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Social Contract Theory

• What is a social contract?

• What are different kinds of rights?

• What is Rawls’ Difference Principle?

• Any questions?



Virtue Ethics

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

–

–

§

“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
–
–



Case for Virtue Ethics

• Reasoning from virtue may be more intuitive
–

• We don’t have to treat all other people equally
–

• Recognizes that we mature morally over time

• “There are no irresolvable moral dilemmas”
–
–

• Recognizes the importance of emotion



Case Against Virtue Ethics

• Disagreement over the virtues
–
–

• Cannot be used to guide government policy
–
–

• Undermines attempts to hold people responsible
–
–



Exercise: Camera Surveillance

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 utilitarian

• 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


Exercise: Companion bots

Companion robots are being developed to provide care and 
therapy to elderly patient

Source: https://www.ge.com/news/reports/a-robotic-companion-for-the-elderly

Is this initiative ethical from the following 
perspective:
• Kantian
• act utilitarian
• rule utilitarian
• social contract theory
• virtue ethics

Source: Robots in aged care: a 
dystopian future?

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-015-0625-4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00146-015-0625-4


Comparing Workable Ethical Theories


