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Housekeeping

• The Syllabus has been updated on Canvas and is current at the course website, 
cs182.Stanford.edu

• Sections begin Friday, 3-4pm. You will hear via email about your section 
assignment by tomorrow afternoon.

• You all get two free “late days” for assignment submissions
• Each “late day” is a 24 hour day
• Can use them when you like, but best not to use them at all
• Assignments turned in late after free late days are used incur a one full grade penalty (e.g., 

A -> B) per 24-hour day that they are late
• No late days may be used on the Final Reflection (last assignment), which is due March 17th
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Overview of Survey Results

• Think about a moment when you saw/experienced/learned about/anticipated 
the impacts of a new technology that gave you pause about the costs to society 
of this technological change

• What was the technology?
• What were your concerns?
• Do these concerns outweigh the benefits? Why?



Common Themes and Concerns

• Generative AI
• Academic integrity
• Job displacement
• Environmental impact
• Erosion of critical thinking; brain 

rot

• Deep Fakes/Misinformation
• Surveillance & Privacy
• Social Media and Attention 

Economy

• AI’s effect on creativity
• Hidden Costs and Exploitation
• Algorithmic Bias and 

Discrimination
• Facial recognition in policing
• Tenant screening systems 

("technologized redlining")
• Immigration tracking and 

deportation
• Predictive policing



Sample Quotes
"I will never forget the weeks in my senior year of high-
school when ChatGPT was released, it was a frenzy of 
my peers attempting to cheat on final projects and 
papers... I feared that DoorDash, ChatGPT, Amazon 
Fresh, and more would create a society where 
humans needed to do nothing but press buttons to live 
life."

"Two years ago, I was talking about a very 
niche topic with my friend... Around half an 
hour after we split up, I opened Instagram, 
and I saw a suggested post about the exact 
same niche topic... I don't feel happy when 
I'm suggested a product I was talking about - 
I feel creeped out."

"My brother is actually a voice actor, and his job 
community is completely scared of their profession 
being wiped out... I can imagine the world losing a lot 
of its rich color if art becomes something only a few 
are creating without the use of AI."

"I worry that I've become so reliant on Chat-
GPT/Claude/etc that I no longer have the 
capacity for as much critical thought as I did 
when entering Stanford, which is a depressing 
realization."
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What role can philosophy play in 
thinking about questions and 

problems concerning technology 
and science?

Raphael, “The School of Athens” 
Source: Wikimedia Commons



What’s Distinctive about 
Ethical Inquiry?

• Normative questions and 
conclusions; not about explanation

• Prescriptive, not descriptive
• Not about understanding the world 

as it is, but as it ought to be
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Three levels of ethics

Personal Ethics

Professional Ethics

Social and Political Ethics

What does it mean to be a good person?
What is your moral compass? 



Source: Fortune, Erin Griffith, 2016



Source: The New York Times Source: The New York Times 



Important, but not especially interesting.

No good argument for cheating, 
lying, stealing.

Must design society to assume
moral imperfection.



Ethics of Whistleblowing



Source: The Wall Street Journal, November 18th, 2016



Image Source: Wikimedia Commons, CC BY SA 4.0, Creator: Stephan Rohl

Frances Haugen



Three levels of ethics

Personal Ethics

Professional Ethics

Social and Political Ethics

What does it mean to be a good person?
What is your moral compass? 

What are the standards of behavior that 
govern my professional role? What 
regulates responsible conduct as a 
member of a profession?



Compare Professional Ethics in Biomedical 
Research vs Computer Science Research

BIOMEDICAL RESEARCH
• Hippocratic oath: do no harm
• Professional licensure 

requirements
• Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

with ethics review
• Strong regulation by the Food 

and Drug Administration (FDA)
• Well-developed institutional 

footprint in universities and 
hospitals (bioethics as a 
scholarly field, ethics 
committees at hospitals)

COMPUTER SCIENCE RESEARCH
• ACM Code of Ethics
• No general licensing 

requirements
• No IRB for data science (except 

if research is done on human 
subjects or human generated 
data, as is often the case in HCI)

• No single regulatory body
• AI ethics is a growing body of 

work



Professional 
Norms 
Governing 
Use of ML?

Screenshot taken from faception.com home page, January 8, 2025



21st Century Scientific Racism?



Arxiv, July 2025



Use Cases for CrowdTrack?

• “Turnkey authoritarianism via AI”
• “Scalable authoritarianism”

• One of the things that makes authoritarianism expensive is the overhead that comes from building 
out and running a large-scale police state. One of the things AI does is make it much, much cheaper 
to do large-scale surveillance. Datasets like CrowdTrack are a symptom of the way AI is making it 
cheaper and easier to do surveillance that the dictators of the 20th century would have fantasized 
about but always been unable to fully fund. “Our dataset can be used for tasks like visual grounding, 
captioning, and appearance feature extraction,” the researchers write.

• Jack Clark, Co-Founder Anthropic (in his Import AI newsletter)



Three levels of ethics

Personal Ethics

Professional Ethics

Social and Political Ethics

What does it mean to be a good person?
What is your moral compass? 

