Ethical Egoism

Morality requires we balance our own interests against the interests of others.

This way of thinking involves a general assumption about our moral duties – assumed we have moral duties to other people. We have natural duties to others simply because they are people who could be helped or harmed by our actions.

Ethical egoism is the idea that each person ought to pursue their self interest exclusively, different from Psychological egoism – which is a theory of human nature about how people do behave – says people always pursue their own interests.

Ethical egoism – is a normative theory, a theory about how we ought to behave, no moral duty to do except what is best for ourselves.

What it doesn’t say
What it does say

· Doesn’t say promote ones own interests and the interests of others.
· Only duty is to promote one’s own interests


· One ultimate principle of conduct, principle of self-interest


· You can help others – if this benefits others this is not what makes the act right – what makes it right if it has some advantage to you.


· In pursuing interests or pleasure shouldn’t always do what you want (smoking /drinking) – should do what is your advantage in the long run.

3 arguments in favour of Ethical Egoism

1.
first argument has several variations each suggesting the same general point:


A. We are all uniquely placed to pursue our own wants and needs effectively. We only know the desires & needs of others imperfectly – and we are not well placed to pursue them.



B. Policy of ‘looking out for others’ is an intrusion into other people’s privacy – would essentially be a policy of minding others business.



C. Making other people the object of your charity ‘degrades’ them and robs them of their self-respect. Offer of charity says that a person is not competent to look after themselves – therefore they become resentful and not appreciative.

Overall point is a policy of NOT looking out for other people. The suggestion is if everyone looks after their own interests more likely people be better off both physically and emotionally.

This is a point Robert Olsen makes in his book – ‘The morality of self-interest’ (1965)

So the theory goes:

· We ought to do whatever will promote the best interests of everyone alike.

· The interests of everyone will be best promoted if each of us adopts the policy of pursuing our interests exclusively

· Therefore each of us should adopt the policy of pursuing our own interests exclusively.

Yet why should this matter to an Ethical egotist? As it means we are doing things to help others not merely because we think it will be beneficial to ourselves.

2. Second argument put forward by a person called Ayn Rand (woman) – very popular on campuses in the 60s & 70s, wrote a book called ‘The virtue of Selfishness’. For her it was the only ethical philosophy that respected the integrity of the individual human life. Her argument can be summarisied as follows:

· A person has only one life to live, if we place any value on the individual – if they have any moral worth, then that life must be of supreme importance.

· The ethics of altruism regard the life of the individual as something you must be ready to sacrifice for the good of others.

· Therefore the ethics of altruism does not take seriously the value of the human individual.

· Ethical egoism allows everyone to view their own life as being of ultimate value – does take the individual seriously and should be the philosophy that is accepted.


Problem with this argument is:

· Altruism is taken to the extreme where you sacrifice yourself for anything – and your own interests have no value at all.

3. Third Argument: Looks to interpret Ethical Egoism as a way that accepts common-sense morality and looks to show that it is the basis of this code. In everyday life there are certain rules which we assume we are obligated to carry out, don’t hurt other people, speak the truth, keep promises etc. Ethical egoism tries to provide explanations for these duties, such as:

· If we make a habit of harming people then people will also harm us. People won’t do favours etc for us. If we seriously injure we will go to prison – it is to our advantage to avoid harming others.

· If we lie, we will not be trusted and we can not expect people to be honest to us in return – therefore to our advantage to be truthful.

· It is to our advantage to enter into mutually beneficial arrangements with people – to benefit we need to rely on others, we need them to keep their promises and like wise we need to keep ours. Therefore from a self interest point of view we need to keep our promises.

· Thomas Hobbes suggested that the principle of Ethical Egoism leads to the Golden rule – do unto others because others are then more likely to do unto us.

Problem with this?

· Shows as a general rule it is it is best for instance not to harm people but doesn’t show that this is always so. It could be in your self interest/gain to hurt some one.

· Another difficulty say giving to a famine relief charity was somehow to your advantage – doesn’t mean that this is the only reason could be also to help the starving people – your own advantage might only be a secondary less important consideration.

· Unless you believe that there are no other reasons than self-interest then you can believe in Ethical egoism.

Three Arguments against Ethical Egoism:


No 20th Century philosopher has argued in favour of ethical egoism.

The following two arguments are standard refutations by philosophers:

1. ‘The Moral point of view’ (1958) Kurt Baier argues can’t be right because it can’t provide solutions for conflicts of interests. Says we need moral rules because our interests come into conflict. Ethical egoism does not resolve conflicts of interests it only enflames them.

2. The view that ethical egoism is not consistent in that, an ethical egotist will act in their own self-interest and require that everyone else should act in their own self-interest – yet for instance if I am a sales person I want people to pay full price yet this would not be in their best interest to do this. If I am an ethical egoist then I am committed to them paying full price and not paying full price which is inconsistent.  
3. Ethical egoism is a theory that advocates that we in fact split the world up into two categories of people, ourselves and the rest. And that we regard the first group as more important than the interests of the second group. Yet what is it that justifies us placing ourselves in this special category? What makes me so special? This shows Ethical egoism to be an arbitrary doctrine – as it advocates treating people differently even though there are no differences between them to justify this, and therefore unacceptable.

It is this realisation that we are on par with one another, which is the reason why our morality must include some recognition of the needs of others and this is why Ethical egoism fails as a moral theory. 

