


Are our moral actions anything more than examples of enlightened self-interest?
 In this essay we shall look at the philosophical implications of self-motivated human behaviour. Do people act solely for their own benefit, or do we, to some extent, tend to behave in a much more generous and open-hearted manner, putting our own needs behind those of others?
So, what of Self-interest?  Almost at one end of the spectrum of self-interested behaviour, is the Philosopher Hobbes, writing approximately 350 years ago about human motivation asserts “…no man giveth but with intention of good to himself, because gift is voluntary; and of all voluntary acts, the object is to every man his own good”[footnoteRef:1]. This statement leaves no room for interpretation, there is no alternative, in Hobbes view, other than to act in such a way as benefits us, so it can be described as a closed view. Any acts of generosity are carried out because they re-enforce our own sense of wellbeing. [1:  Thomas Hobbes,’ Leviathan’ (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996) chapter 15 p47] 

The 18th century Philosopher, David Hume lays out 6 objections to Hobbes arguments in his ‘Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (Appendix II—Of Self Love)’ with is outlined   by Alexander Moseley in his online essay ‘Ethics’[footnoteRef:2] but basically aspects of ‘caring ‘or ‘generous‘ behaviours seen in humans and animals are considered and by acknowledging them, serious flaws in Hobbes argument are raised. [2:  Alexander Moseley, ‘Ethics’ The internet encyclopaedia of Philosophy part 1 paragraph 7 http://www.iep.utm.edu/egoism/   Accessed 24th October 2017] 

So, what of the other end of the spectrum of selfish behaviour, unselfishness, or altruistic behaviour.  Altruism is effectively the opposite of Egoism in that a person might say about someone, “Oh he always acts to help others, he never thinks about himself.”  This assertion can be repeated ‘ad infinitum’.  In that case it would seem Altruism is just as closed an argument as Egoism is, in that it logically goes around in a circle and any criticism can be rebuffed by repeating the assertion.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Leading on from our 2 polar positions is there evidence of actions which are not primarily self-motivated?  There are no end of reports of altruistic behaviours, such as  people rescuing other people’s drowning children. Soldiers who selflessly try to recover their wounded colleagues, only to become wounded themselves and stories of this type are, or seem to be, examples of self-sacrificing behaviour.  One example might be someone who gives up their own Christmas meal to go and work on a kitchen giving out free meals to destitute people. The question here is not whether these people have done these Altruistic acts, but what is the personal motivation behind the acts.  There is always the unasked question that the person doing the worthy deed, somehow gets something out of the action, whether it is the admiration of their friends, or just a deep sense of personal satisfaction from the gratitude of the diners. Would the person volunteering on the kitchen still help if they held a deep loathing for the people they were dealing with, or disliked the organisation offering the food? A person might well think that they may not.  
If we reject ‘Hard’ Egoism and ‘Hard’ Altruism and acknowledge that much human activity takes place in the middle ground we can perhaps say that If we help others we ‘automatically ‘help ourselves, so is the opposite case true? If we ‘look after number one’ do, we also help other people? 
Kurt Bair raises this when he discusses a section of Adam Smith’s ‘Wealth of Nations’. Here Smith advocates that entrepreneurs should be left alone to get on with the business of making profits and  Smith says ‘Such a general arrangement will promote the good of the whole community.’[footnoteRef:3]  Bair further goes on to say “ the essential point is that the pursuit of individual good does not necessarily promote, and may be disastrous for the common good”.[footnoteRef:4]  Certainly not long after the time  Smith was writing the profits of industry were not usually shared in such a way that both the Mill owner and Mill worker could enjoy a decent life. Smith believed in some invisible guiding hand that helped things along, but it was eventually legislation that brought about a better living conditions for all.  [3:  Baier, Kurt, 'Egoism', A Companion to Ethics, edited by Peter Singer (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991) p200]  [4:  Ibid, p200] 

That does not mean that huge acts of Altruism do not take place.   A young ex college student Bill Gates, found himself able to buy, improve and sell a software product that was incorporated in a new range of IBM computers. Through luck, keen business sense and improvement of the product he and his team were able to establish a dominant position in the market for decades until he retired from the business to manage the Gates Charitable foundation set up in his name.  This Foundation has assets of billions of dollars and is able to undertake the most ambitious programs of work to alleviate poverty and suffering around the world.[footnoteRef:5]    [5:  The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation Https://www.gatesfoundation.org/ accessed 31 October 2017] 

So, we are left with a situation where for some people at least there becomes a point at which accumulating wealth has no value, if the money keeps on pouring in whether you are in the office or not, then there is no point in being there. To give yourself a new purpose in life why not work at distributing your accumulated wealth.  The sense of satisfaction derived from helping potentially millions of people must be immense.
 In conclusion to the original question, yes, many of the actions that we take in our lives have an aspect of self-interest, but also, we seem to have a need to perform acts of kindness, whether that may be just holding a door open for someone, or giving away huge sums of money. Sometimes it is virtually impossible to determine whether our motivation lies in profit or praise and it well may be some time before someone comes up with a defining answer.
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