Assignment Two – Are our actions motivated by anything other than our own self-interest?
Introduction
‘In philosophy, egoism is the theory that one’s self is, or should be, the motivation and the goal of one’s own action.’[footnoteRef:1]. There are two different types of egoism. One being Psychological Egoism (Also known as Descriptive Egoism) and the other being Normative Egoism. Psychological Egoism is the idea that human action is motived by self interest while Normative Egoism is the idea that we can be motivated by many things, but we should ultimately be motived by our self-interest. Psychological Egoism is descriptive as it explains how people do behave. Normative Egoism is prescriptive as it tells us how we should behave. Both theories suggest that self interest is a major aspect of behaviour and that we are either driven or should prioritise self being. [1:  Alexander Moseley, Egoism, https://iep.utm.edu/egoism/ (Accessed 23/03/2025)] 

Both theories challenge the idea that there is such a thing as pure, completely selfless altruism. Psychological and Normative Egoism believes that any altruistic act is or should be motivated by our self-interest. 
This essay will explore egoism, the variants thereof and if our actions are motivated by self-interest or if there is more at play.
Main Paragraph
Psychological egoists will always believe that if a good deed is done, it is purely because that person would have something to gain from it themselves. For example, donating to charity or giving to a beggar is a good and selfless deed but the psychological egoist would argue that the person doing it gains something such as emotional satisfaction. This is known as the “Warm Glow Effect”. Economist James Andreoni coined the term “warm glow giving” in order to describe a personal gain/effect from a seemingly altruistic act. The warm glow is ‘the satisfaction people experience from “doing their part.”’[footnoteRef:2] But ultimately it is a selfish feeling as we are donating or helping purely because we want to feel good about ourselves or boost our reputation with our peers. Another term for this is called “Impure Altruism” which a topic that has been debated since the time of Ancient Greece. Impure Altruism acknowledges that altruistic acts more often than not, involve an element of self gain/pleasure. [2:  Dan Pilat & Dr. Sekoul Krastev, Warm Glow Giving, https://thedecisionlab.com/reference-guide/psychology/warm-glow-giving, (Accessed 23/03/2025)] 

There also may be an evolutionary need for doing altruistic acts for self-gain. The term “inclusive fitness” is used to describe this. It is defined as ‘in which an organism's genetic success is believed to be derived from cooperation and altruistic behaviour.’[footnoteRef:3] Within more social creatures like humans, there is a tendency for reciprocal altruism. This is when someone helps another person with the expectation of the favour being paid back in the future. While the benefit may not be as immediate as donating to get the warm glow effect, it is still done for personal gain. ‘One example for reciprocal altruism is the mutual grooming among many birds and mammals.’[footnoteRef:4] Evolutionary Biologist Robert Trivers proposed the theory of reciprocal altruism and believed this behaviour occurs because it can strengthen co-operation in the long term.  [3:  Kara Rogers, inclusive fitness, https://www.britannica.com/science/inclusive-fitness, (Accessed 23/03/2025)]  [4:  Samanthi Udayangani, Difference Between Reciprocal Altruism and Kin Selection, https://www.differencebetween.com/difference-between-reciprocal-altruism-and-kin-selection/ (Accessed 24/03/2025)] 

It can also be considered that people are more likely to help those who are related to them. This is known as “kin selection”. ‘Kin selection refers to the evolution of behaviours favouring the fitness of relatives’[footnoteRef:5]. An obvious example of kin selection would be parental care. A parent will raise their child for many years using energy and time they know they will not get reciprocation from. They want to ensure their child will survive and pass their genes down onto their future grandchildren and so on. Another example of this would be organ donating. Typically, people who are in need of organs will have them donated by family members who can survive without them.  [5:  A.S. Griffin, Kin Selection, https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/agricultural-and-biological-sciences/kin-selection#related-terms, (Accessed 24/03/2025)] 


However, like many views in philosophy and ethics, psychological egoism has some very valid critiques against it. There are several real world examples of selfless altruism such as soldiers jumping on grenades to protect others. In that scenario, the soldier is most likely going to die and would having nothing to gain from that. However, the psychological egoist could argue that if they do survive, they would have the selfish feeling of pride, and the warm glow effect would come into play. Another example of selfless altruism would be donating anonymously through a website. This is different from donating in person as there would be nobody around to “impress” as it were. 
Bishop Joseph Butler was a famous critic against psychological egoism and against the philosopher Thomas Hobbes. Hobbes was of supporter of psychological egoism and thought ‘of the voluntary acts of every man, the object is some good to himself’.[footnoteRef:6] Butler argued that pleasure/satisfaction isn’t the sole motivator for an action. For example, eating food or drinking water may be pleasurable, it isn’t the main factor. The motive for that would be hunger/thirst.  [6:  Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan: Chapter XIV: Of The First and Second Naturall Lawes, and Of Contracts: Section  Not All Rights Are Alienable] 

‘That all particular appetites and passions are towards external things themselves, distinct from the pleasure arising from them, is manifested from hence, that there could not be this pleasure, were it not for that prior suitableness between the object and the passion: There could be no enjoyment or delight for one thing more than another, from eating food more than from swallowing a stone, if there were not an affection or appetite to one thing more than another.’[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Joseph Butler, Fifteen Sermons Preached at the Rolls Chapel, Sermon XI: Upon the Love of Our Neighbour (Christian Classics Ethereal Library), p. 91.] 

