
Bad Decision

For utilitarians, a decision or action gets better as the anticipated net goodness resulting from that 
decision or action increases.
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Rights-Centered Reasoning
Talking about ‘rights’ gives us a way to talk about how we should treat each other.

Guarantee certain goods to 
individuals

   Positive Rights

The many positive and negative rights granted to individuals sometimes conflict. Communities 
resolve rights conflicts through dialogue, debate, and eventually agreements codified as law. An 
essential task of  this process is determining which right is more fundamental and therefore 
takes precedence.

Sometimes rights-centered reasoning breaks down, and conflicts cannot be resolved in a 
rights-based framework. For instance, if  I maintain that my right to property is equally fundamental 
to your right to food -- or if  I simply refuse to acknowledge that you have a right to food in the 
first place -- we won’t be able to use rights-centered reasoning to resolve our conflict.

Example:  ou have the positive right to food. You have the negative right to property. 
Imagine A is starving and has no means of  obtaining food (no social programs, charities, etc.) Imagine B 
has a surplus of  food but refuses to give any away.  If  A steals some of  B's food, the community might 
judge A's action to be permissible under the circumstances and might reduce the penalty for such theft, OR 

Conflict and Resolution

Require the community 
to provide these goods

Guarantee certain freedoms to 
individuals

   Negative Rights

Require the community not to 
interfere with these freedoms

Natural positive rights include 
food, shelter, and clothing

Legal positive rights include
due process or minimum wage

Natural negative rights include 
life, liberty, and property

Legal negative rights include
freedom of  speech or religion

Positive and negative rights sometimes conflict. Communities resolve rights conflicts through 
dialogue, debate, and eventually agreements codified as law. An essential task of  this process is 
determining which right is more fundamental and therefore takes precedence.

Example: A and B have the positive right to food and the negative right to property.

A is starving and 
can’t get food, not 
even from programs 
or charities.

B has a surplus of  
food but won’t give 
any away.

So, A steals food 
from B.

Question:
How should the 
community 
judge A’s steal-
ing from B?

Guarantee certain goods to 
individuals

Positive Rights

Require the community 
to provide these goods

Natural positive rights include 
food, shelter, and clothing

Legal positive rights include due 
process or minimum wage

Guarantee certain freedoms to 
individuals

Negative Rights

Require the community not to 
interfere with these freedoms

Natural negative rights include 
life, liberty, and property

Legal negative rights include
freedom of  speech or religion

Rights-Centered Reasoning
Talking about ‘rights’ gives us a way to talk about how we should treat each other.
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