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1. Announcements (5 mins) 

2. Social Contract Theory (25 mins) 

3. Break (10 mins) 

4. Virtue Ethics (25 mins) 

5. Break (10 mins) 

6. Wrap-up Activity (20 mins) 

7. Other Ethical Theories (20 mins) 

8. Reminders before next class (5 mins)

Class Outline



Announcements



Social Contract Theory



Social Contract Theory

• Thomas Hobbes
– “State of nature”
– We implicitly accept a social contract
▪ Establishment of moral rules to govern relations among citizens
▪ Government capable of enforcing these rules

• Jean-Jacques Rousseau
– In ideal society, no one above rules
– That prevents society from enacting bad rules

1588-1679

1712-1778



Social Contract Theory Definition of Morality

James Rachels:

“Morality consists in the set of rules, governing how people 
are to treat one another, that rational people will agree to 
accept, for their mutual benefit, on the condition that others 
follow those rules as well.”

If you’re an econ geek: 

“every Nash equilibrium in sets of social rules is morally right.”



Kinds of Rights

• Negative right: 
– A right that another can guarantee by leaving you alone

• Positive right: 
– A right obliging others to do something on your behalf

• Absolute right: 
– A right guaranteed without exception

• Limited right: 
– A right that may be restricted based on the circumstances
– Positive rights tend to be more limited
– Negative rights tends to be more absolute



John Rawls’s Principles of Justice
• Each person may claim a “fully adequate” number of 

basic rights and liberties, so long as these claims are 
consistent with everyone else having a claim to the same 
rights and liberties

• Any social and economic inequalities must
– Be associated with positions that everyone has a fair and equal 

opportunity to achieve
– Be to the greatest benefit of the  

least-advantaged members of society  
(the difference principle)

• Rawls is saying more than just that every Nash 
equilibrium is moral.



Rawls’s Difference Principle

“any inequality that is 
permitted in society should 
only be permitted on the 
basis that it benefits the 
least favoured in society”



Case for Social Contract Theory

• Framed in language of rights
– Intuitive and natural

• Explains why people act in self-interest without  
common agreement

– Logically, it’s the best thing to do

• Provides clear analysis of certain citizen/government problems
– Why is it right to punish someone for a crime?
– Why is civil disobedience justifiable?



Case Against Social Contract Theory

• No one signed contract
• Some actions have multiple characterizations. In such cases, we 

don’t learn how to make trade-offs between these conflicting 
rights.

– Same problem we saw with Kantianism, though phrased in terms of duties instead of 
rights.

• May unjustly treat people who cannot uphold contract
– In principle, we should distinguish between people who can’t follow the contract, and 

those who choose not to.
– In practice, this can be hard to do.



Movie Download Scenario

• InterMovies is a site that streams TV series and movies for a flat 
monthly fee

• Collects information about media choices from customers
• Constructs profiles of customers
• Sells profiles to direct marketing firms
• Some customers happy to receive more emails; others unhappy 

at increase in “junk mail”



Evaluation (Social Contract Theory)

• Consider rights of InterMovies, customers, and other companies
• Do customers have the right to expect contact info to be kept 

confidential?
• If customer watches a show using InterMovies, who owns 

information about transaction?



What do you think about InterMovies?

Let’s explore both scenarios. Working in groups of 3 consider 
whether each point of view can be justified using social contract 
theory.

A) Customer doesn’t have the right to privacy
B) Customer does have the right to privacy

• Try to construct a system of rules that rational people would accept as beneficial, given that 
others would accept these ideas as well.  



Break



Virtue Ethics



Virtue Ethics

• Aristotle: true happiness and human flourishing 
lies in living a life of virtue

– virtues are not just dispositions towards action, but towards 
feeling

– you develop virtues by habitually repeating the relevant virtuous 
actions
▪ e.g., develop honesty by telling the truth

“The virtues are those character traits human beings need 
in order to flourish and be truly happy. A virtuous person is 
a person who possesses and lives out the virtues. A right 
action is an action that a virtuous person, acting in 
character, would do in the same circumstances.”



What are the virtues?

• Different virtues are emphasized in different cultures, but most 
cultures seem to prize the same things.

• Vices are the opposites of virtues
– often there are two vices associated with the same virtue
– e.g., courage lies between cowardice (too much fear) and rashness (too little fear)



Case for Virtue Ethics

• Reasoning from virtue may be more intuitive
– e.g., stealing is bad because it is dishonest, not because it decreases utility

• We don’t have to treat all other people equally
– we can be partial towards our friends, family

• Recognizes that we mature morally over time
• “There are no irresolvable moral dilemmas”
– not entirely clear how we’re supposed to resolve everything
– we’re told “the right action can always be determined by a person with sufficient 

moral wisdom”

• Recognizes the importance of emotion



Case Against Virtue Ethics

• Disagreement over the virtues
– our other workable theories are universal
– virtue ethics can only be applied given a set of virtues—and reasonable people 

disagree

• Cannot be used to guide government policy
– focus on moral actors, not on making good decisions
– e.g., should we build a highway?

