Are our actions motivated by anything other than our own self-interest?
No one has greater love than this; to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. (John 15:13)
As it is more likely to assert that people act on their own self-interests, it will be examined whether any act can be considered selfless. 
It could be considered that sacrificing one’s own life to save another’s is an act that is selfless. This act may well be as close as one can be to altruism. However, this belief is not held by all, the arguments fore and against altruism will be examined in this essay. Altruism is applied to people, their actions and ultimately the motive for their actions, understanding what this means is therefore a good place to start before reaching a conclusion.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Stephen G. Post, ‘Altruism And Altruistic Love: Science, Philosophy, And Religion In Dialogue’, 1st ed. (Oxford university press 2002), p. 18.] 

Throughout the essay term ‘actor’ will be used, this is to define the person who is committing the act that is to be determined altruistic or not. 
There are many forms of definitions for the term Altruism. A detailed breakdown of one of these definitions and the key points they feel make something altruistic can be found within the book Altruism and Altruistic Love: science, philosophy and religion in dialogue a set of characteristics. The writer Kristin Monroe deems the following points crucial to an act of altruism. These are; ‘(1) Is directed toward helping another, (2) involves a high risk or sacrifice to the actor, (3) is accompanied by no external reward, and (4) is voluntary’.[footnoteRef:2] Monroe also attributes a scale to altruism, on that scale is ‘heroic altruism’ considered a greater risk to the actor and the other conventional altruism which is described as not normally life threatening.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Stephen G. Post, ‘Altruism And Altruistic Love: Science, Philosophy, And Religion In Dialogue’, p. 123. ]  [3:  Ibid. p. 123.  ] 

Monroe in these definitions covers two of the possibilities when defining altruism, the scale which can be applied to many different acts, and then self-sacrifice. There are arguments to be made against both of these ideas, the primary argument against conventional altruism as opposed to self-sacrifice can be found in C. Daniel Batons literature. Batson does not specifically apply this to Monroes definitions however provides a rational case for why one might be opposed to the idea conventional altruism. The argument is a combination of egoism and hedonism. 
Hedonism is summarised by Jeremy Bentham, 
Nature has placed mankind under the governance of sovereign master’s pain and pleasure – it is for them alone to point out what we ought to do as well as to determine what we shall do.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Jeremy Bentham ‘An Introduction to the principles of morals and legislation’ (Continuum International Publishing 1970), p. 6.  ] 

The theory is if the actor were to be motivated to increase another’s welfare, the actor would have a desire to goal to achieve that outcome, on achieving the outcome the actor would experience pleasure and therefor the true motivation would be subjected to the actor’s own pleasure.[footnoteRef:5] As the actor experiences pleasure, then their motives can only be one of their own motives. This however becomes troublesome when considering an actor who sacrifices their life for another as they would no longer be alive to experience the sense of achievement, and would also not be in a position to receive any reward.  [5:  C. D. Batson, ‘Altruism In Humans’, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2012), p. 21.] 

Another simpler definition can be found in the article Human altruistic tendencies vary with both the costs of selfless acts and socioeconomic status. The article explains altruism as being an actor helping others at a personal cost.[footnoteRef:6] This removes the need found within Monroes definition of the actor to not receiving a reward. Batson takes this definition one step further and explains altruism as being a motivations state with the ultimate goal of increasing another’s welfare.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  C. C. Grueter, et al.  ‘Human Altruistic Tendencies Vary With Both The costliness of selfless acts and socioeconomic status’, Peer J, (2016), <https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.2610>, [Accessed 7th May 2026], p. 3. ]  [7:  C. D. Batson, ‘Altruism In Humans’, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2012), p. 20. ] 

What is worth noting from the definitions is they are all intentional and all help another. Batson addresses this directly in that if one was to act reflexively or automatically without any goal then regardless of the actual benefit the act is not to be considered altruistic.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  C. D. Batson, ‘Altruism In Humans’, p. 22.  ] 