What are the standards of behavior that 
govern my professional role? What 
regulates responsible conduct as a 
member of a profession?

How to create rules and laws that facilitate 
well-being, cooperation, and human rights? 
Governance, law, regulation, and policy.



Third Lens: Social/Political Ethics

Identifying and refereeing value tradeoffs and the fair or 
legitimate process for making collective decisions

•   liberty vs. equality
•   convenience vs. privacy
•   privacy vs. security/safety
•   efficiency vs. human autonomy

And a bonus Q: who gets to decide?

→ These are questions of governance



Philosopher
ISAIAH BERLIN

1909-1997

“Total liberty for the wolves 
is certain death to the 
lambs.”
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ACM Code of Ethics

• First created in the early 1990’s and adopted by ACM in 1992

• Updated in 2018
• Catalyst was recent negative spotlight shined on the tech sector

• Breaking the guidelines of the Code of Ethics can result in 
immediate ACM membership termination
• Who here are members of ACM?
• Who here even knew what ACM was before this class?
• Does membership termination carry any threat to you?



ACM Code of Ethics – Preamble

Computing professionals' actions change the world. To act 
responsibly, they should reflect upon the wider impacts of their 
work, consistently supporting the public good. The ACM Code of 
Ethics and Professional Conduct ("the Code") expresses the 
conscience of the profession. 

The Code is designed to inspire and guide the ethical conduct of 
all computing professionals, including current and aspiring 
practitioners, instructors, students, influencers, and anyone who 
uses computing technology in an impactful way. 



General Principles

1. Contribute to society and to human well-being, 
acknowledging that all people are stakeholders in computing 

2. Avoid harm ("harm" means negative consequences)
3. Be honest and trustworthy
4. Be fair and take action not to discriminate 
5. Respect the work required to produce new ideas, inventions, 

creative works, and computing artifacts 
6. Respect privacy 
7. Honor confidentiality 

Anything you would add, delete, or change?



Professional Responsibilities
1. Strive to achieve high quality in both the processes and products of 

professional work 
2. Maintain high standards of professional competence, conduct, and ethical 

practice 
3. Know and respect existing rules pertaining to professional work
4. Accept and provide appropriate professional review
5. Give comprehensive and thorough evaluations of computer systems and 

their impacts, including analysis of possible risks
6. Perform work only in areas of competence 
7. Foster public awareness and understanding of computing, related 

technologies, and their consequences
8. Access computing and communication resources only when authorized or 

when compelled by the public good 
9. Design and implement systems that are robustly and usably secure

Does this change your behavior?



Professional Licensing

• Many professions are licensed
• Lawyers are admitted to the bar association
• Doctors have to pass board exams

• Licensing bodies maintain ethical standards for profession
• Violating ethical standard results in losing license
• You can’t practice if your license is revoked

• Software Engineering is not a licensed profession
• Although there is licensing of software engineers in Texas – only 

required if you sell your software directly, not if you work for a 
software company



Professional Licensing

• Should Software Engineering be a licensed profession?

• If so, what should the requirements be?
• Do you need an accredited degree in CS (or related discipline)?
• If so, then these people wouldn’t qualify…

Left image: Wikimedia - CC0 1.0, Right image: Wikimedia - CC BY 2.5 



Professional Licensing

• Notion of licensing of Software Engineers was explored by an 
ACM panel in 1999

• A sample of their findings:
• Licensing of software engineers provides no guarantee of software 

quality
• Obtaining a professional license requires demonstrating mastery of a 

specified field of knowledge, usually requiring a test
• Difficult to specify widely accepted body of knowledge defining 

competency in Software Engineering (which is rapidly changing)

• Panel could not reach consensus on licensing software 
engineers
• Majority were opposed



Legal Liability

• Professionals are often legally liable for their work product
• Medical and legal malpractice

• Should software professionals be liable for their work product
• Should you be able to sue Microsoft for time lost if your word 

processor crashes?  Or negative result of miscalculation in Excel?
• Generally, you give up those rights when you agree to the End User 

Licensing Agreement (EULA)… that you don’t read

• Excerpt from the Windows 11 EULA:
Except for any repair, replacement, or refund that Microsoft, or the device 
manufacturer or installer, may provide, you may not under this limited 
warranty, under any other part of this agreement, or under any theory, 
recover any damages or other remedy, including lost profits or direct, 
consequential, special, indirect, or incidental damages.



Legal Liability

• So, should a doctor be able to have you agree to a EULA to 
perform a standard operation, so you are not entitled to any 
damages as a result of negative outcomes?

• Why is that acceptable for software?
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Disciplinary Perspectives: the social scientist



A Social Scientist’s View of the ACM Code

• It is a code.
What is a code? 

• It applies to computing professionals.
When is that triggered? 

• It is produced and governed by the ACM.
Where does ACM come from? 

• A nonprofit association that says the public good matters. 
How do we determine the public good? 

