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Recap

• What is the categorical imperative?

• What is a utility function?

• How can you justify choices of utility numbers?

• How can you make a utilitarian argument when you don’t know 

exact utility numbers?

• How do utilitarian arguments handle situations when actions 

can have uncertain consequences?



Act Utilitarianism

• Act utilitarianism
–

▪

▪

• How useful is act utilitarianism?
–

–



Case for Act Utilitarianism

• Focuses on happiness, which is intuitive

• Down-to-earth (practical)
–

–
▪

• Comprehensive
–

–



Case Against Act Utilitarianism

• Unclear whom to include in calculations
–

• Too much work
–

• Ignores our innate sense of duty
–

▪

–

–

• Susceptible to the problem of moral luck
–



Rule Utilitarianism

• We ought to adopt moral rules which, if followed by everyone, 

will lead to the greatest increase in total happiness
–

–



Case for Rule Utilitarianism

• Not every moral decision requires utilitarian calculus
–

• Moral rules survive exceptional situations
–

• Avoids the problem of moral luck
–



Case Against RU, and Utilitarianism in General

• RU: need to identify a single rule to describe situation

• All consequences must be measured on a single scale
–

–

–

–

• Utilitarianism ignores problem of unjust distribution
–

▪

–
▪



An Example

• Is it ethical to pay a ransomware attacker to unlock my data?
–

• Act Utilitarianism:
–

–

–

• Rule Utilitarianism:
–

–

–

–



Social Contract Theory

• Thomas Hobbes
–

–
▪

▪

• Jean-Jacques Rousseau
–

–

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: 
–

• Positive right: 
–

• Absolute right: 
–

• Limited right: 
–

• Positive rights tend to be more limited

• Negative rights tends to be more absolute


