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Should we only preform an action if it is in our own self-interest to do so? 
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In this essay I will challenge the egoist view of ethics that is presented by Ayn Rand. I have decided to focus on Rands theory of rational egoism as the question addresses the problem of whether we should perform an action based on self-interest rather than if we only preform an act if it is in our own self-interest which psychological egoism, as presented by T. Hobbes, focuses on. To challenge the egoist perspective, I will use both the direct challenges to egoism, such as those presented by Hume, as well using other ethical theories such as hedonism, Kantian ethics and utilitarianism. By using a number of ethical theories to consider both the strengths and weaknesses of normative egoism I aim to come to a balanced judgement on when it is appropriate to act in a self-interested way.
The argument that we should only an act if it is in our own self-interest can be rejected due to Kant’s theory that our action should be motivated by duty[footnoteRef:1]. This is as if each of us was to only act in our own self-interest, society would quickly descend into chaos. For example, it would be in our own self-interest to steal, as this way we would get what we want without having to sacrifice anything else, in this example money. This causes a problem for the argument that we should only act in our own self-interest as by doing this we would lose respect for each other's property and therefore respect for the law, again leading to chaos. However, under Kant’s ethical theory this problem can be avoided as we should be motivated by our duties both to oneself as well as towards others. This is as although we still have the opportunity to act in a self-interested way which is highlighted by Kant’s concept of imperfect duties[footnoteRef:2], which are duties that are not compulsory to perform however we often choose  to complete such duties, such as helping one another, as we want to help others. This is because we still have a sense of duty towards others over ourselves and, unlike only acting on our own self-interest, by acting in line with our duties would allow society to function more harmoniously as we would all have equal respect for one another as well as the law[footnoteRef:3]. This is highlighted in the Palgrave Kant Handbook where it is stated that “he would rob himself of all hope of the assistance he wishes for himself”[footnoteRef:4] if he was only focused on his own self-interest but no one else. Furthermore, our duties can be overridden by what we consider to be in our own self-interest. This is as we often have a sense of guilt if we had put our own needs over that of others. A clear example where duties override self-interest is in the case of Edmund G Ross who did not vote to impeach President Johnson, despite being in his own self-interest to do so socially, financially and politically[footnoteRef:5]. This was as Ross felt it was his duty not to impeach Johnson as it would have undermined the US political system. This example highlights that people's duties to others can often override their own need to act in a self-interested way. This again brings back to the need of wanting to act in a way which will benefit society which you are unable to do when only acting in your own self-interest. The argument provided by Rand can also be rejected due to Kant’s third formulation that we should act as if we are making a universal law[footnoteRef:6]. This is as by making an individual question whether they would want someone to act in the same way, they are forced to question whether their actions can benefit society, which is key when deciding on how to act. This is as if everyone was to only be concerned with their own self-interest, society would not be able to function and thus, we should be sceptical of the idea that we should only act in our own self-interest. But instead, we should act in a way that has a significant benefit to society.  [1:  P. Benn, Ethics (London, UCL Press, 1998) p94]  [2:  R. McCarty, Perfect and Imperfect Duties, 2014, < http://myweb.ecu.edu/mccartyr/GW/PerfectandImperfectDuties.asp> [accessed 10th October 2019]]  [3:  R. Johnson and A. Cureton, Kant’s Moral Philosophy, 2016, < https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/kant-moral/#DutResForMorLaw> [accessed 11th October 2019]]  [4:  I. Kant, edited by M. Altman, The Palgrave Kant Handbook (UK, Palgrave Macmillan, 2018) p. 317]  [5:  The national constitution centre, the man whose impeachment vote saved Andrew Johnson, 2019 < https://constitutioncenter.org/blog/the-man-whose-impeachment-vote-saved-andrew-johnson > [accessed 11th October 2019]]  [6:  R. Johnson and A. Cureton, 2016] 

In contrast to Kant, Rand is a prominent supporter of egoism and claims that acting selfishly, in one's own self-interest is a rational thing to do[footnoteRef:7]. This is as if something benefits us why would we want to act in a way that would prevent this. This is as Rand rejects the traditional Judaic- Christian traditions such as “let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others”[footnoteRef:8] that teach us that we should help one another and supports the idea of selfless sacrifice. In contrast Rand argues that it is the “highest form of morality”[footnoteRef:9] to act in your own self-interest. Furthermore, Rand argues that even when we act in our own self-interest we can still help and benefit others even if it is not our original intention, for example if we give money to charity. Rand argues that we do this because it makes us feel better about ourselves rather than because we want to help others. From this example even though our actions do benefit others the intention was solely due to self-interest rather than regard for anyone else, yet we are still able to benefit others. This would therefore support the idea that we should only act in a self-interested way as this way we can both benefit ourselves as well as others. Even within Kant’s theory there is still space for an individual to act in a self-interested way and still be considered moral This is as there are two types of duties, perfect and imperfect. Although perfect duties such as “do not lie” do not support Rands theory as they are often not in our own self-interest, imperfect duties are not compulsory and so we could ignore these types of duties that encourage us to only act selflessly. Furthermore, these duties can often still be beneficial to oneself as although they are not solely motivated by self-interest, when preforming these duties self-interest often plays a role. This flexibility, even in Kant’s theory of ethics highlights that it can be acceptable to only act in our own self-interest and ignores the needs of others. Rands theory of normative egoism is also supported by A Smith in Wealth of Nations. In this, Smith states that and act can be motivated by our own self-interest, however an action could not be justified if it is solely motivated by self-interest, there must be a wider benefit to society for an action to be considered moral[footnoteRef:10]. This is similar to how a person could justify acting in a self-interested way when following Kantian ethics. As a result, it can be justifiable to be motivated by self-interest, however, there must be a wider benefit for others as well as for yourself if an action was to be considered moral and therefore an action should not only be moved by their own self-interest but instead we should consider the wider impact of those around you.  [7:  A. Rand and L. Peikoff, The Journals of Ayn Rand reprint edition (UK, Penguin, 1999)]  [8:  Philippians (2:4)]  [9:  A. Rand and L. Peikoff, The Journals of Ayn Rand 1999]  [10:  A. Smith edited by A. Skinner, The Wealth of Nations: Books I-III paperback (London, Penguin Books, 1982) chapter I.ii.2] 