• It threatens removal from the ACM for non-compliance.
Why comply? 



The Governance Spectrum

Free market

Self-regulation 
Private litigation
Disclosure
Registration / Licensing
Tax
Auditing
Premarket approval 

Ban
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Self-regulation

Oxymoron?
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The Policy Menu

Free market

Self-regulation 
Private litigation
Disclosure
Licensing
Tax
Auditing
Premarket approval 

Ban
Source: ABC



The Policy Menu

Free market

Self-regulation 
Private litigation
Disclosure
Licensing
Tax
Auditing
Premarket approval 

Ban

1. Problem

2. Evidence

3. Alternatives

4. Criteria

5. Outcomes

6. Tradeoffs

7. Decide 

8. Story



Evaluation 

1. If we are going to weigh the benefits and costs of new 
technologies, we need to know what those benefits and costs 
actually are. This is a measurement challenge.

1. Once we assess the benefits and costs of new technologies, 
we need to make a judgment about what outcomes we want 
to achieve, what costs we are willing to accept, and how we 
will make a legitimate choice that is accepted by all. This is a 
governance challenge.



Social Science

• Methods for thinking systematically about the impacts of new 
technologies on human behaviors, interactions, and 
institutions

• Offers a framework for thinking about how new technologies 
are currently and perhaps should be governed



Example: Fake News

“Personally, I think the idea that fake news on Facebook, which is 
a very small amount of the content, influenced the election in any 
way – I think is a pretty crazy idea. Voters make decisions based 
on their lived experience.” 
     -- Mark Zuckerberg, 
November 10, 2016

Source: The Verge



Example: Fake News

Before we can consider policy responses, there are a series of 
questions we might want to answer:

• How common is fake news?
• Are people able to identify fake news?
• Does exposure to fake news change people’s underlying 

beliefs/views?
• Does fake news crowd out other kinds of information?
• Are people more or less likely to discount news that comes 

from a well-established media source?
• How much does the source matter as compared to the content 

of the news?
• What strategies might counteract the effect of fake news?



Breaking Governance Down

Preferences

Organized interests

Aggregating Preferences

Decision-making

Implementation

What does it mean to govern new technologies? It requires 
thinking about:

Who are the different players? Who are the winners? Who might 
lose? How do divergent preferences get reconciled in our 
institutions? 
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The Optimization 
Mindset



The Engineer’s Error?
Misunderstanding Optimization

It’s better to get something done efficiently 
rather than inefficiently.

It’s better still to optimize.

“Everything is an optimization problem”

Conclusion: efficiency/maximization/optimization 
are good, even intrinsically good.



“Everything is an optimization problem.”

Source: Wired Magazine, January 30, 2013; Flickr CC BY 2.0 



Optimization becomes an orientation to life

Algorithms to Live By by Brian Christian and Tom Griffiths; Lifehacker.com May 19, 2021; Trick Mirror by Jia Tolentino 



What’s the Value of Efficiency?

Efficiency/maximization/optimization are
derivative or second-order values.

They are instrumentally good.
Not intrinsically or fundamentally good.

Optimization is an instrument to some end or goal. We must 
independently assess the worthiness of that end or goal.



Speed bumps Delayed results until 
Polls close

Deliberate in the jury box

Sources The New Atlantis Summer 2012; Agricultural History by LC Gray,  April 1930)



Three Problems of the
 Optimization Mindset

1. The Problem of Bad Ends/Goals/Objectives

2. The Problem of Finding Measurable Proxies for Good Goals

3. The Problem of Multiple Valuable Goals



Problem 1: means over ends

The Problem of Bad Ends/Goals/Objectives

• Doing something efficiently is only a means to accomplish an 
end (or an objective).

• From a moral standpoint, what’s important is the goodness or 
badness of end, not the means to accomplish it.

• Obsessing about efficiency can lead to optimizing for bad ends. 
And thereby making the world worse, not better.

• Also, many technologies are dual purpose: have good and bad 
use cases



Problem 2: Proxies and 
Measuring What’s Meaningful

2. The Problem of Finding Measurable Proxies for Good Goals

What should an engineer optimize? 

Need something computationally tractable and 
representationally adequate – a quantifiable measure of what we 
are trying to accomplish.

But goals like “happiness” or “safety” or “connecting people” are 
not easy to measure. 



Facebook’s Mission Statement



Facebook VP on Measuring Progress

Source: BuzzFeed News March 2018



Problem 3: Multiple Valuable Goals

3. The Problem of Multiple Valuable Goals

Optimizing for one (good) end can threaten other valuable goals.





“I started wondering why something as simple and 
important as food was still so inefficient, given how 
streamlined and optimized other modern things are.”

Rob Rhinehart, Co-Founder



What’s Wrong With Soylent?
(P.S. It’s not the taste)

Source: Farhad Manjoo, NY Times, May 28, 2014



The Multiple Purposes of Food

Bodily nutrition Social connection Gustatory Pleasure Cultural identity

Optimize for one 
alone, and you have 

a problem.
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