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Kyoto University CAPE Seminar:
A Formal Approach to Normative Ethics and Political Philosophy

Prof. Susumu Cato (Institute of Social Science, University of Tokyo)

Susumu Cato is Professor of Economics at the Institute of Social Science, University of Tokyo. His research interests

include decision theory, social choice theory, axiology, political philosophy and organizational economics.

[schedule]
Lecture 1 (13:00-14:10): Binary Relations and Axiological Theories
Lecture 2 (14:25-15:35):  Uncertainty and Population Ethics
Lecture 3 (15:50-17:00): How to Write Academic Papers on Formal Ethics

[Abstract]
Why should judgments grounded in utilitarianism be regarded as morally compelling? Could Rawls’s principles of
justice offer a more plausible alternative? What does freedom mean, and how should it be measured? How should
rights be defined? These are among the central questions of normative ethics and political philosophy.
Interestingly, many of them have long been explored within the field of social choice theory. Yet perhaps because
social choice theory originated as a branch of economics, systematic efforts to integrate its methods into
normative ethics and political philosophy have been relatively rare until recently. Nonetheless, the method of
axiomatic analysis, which lies at the core of social choice theory, is in fact deeply compatible with the
methodology of analytical philosophy.

In recent years, philosophers have increasingly employed the tools of social choice theory to examine
axiological and other fundamental philosophical questions. At the same time, social choice theorists have begun
to engage more directly with philosophical issues, leading to a fruitful convergence between the two disciplines.
As a result, what is now referred to as the formal approach in normative ethics and political philosophy is evolving
into a more rigorous and powerful analytical framework, enriched by the conceptual and technical advances of
social choice theory.

This lecture introduces the basic methods of social choice theory and examines what axiomatic analysis
is and how it can be applied to the study of normative ethics and political philosophy. Topics include John
Harsanyi’s theorems as an attempt to provide a foundation for utilitarianism, Derek Parfit’s problem of personal
identity, egalitarianism, population ethics, and related themes. We will consider how ethical and political concepts

can be formalized, and how the findings of social choice theory can be given philosophical interpretation.