Despite Rands theory of normative egoism it can still be argued that our actions should not only be motivated by our own self-interest. This is as, in our description of human nature we often want to perform an act that will help others as we are motivated by the environment around us. Due to this basic concept Rand fails to focus on our long term aims as people. But instead only focuses on what we find more pleasurable in the short term, such as the animal pleasures highlighted by J S Mill[footnoteRef:11] and although normative egoism doesn't solely focus on the short term pleasures , due to the nature of the theory it is unavoidable that the short term pleasures would be the main focus to anyone who only ever act in a self-interested way. This is as if we were to only act in our own self-interest, acts that are not immediately self-interested would be ignored which may not result in the best outcome for both ourselves as well as for other people around us. Furthermore, due to human nature we care for those around us and we want to do the act that benefits them as well as ourselves. This is highlighted by Butler, who argues that love for yourself and love for others are not mutually exclusive this idea. This is as Butler defines self-interest in terms of self-love[footnoteRef:12].As a result we complete an action both for our own benefit as well as to benefit those around us, such as friends. This is further supported by Aristotle’s idea of a perfect friendship where we spend time to develop our own virtues as well as to help to develop other’s virtues by spending time together. Aristotle’s virtue ethics also supports the conclusion that we should not only act in our own self-interest as this would result in imperfect friendships, which are only based on gaining an advantage over another person and results in there being little trust between friends. As a result, we should not only act in our own self-interest as it would result in friendships that are not based on mutual respect for each other which is key to having a good life. A further criticism of egoism is many people show altruistic behaviour. This is highlighted by the actions of solders when they jump on a grenade to save the rest of their group[footnoteRef:13]. This type of behaviour can be seen in elephant herds where an old or injured animal leave the herd so that the whole herd is not in danger of being prey.  Both these examples directly counter Rands ideas as she claims that it is the most rational thing to do to act in the self-interested way. However, if animals naturally act in a way which will benefit others it cannot be argued that this is the acting selfishly is the rational thing to do. Furthermore, egoism is too simplistic as even though it does take into consideration the intention of the act, self-interest, it fails to acknowledge different types of selfishness. This again can be highlighted by the issue of a solder jumping on a grenade[footnoteRef:14]. In society we would consider this person to be a hero as they have acted in a way that benefits others, however if a solder was to push another on to a grenade, we would not view that person as a hero, but instead that they we selfish. However, in egoism both these acts are considered equal as they are both considered to have acted selfishly. This is as issue for egoism as morality is more complex than this, as most often we consider many different factors before deciding if an action can be considered moral. As a result, by only considering the egoist viewpoint we would not be able to come to a balanced judgement. [11:  G. Sadler, John Stuart Mill on Qualitatively Higher and Lower Pleasures - Philosophy Core Concepts [video]. 2013 < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kSnMM7lRSBg > [accessed: 12 October 2019]]  [12:  D. Phillips, ‘Butler and the Nature of Self-interest’, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 60(2) (2000), 421-438 (p.422)]  [13:  R. Shaver, Egoism, 2019, <https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/egoism/#PsycEgo> [accessed: 12 October 2019]]  [14:  A. Mosley, Egoism, <https://www.iep.utm.edu/egoism/> [Accessed: 13th October 2019]] 

In conclusion, we should not only preform an action if it is in our own self-interest as if we were only ever to consider our own needs, society and our relations with others would break down. Instead we should consider the needs of society around us as by Kant’s third formulation, if we were struggling, be it financially or emotionally, we would want someone to provide us with help that we require, so in the same way if there was someone else in need and we are able to do so, we should help them. This is as helping one another is a key component that is needed for a society to function where people are able to flourish regardless of any hardships that they may have faced. Despite this, it is still appropriate to act in a self-interested way, as this way we are able to better yourself. As a result, we should reject the original statement that we should only preform an act if it is in your own self-interest, but instead we should take an approach that we should preform an act if it in in the interest of both the individual and society as a whole.
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