Are our actions motivated by anything other than our own self-interest?

The question of whether our actions are solely motivated by anything other than our own self-interest is quite ambiguous. I originally saw this question as asking whether our actions are motivated by selfish desires, but upon reflection I came to the conclusion that it is asking if our actions stemmed from self-interest but can have a positive impact upon others. After reading the work of philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes and Bernard Mandeville I formulated my opinion that our actions are motivated solely by our own self-interest but are not always selfish. As well as scholars such as Joseph Butler who said that self-interest and the interest of other people do not always have to be in conflict but can work in harmony together[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Garrett.A. (2018). Joseph Butler’s moral philosophy. [Online]. Available at: https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/butler-moral/ . (Last Accessed 3rd October 2019).] 

I began research by looking at Egoism, a theory based on the idea that it is human nature to have our own interests as the main focus when making moral decisions. This then lead onto my research into psychological egoism, which is the thesis that we are solely motivated by own self-interest even acts which originally seem to be entirely altruistic. I found this theory to be very accurate and is one of the main points which helped me to conclude my opinion. We are a species based on the idea of survival of the fittest even if it is not explicitly so, throughout history we have adapted in order to survive as it is part of our instincts. Therefore, making it necessary to have our own interests dominate our mind when making a decision or doing an action.  As well as being a seemingly predominate part of evolution it is also seen in the world today. Especially in first world countries and capitalist societies. My point of view is mainly focused on the idea that in our society in Britain is based on the idea of making and holding money for yourself and that the money that you possess is what determines your status in society. It is natural for a person to try and aimed for the highest degree of status as this constitutes as more power in society and so what this then means is that people are focused on making money and not necessarily trying to give back to their community or act selflessly. They are only concerned by what they and their immediate family have as opposed to the starving families living on the streets. It is also not the role of the more wealthy to protect and pay for those who have nothing, which is often why it is overlooked and deemed selfless when it does occur.  A common argument against this is the idea that some people do give money to the homeless or buy them food and water; however, the reason why we know this happens is because of the countless videos posted of people doing this exact act. There is no self-less reason for people to film and post these videos, meaning they are only giving in order to achieve the award of admiration from the people viewing these videos. Meaning, although they are committing a self-less act, they have their own interest at the for-front of their mind. In my opinion this does not make the act negative or destructive, but it does not mean that the act is not in the interest of the person committing the act. Although the person giving or donating money to those who are less fortunate is now without said money, I see that the intrinsic feeling of good will be of more value to the person. As well as the external feeling of admiration by their peers who have witnessed the act of kindness. My argument is that the capitalistic society that we live in promotes these acts, and goes hand in hand with psychological egoism and the evolution of the human species. This is not just seen as the way society works now but it is also how it has worked throughout history. Even in the Victorian and Tudor times, the hierarchy going from the monarchy down to the people starving in the streets in amongst the waste coming from the ‘castle on the hill’, people wanted or had to act in their own self interst. The monarchy had the money and the supplies to help the poor and yet did nothing which is a clear form of egoism. Whilst the poor had to fight and steal in order to provide food for themselves and their families which is, although not as clear, a form of egoism because they would not share their food that they managed to get with the starving family next door; they would keep it all for their own family. 

 After I had formulated my opinion I began looking into further types of egoism in further detail; this led me onto normative egoism, and then coherently onto rational egoism. Rational egoism is the theory that acting in one’s self interest is in accordance with reason. I feel like this theory is strong founded and works well with Darwin’s theory of evolution, which is the “process by which organisms change over time as a result of changes in heritable physical or behavioural traits”[footnoteRef:2]. We have adapted so that we preserve our own existence and well-being. For humans, we do this and act with a sense of reason. We have a mindset of survival of the fittest, we must act for ourselves wherever possible as we focus on survival for our own lives as well as the people closest to us. We may act in a seemingly altruistic act when doing something for our family, however, this is because the happiness and life of those we love promotes happiness for ourselves. [2:  K.Than. “What Is Darwin’s Theory Of Evolution?”. Published 27/2/2018. URL : https://www.google.co.uk/amp/s/www.livescience.com/amp/474-controversy-evolution-works.html (Last accessed 11/10/2019).] 