There is another, more simple argument against psychological egoism which goes as such: 
1. ‘Sometimes people benefit from helping others (e.g. experience pleasure).
2. Sometimes such benefit presupposes a desire for what generated it (e.g. food), not for the resulting benefit.
3. So sometimes people desire things other than self-interest.
4. Therefore: Psychological egoism is false.’[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Joshua May, Psychological Egoism, https://iep.utm.edu/psychological-egoism/, (Accessed 25/03/2025)
] 


Another main form of Egoism is known as Normative Egoism. As mentioned earlier, normative egoism is prescriptive as it tells us how we should act rather than being describing how we behave as psychological egoism would. Normative egoism typically falls under two different forms of egoism, these being rational egoism and ethical egoism. The WJEC gives the following definition for ethical egoism ‘People ought to do what is in their own self-interest.’[footnoteRef:9]. It also wants the person to do so whilst also following good morality and making good ethical decisions. There can be three different types of ethical egoism these being individual, personal and universal. An individual ethical egoist would say “Everyone should act what is in my best interests” but this is inherently wrong because it directly contradicts what a normative egoist would do. If everyone ought to act their own interests but someone wants everyone else to act in theirs, it would be selfish even by the egoist standard and falls flat. The personal ethical egoist would say “I will act in my own interests but everyone else is free to do their own thing”. Personal egoism is more of a moral guide for an individual and does not try to push a universal way of thinking onto someone. But problems may arise when challenged with ethical dilemmas as their view is completely isolated from a shared one. A universal ethical egoist would say “Everyone should act in a way that benefits them the most”. This is the most prescriptive one out of the three. Britannica describes it as  [9:  WJEC, Ethical Egoism, https://resource.download.wjec.co.uk/vtc/2015-16/15-16_18/PDFs/Unit%203/5_Ethical_Egoism_Revision_notes.pdf, (Accessed 27/03/2025)] 

‘Unlike the individual principle, this principle is universalizable. Moreover, many self-interested people may be disposed to accept it, because it appears to justify acting on desires that conventional morality might prevent one from satisfying.’[footnoteRef:10] [10:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, Ethical Egoism, https://www.britannica.com/topic/egoism (Accessed 27/03/2025)] 

The main objection to ethical egoism is that some would say ethical theories should help resolve dilemmas. For example, it is in the best interests of two MPs to gain the seat of the Prime Minister, so they should do (according to the egoist) what is in their best interests. But they cannot both win the seat, making it an impossible conundrum for the egoist to solve.

Rational egoism states that an action is considered rational only if it furthers/fulfils your self-interest. ‘rational egoism posits that actions should be rationally aligned with individual preferences, with happiness being the ultimate outcome of fulfilling those preferences’.[footnoteRef:11] Rational egoism was popularised by author/philosopher Ayn Rand. She was of the belief that it would be irrational to not follow your own interests and that one should always be prioritising them. To support rational egoism, there is something called ‘the instrumental theory of rationality”. ‘According to the instrumental theory, I ought to perform some action if and only if, and because, performing that action maximizes the satisfaction of my preferences’[footnoteRef:12]. This might paint the rational egoist in a bad light due to its seemingly selfish nature, but someone may have an interest that requires long term investment. It could also involve helping other people. Perhaps not for a purely altruistic reason but it is helpful all the same. The rational egoist would have to make good judgments and rational choices to further their goals. A critique against rational egoism is that it can seem arbitrary and inconsistent at times. For example, if someone has a savings account, the rational egoist will say “it is rational to contribute money to this account for the welfare of my future despite it hindering me in the present” but it would also be rational for that person to use the money on themselves now rather than put it away into a savings account. Another example could be smoking, that may be a rational decision to that person by relieving stress, but it is ultimately causing future damage to their lungs. So, the rational egoist is put in the choice of being stressed for the sake of their long term health or prioritise the short term and not be stressed in that moment. However, it could be argued that rational egoism is person specific, and whatever may be rational is different from person to person. [11:  Micheal Ruth, Egoism (philosophy), https://www.ebsco.com/research-starters/religion-and-philosophy/egoism-philosophy (Accessed 01/04/2025)]  [12:  Robert Shaver, Egoism, https://plato.stanford.edu/archIves/spr2025/entries/egoism/#RatiEgoi, ] 

Ultimately, the differences between ethical and rational egoism boil down to their theory types, claims, applications and justification. Ethical egoism states how someone should morally act while rational egoism is concerned with how a person should act logically. They claim that your obligation to other people is that it must help further your self-interest/goals.
Conclusion
To conclude, this essay has discussed the various main forms of egoism, how they are applied to real life and various philosophers in those fields that have popularised them. It has also discussed the critiques against these types of thinking. Many of these views have similarities in the sense that they all stem from Egoism, the point of view that our own self interest should be our foundational way of approaching morality.
There is no definitive way to think about various big topics and egoism is one of many. It can be argued that most people are inherently selfish as we are the main providers for ourselves. It is easier to help oneself than to rely on someone else to do so. Self-preservation is a strong motivator for ourselves and a lot of our thoughts will centre around what we want.
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