agent ‘acting out’ complacent action, slightly 

departs from, and even alters, the supposed essential understanding of complacency.  

To conclude, one can define and describe complacency as action, but this definition and 

description is an ongoing process, due to the nature of action. New ways of complacent action 

might arise or evolve, or the word ‘complacency’ might take on new nuances as it is being used 

in discourse and discussed. As such, the above dialectic between analysis and action is again 

confirmed: one might have a stable idea or definition of what complacent action is, but this 

idea or definition will always be informed by action. We can reflect on complacent action and 

narrate our understanding of complacent action, but we will not achieve a final vantage point 

from which to declare: “this is complacent action, once and for all!” To use Ricoeur’s words, 

making sense of human life and (complacent) action is something “unachieved” or 

“unfinished”; it is an ongoing judgement that one has to make amidst different cases of 

complacency in complex circumstances. 
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Conclusion 

Complacency is prevalent and intriguing social phenomenon to which philosophers, 

sociologist, and anthropologists have paid very little attention. It was thus the purpose of this 

thesis to fill this gap, this unexplored area of research, by illuminating complacency from an 

action theoretical perspective in order to make a direct contribution to the philosophical 

disciplines of ethics and action theory, and in order to make an indirect contribution to public 

discourse surrounding the matter of complacency.  

In order to think of complacency as action, I first needed to analyse and disambiguate 

complacency as phenomenon: I thus posited a working analytical definition of complacency in 

chapter one. I then explored the connection between linguistic analysis and action theory in 

order to connect my working analytical definition of complacency with complacency 

considered as action in all its complexity and fullness. I then proceeded to delineate the action 

theories of Paul Ricoeur and Anthony Giddens, in order that I might draw up an integrated 

action theory based on the systemization of their work. Based on this synthesized action theory, 

I identified several action theoretical components to serve as foundation to my action theory of 

complacency. 

Finally, I was able to specify those action components, as part of the ongoing or 

continuous flow of daily action, that are specific to complacent action. I found that complacent 

action is characterized, predominantly, by directly opposing or contradicting actions (in 

relation to some matter), that are smoothed over (made to seem coherent) by the agent in 

question through his or her wrongful and irresponsible evaluations of her own actions 

(pertaining to some matter). 

Next, I was able to bring my working analytical definition of complacency into dialogue 

with the Ricoeurian-Giddensian action theory and with the specific action-components of 

complacent action that I have identified, in order to arrive at an account of complacent action 

that incorporates both a technical, precise, and clarified understanding of complacent action 

and a description of complacent action as complex, rich, and mysterious. This action theoretical 

account of complacency, further illustrated by three case studies, revealed that while one can 

describe complacent action in precise terms (there are certain explicit and essential 

characteristics that are present in all cases of complacent action), complacent action escapes 

definition, in the sense that each instance of using the word ‘complacency’ and each instance 

of an agent ‘acting out’ complacent action, slightly departs from and even alters the supposed 
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essential understanding of complacency. As such I have said that our understanding of 

complacent action is an ongoing process; it is itself an action. 

Through my research I have thus partly filled the gap (a lack of philosophical, 

sociological, and anthropological research on complacency) that existed in the fields of ethics 

and action theory. 
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