Other philosophers such as David Hume directly go against Thomas Hobbes and Charles Darwin. Hume says that the idea of our actions stemming solely from self interest goes against natural human instincts. He argues that it is in despute with human moral sentiment. Such as friendship and compassion. However, as previously stated we are still capable of friendship and compassion whilst acting in a selfish way as we try to preserve the well being of our loved ones as this promotes happiness for us. Therefore, Hume’s first argument is in valid. He then argues that this does not explain the altruistic behaviour in animals. The kind and caring emotions that pets such as dogs possess, and the unconditional love that they have for the owners. First I will critique the selfless behaviour of animals in the wild; the animal kingdom differs a lot from human society. The seemingly selfless acts that some animals appear to do for other members of their pack or herd is not selfless at all. A pack animal for example is not capable of acting selflessly because the hierarchy makes them act in a certain way, for wolves the omega must provide for the alpha. He does not do this out of kindness but because it is in the interest of his survival. The herd animal also acts in a seemingly selfless way as he must remain a part of said herd to maximise survival for himself. Then, moving onto the pet. A pet such as a dog has unconditional love for their owner and protects them from what they perseeve as danger. However, this relates back to the wolf. A dog is a pack animal and to them their owner is the alpha and so I question, is our pet acting because it is selfless or is it simply providing protection and love for the hand that feeds them? My answer, although I regrettably think so, is that our pets only provide for us because we provide for them. Meaning that Hume’s second argument is also in valid and I also think that it is poorly founded, as is my response to it, because we can never truly understand the behaviour of animals or why they act as they do because we cannot communicate with them on the same level as other humans for clear reason. Finally hume states that Hobbes argument does not explain actions which people do which are selfless. I disagree with Hume simply because I do not believe there is such thing as a selfless act. An act can have no physical benefit to you, such as donating money to charity which would have a negative physical effect on you. However, the intrinsic and emotion benefit we would gain from this would make the act not entirely selfless. Or, people who work in the emergency servuces and give up days and nights in order to serve and protect people. Again the intrinsic value they receive makes it not entirely selfless but also that they get paid to do so, meaning they are also gaining physical benefits from this as well. For me the phrase selfless human act is a juxtaposition, there is not act which is entirely selfish. This makes Hume’s three arguments invalid and incorrect as there is no way to prove them but there are ways to falsify them. 
Other philosophers argue that egoism stumps the facilitation of the flourishing life. Aristotle’s theory of virtue ethics says that we should aim to achieve eudemonia, the idea of the flourishing life, however egoism stops the growth and evelopment of this. It is seen as counterproductive as it causes a conflict on what is morally right. This is because it indirectly opposes the thesis of virtue ethics in my opinion. If you are acting in ones self interest then you are not aiming to reavh the virtues and avoid the vices; you are acting in a way that bundles the two together. You may been seemingly acting in a way that only follows the virtues but if you have selfish or self motivated intentions or direction then you will actually be following the vices. This then stops you from being able to achieve the flourishing life, or eudemonia. However, although I believe it to be true that these two theories are in conflict woth one another, I believe that this is not a weakness or undermining part of egoism. I believe that virtue ethics is not a logically strong way of making decisions or deciding how to act. It is poorly formed and comes with many issues. Can you truly be a morally right person if all of your morality comes from another mind? My answer is no, it is not your own decision if you are asking a virtuous person how you should respond. However, with egoism; in every decision you are the one who is making the choice, it is you who is promoting morality. This is also why I believe that all of our actions are stemmed from self interest because we strive to be as moral as we can be, so following ethi8cal theories such as virtue ethics provides us with no moral growth, but egoism does and so those who are more logical minded will naturally start acting in accordance with self interest and seklf motivation.

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, I feel as though all people who are sound and moral will act in accordance with self interest. It is logical that we do so, I came to this conclusion predominately through the findings of Charles Darwin and his theory of evolution. It is logical for us to want to preserve our own lives as we have adapted because our ancestors acting in this way. It is natural moral instinct to put own our interest above other people and so I believe that is the way everyone responds to moral decision even if they do not want to admit this. I also think it is important to note that by saying we all act in our own self interest does not mean that we are acting selfishly. Going back to Bishop Butler’s point that the interst of ourselves and the interest of others are not in conflict with one another. I also believe egoism to be the only way in which society can operate. It is hard for me to imagine a functioning society in which everyone provides for one another with no care for themselves. It is the way society has always functioned and will always function. Meaning in is not in natural human instincts to be self motivated but also in natural societal instincts to do so aswell.
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