This distinction negates situations whereby someone sacrifices their life for another as a reflex or autonomous decision. The examples often provided by psychological hedonism is one of a soldier and his comrades. They explain that a soldier laying down in a foxhole would throw himself on a live grenade to save the lives of his fellow comrades. The motivation they argue behind the act is that the solider would rather not exist at all than live with the knowledge that he allowed his comrades to perish.[footnoteRef:9] In response to the earlier quote from the Bible, this information would mean that for the quote to be altruistic, one must have the ultimate goal of giving up their life for the other without any instinct. If sacrifice is to be considered then the act itself must be intentional. Jesus within the Bible is a good example of this, in that he knew that he would be sacrificed, however proceeded with being sacrificed.  [9:  Stephen G. Post, ‘Altruism And Altruistic Love: Science, Philosophy, And Religion In Dialogue’, 1st ed. (Oxford university press 2002), p. 19.] 

 Nevertheless, I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Advocate will not come to you, but if I go, I will send him to you. (John 16:7)
There is evidence of altruism within nature. When examining nature as Charles Darwin did it is easy to find behaviour which would go against one’s own self-interest. Darwin uses the example of a bee and its stinger. A bee for example will disembowel itself when it stings an intruder, the bee dies and the stinger keeps pumping venom into the would-be intruder, this behaviour has a benefit to the group in that it protects the nest.[footnoteRef:10] This of course causes problems and goes against the idea that the fittest survive. Darwin explained this in that a group of bees with stingers that share a selfless behaviour would be better off than a group of bees without stingers which displayed a selfish behaviour.[footnoteRef:11] The behaviour then exhibits similar traits to that of utilitarian. The difference between altruism and utilitarian mindset is that utilitarians require thought and select the outcome which is one that produces the most happiness.[footnoteRef:12] Alternatively they select the outcome that provides the greatest good. Bees however do not think like humans and therefore there is a distinction made between actions of evolution altruism and psychological altruism. Psychology altruism is therefore applied to those who have minds.[footnoteRef:13]   [10:  Stephen G. Post, ‘Altruism And Altruistic Love: Science, Philosophy, And Religion In Dialogue’, p. 17.]  [11:  Ibid. p. 18. ]  [12:  C. Bennett, ‘What Is This Thing Called Ethics? Second edition, (Routledge, Florida, 2015), p. 59.]  [13:  Stephen G. Post, ‘Altruism And Altruistic Love: Science, Philosophy, And Religion In Dialogue’, 1st ed. (Oxford university press 2002), p. 18.] 

Arguments therefore in support of altruism and its traits follow the train of thought regarding Darwin in respect of the evolutional process you would expect a tendency for the actor to be selfish when it comes to survival. In the example given in respect of a boat rescue by J. Werner, whereby 2 boats are sinking and there is the option of only rescuing the individuals of one boat you would normal expect the individuals to vote for themselves to be saved.[footnoteRef:14] However despite the expected selfishness there are cases whereby individuals will not vote for themselves and choose to have the other boat rescued. These particular instances usually relate to when there are family or younger children on the other boat.[footnoteRef:15] Although the article examines this from a utilitarian’s perspective, the individuals on the boat that would be putting themselves at risk by voting for the passengers on the other would be considered an altruistic.  [14:  J. Werner, ‘Rescue Cases, The Majority Rule, And The Greatest Number,’ Journal of ethics & social philosophy, (2024),  <https://doi.org/10.26556/jesp.v28i3.3691>  [Accessed 30th April 2026], p. 509.  ]  [15:  J. Werner, ‘Rescue Cases, The Majority Rule, And The Greatest Number,’ Journal of ethics & social philosophy, p. 508.] 

As stated earlier this is where hedonism intercedes and argues that altruistic acts can be explained away.[footnoteRef:16] In this particular scenario given that there is normally a relationship between the actor who his taking the risk, then the actor would receive pleasure in knowing that they had saved the others. Understanding then the motive behind the action is important to understanding acts and whether they are considered altruistic.   [16:  Stephen G. Post, ‘Altruism And Altruistic Love: Science, Philosophy, And Religion In Dialogue’, p. 18.] 