• Undermines attempts to hold people responsible
– we develop over time, and we’re the product of our environments
– how can we say someone’s responsible for acquiring vices instead of virtues?



Break



Other Ethical Theorists



Eva Kittay 

● Eva Kittay has written extensively about the intersection of care ethics and social 
policy. 

● Most dominant theories of justice relates dignity with the capacity for autonomy  
● Kittay, however, argues for the importance of interdependence and care in 

human relationships 

● She suggests that a theory emphasizing autonomous individual eclipses the 
importance of our dependence and is undesirable in constructing an ethics of 
inclusion

Slides courtesy of Rina Forristal, CPSC 430 TA



Eva Kittay - Ethics of Care, Dependence, and Disability

● Human beings are naturally subject to periods of dependency, and Kittay 
argues people without disabilities are still only “temporarily abled”, ie. everyone 
experiences being an infant, and most experience old age, injuries or sickness 

● Care and dependency are inevitable and essential aspects of human life, and 
ethical theories should consider these aspects 

● The care that dependant people receive is seen as a way for them to achieve 
the greatest possible autonomy 

● She suggests that assistance and care isn’t a limitation, but rather a resource 
for society and its ability to account for intrinsic dependent relationships 
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Eva Kittay - A Practical & Inclusive Approach to Ethics

● Kittay’s Care ethics provides an approach to understanding and addressing moral issues that 
is grounded in the reality of people’s lived experiences, rather than in abstract ideals 

● This approach emphasizes the importance of empathy, responsibility, and interpersonal 
relationships in ethical decision-making 

● Her arguments discuss moral obligations towards dependants, individual responsibility to fullfil 
moral obligations towards dependants and that neglecting care equates to neglecting out 
moral duties 

● This makes Care ethics a more practical and applicable ethical framework in everyday life.  
● It encourages us to care for others in a way that acknowledges and respects their unique 

circumstances and needs 
● In this way, Kittay’s Care ethics challenges the assumptions of ideal theory [1] and offers a 

more inclusive and realistic approach to ethics
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Elizabeth Anderson

● Her work primarily focuses on democratic theory, equality in political philosophy and American 
law, racial integration, the ethical limits of markets, theories of value and rational choice 

● She argues that not all values can be quantified and compared on a single scale, and that 
some things have intrinsic value  

● Different values are realized in different social relations, and these cannot be reduced to a 
single measure of values 

● Rational action should be about expressing our values and commitments  
● Anderson’s moral theory revolves around what we owe each other in terms of cooperation and 

respect for each other’s rights 
● She emphasizes non-financial obligations to each other, focusing on mutual respect and 

cooperation. 
● Anderson has a theory of value that argues against the tendency for commercial values to 

invade areas of human life 
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Elizabeth Anderson

● True equality aims to end oppression, not just to remove luck from life. Justice is about treating everyone with 
equal respect and not oppressing anyone 

● Anderson believes that it’s too harsh to leave people to deal with the consequences of their bad luck 
● This doesn’t show proper respect to individuals nor incorporates extenuating circumstances that led to that 

decision 
● Luck theorists argue that people are responsible for the outcomes of their risky choices, like dangerous jobs or 

caring for dependents 
● If things go wrong, they believe society doesn’t have to hel. 
● This view is especially harsh on women, who are often caregivers 
● Anderson believes that justice doesn’t allow anyone to be exploited or abandoned, even if they made the 

decision that led to their situation 
● For example, luck theorists would say that if someone chooses to leave their job or takes on a risky job to care/

provide for a dependent, society doesn’t have to help them 
● Anderson calls this “justice for egoists” because it only considers the individual, not others
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Wrap-up Activity



Comparing Workable Ethical Theories



Exercise
The British government has placed hundreds of thousands of cameras in public 
places and runs face recognition software that allows the tracking of individuals 
across cities. The resulting data is used by police to deter and prosecute crimes, 
and also by the intelligence services for purposes that are not disclosed publicly. 
The British public is broadly supportive of this initiative, but a substantial minority 
disagrees.  

Is this initiative ethical from the following perspective:
• act utilitiarian
• rule utilitarian
• social contract theory
• virtue ethics
 
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/mar/14/public-faces-mass-invasion-of-privacy-as-big-data-and-surveillance-merge 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/mar/14/public-faces-mass-invasion-of-privacy-as-big-data-and-surveillance-merge


Reminders before next class


