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EGOISM

Split into:
Psychological Egoism

 

Ethical Egoism

Psychological Egoism

Almost all systems of morality say we should take account of other people’s interests. This constitutes an unselfish act – yet are we capable of unselfish acts / being unselfish?

Theory of human nature that we are not capable of unselfishness. Each person will only look out for their own interests. This is known as psychological egoism. People will respond to the needs of others only when something is in it for themselves. There is no such thing as altruism. Helping others for no gain is just an illusion. St.Augustine (354-430) believed that all people had an evil impulse as a direct result of the fall of Adam. 

People act surely  unselfishly say: 


Strategy of Reinterpreting Motives

HOW COULD YOU REINTERPRETE THESE ‘UNSELFISH ACTS’?

Person giving up trip to the movies to contribute to famine fund – religious reward in heaven
Person spending free time doing volunteer work in a hospital – atoning for past sins? Just enjoys doing it?
Rushing in to a burning house to save a child – honoured as a hero, public recognition.


Always a way of reinterpreting in favour of a self-centred motive.


Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679)


Thought P.E was probably true. Hobbes wanted to give a general account of human motives to establish his theory.


His method was to list all possible human motives, concentrating especially on altrustic ones. Once this was done he could eliminate altruism from our understanding of human nature. 


Essay ‘On human understanding’. 2 examples:
Charity – classic example of helping others, Hobbes commented: ‘There can be no greater argument to a man, of his own power, than to find himself able not only to accomplish his own desires, but also to assist other men in theirs: and this is that conception wherein consisteth charity.’ Therefore charity was the delight a person takes in demonstration their own power.  He said this is the real interpretation of our actions even if we do not ‘think’ this is why we are doing it.

Pity – acting from sympathy we try to help people. Hobbs says we are seeing our selves in them., in some future calamity and that is why we help them.

The theory overall only shows that it is possible to interpret motives egotistically but it does not prove that it is true.

2 ‘General’ Arguments in favour of Psychological Egoism:

1. If we describe one persons actions as unselfish and the other as selfish (assuming the action is voluntary) we are over looking the fact that the person is merely doing what they want to do. Their actions are then dictated by what they want to do.

FLAW – A.  Not true that people never voluntarily do anything except what they want to do. (For instance I have promised to do something, I feel obligated to do it, even though I don’t want to do it.)
FLAW – B. Lets say all voluntary action is motivated by desire, the fact that I am acting on my wants doesn’t make it selfish, it depends on what it is I want – if it is for other people’s happiness, then the action is not selfish.

2. Unselfish actions produce a sense of self-satisfaction in that person. Actions are ‘unselfish’ only at a superficial level.

FLAW – A.  Why should we think that someone who derives satisfaction from helping others is selfish. Isn’t it the unselfish person who derives pleasure from helping people whilst the selfish person doesn’t?

Tries to show that all our actions:






 are selfish





 are done from self interest

1. David Hume in his ‘Enquiry concerning the principles of Morals’ offers different reasons against P.E or as he calls it – ‘the selfish hypothesis’.


2. It opposes obvious moral sentiments that engage in concern such as love, friendship & compassion.

3. Tries to reduce human motivation to a single cause.

4. Evident that animals act benevolently to each other (altrustically) then surely humans can.

5. Attempts to create imaginary self interest in ALL actions is futile

6. Prior motivations to self-interest such as vanity and vengeance which go before any benefit to that person. 

Simply not true – this is the problem with P.E it tries to interpret people’s behaviour in a certain way no matter what they do. Its problem is that it is not empirically verifiable, it becomes an assumption about human nature and therefore a closed theory (rejects competing theories on its own grounds and is therefore non-verifiable and non-falsifiable).