Experiments have been conducted to understand altruistic behaviour, they have not been on the scale of people sacrificing their life as discussed earlier, but these experiments help try to understand how people act and are just as important. There are lesser acts which were used for the purpose of an experiment which resulted in determining that the actors’ interests could be something other than themselves. The study involved letters in a hand written envelope which were left around a number of communities. In this particular study 3000 letters were left, all were addressed to the same address. Some of these envelopes had stamps, others did not. The results from the experiment resulted in a total of 92 stamped letters and 46 unstamped letters being returned.[footnoteRef:17] The motives however behind the returning of some of the letters is open to interpretation, of those returned one letter had a contact number on, others were written on to say that they had found and posted the letter, and another was hand delivered. A sense of recognition for the actor who returned those letters can therefore be suggested, for the rest however due the nature of the experiment there is no way of knowing the actor’s motive.[footnoteRef:18]   [17:  C. C. Grueter, et al.  ‘Human Altruistic Tendencies Vary With Both The costliness of selfless acts and socioeconomic status’, Peer J, (2016), <https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.2610>, [Accessed 7th May 2026], p. 4. ]  [18:  C. C. Grueter, et al.  ‘Human Altruistic Tendencies Vary With Both The costliness of selfless acts and socioeconomic status’, p. 6. 

] 

The idea of not knowing an actor’s true motive is a theory shared throughout the study of altruistic behaviour and within psychology itself. For example, when reflecting on the implications from the definitions of altruism and egoism Batson concludes that a person a may be altruistic and not know it, similarly someone may egoistic and not know it.[footnoteRef:19] Beyond the study of altruism this theory is true for many when studying human motives. Within James Williams book studying religious experiences he explains that although psychologist can observe human behaviour and interactions which can assist in determining an outcome, sometimes the true motive behind an action, in the case of his study conversion, may only be understood by the person themselves.[footnoteRef:20] This causes further problems in understanding peoples motives as Batson states that a person’s self-report can not be trusted as a person’s motives particularly when there are value-laden motives that could benefit themself or another.[footnoteRef:21] [19:  C. D. Batson, ‘Altruism In Humans’, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2012), p. 22 – 23. ]  [20:  William James, ‘The Varieties Of Religious Experience : A Study In Human Nature’ (Cambridge University Press, 2012) p.196 – 197. ]  [21:  C. D. Batson, ‘Altruism In Humans’, p. 23.] 

To conclude then it is possible to provide a case for a persons actions to be motivated by something other than their own self-interest. What is prominent throughout the literature regarding altruism and agreed on is the act must benefit another. What is contended however is how this benefit is achieved. Some such as Batson conclude the best way to define altruism is to benefit another with no cost to self.[footnoteRef:22] Whilst others such as Monroe produce a scale in respect of the cost to ones self, and then there are those scholars, similarly to the earlier quote from the Bible that believe that self-sacrifice must be present.[footnoteRef:23] Which-ever definition is chosen, there is a case for ones motives being not of self-interest.  [22:  Ibid. p. 23.]  [23:  Ibid. p. 23.] 

The argument against altruism is primarily egoism, however when considering all of the above possible definitions in favour of altruism there is a fair counter argument against egoism. Those that argue that the actor would be benefiting as a result of their action could be compared to the self-sacrifice model of altruism in that, for the action to be considered altruistic the actors’ loss must outweigh the benefit to the other individual.[footnoteRef:24] In respect of there being more than one motive and therefor the act can not be altruistic, this again is explored by Batson who determines that it is possible to have more than one motive for more than one goal.[footnoteRef:25] Finally in respect of the reward for martyrdom or the possibility of being a hero, when compared to the theory of evolution and the selfishness that would be expected within people of survival, and imploring the belief that Bentham concludes, then there could be no benefit to individual if all that there is, is plain or pleasure.  [24:  Ibid. p. 23..]  [25:  Ibid. p. 23.] 

It is therefore possible for a motive to be other than one’s own self-interest. To determine if that is the true motive behind the action is however a greater challenge. 
During the writing of this assignment, I have not utilised any AI, all references are recorded as footnotes and sources within the bibliography. 
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