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CHAPTER 5 

Ethical Egoism 


The achievement of his own happiness is man's moral 
purpose. 

AVN RAND, THE VIRTUE OF SELPlSHNESS (1961) 

5.1. Is There a Duty to Help 
Starving People? 

Each year millions of people die of malnutrition and related 
health problems. A cornman pattern among children in poor 
countries is death from dehydration caused by diarrhea brought 
on by malnutrition. Researchers estimate that nearly 5000 chil
dren die in this way every day. That comes to 1.8 million children 
every year. If we add in those children who die from other pre
ventable causes, the number goes over 10 million. Even if this 
estimate is too high, the number who die is staggering. 

For those of us in the affluent countries, this 
acute problem. We spend money on ourselves, not 
necessities of life but for countless luxuries-for nice cars, ex
pensive clothes, CD players, movie ticket'), and so on. In America, 
even people with modest incomes enjoy such things. The prob
lem is that we could forgo our luxuries and give the money for 
famine relief instead. The fact that we don't suggest') that we re
gard our luxuries as more important than their lives. 

Why do we allow people to smrve when we could save 
them? Few of us actually believe our luxuries are that important. 
Most of us, if asked the question directly, would probably be a 
bit embarrassed, and we would say that we probably should do 
more to help. explanation of why we do not is, at least in 
part, that we hardly ever think about the problem. Living our 
own comformble lives, we are insulated from it. The starving 
people are dying at some distance from us; we do not see them 
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and we can avoid even thinking of them. When we do think of 
them, it is only abstractly, as statistics. Unfortunately for the 
hungry, statistics do not have much power to move llS. 

'Ve respond differently when there is a "crisis," as when a 
tsunami devask1.ted Indonesia in 2004 or when Hurricane Katrina 
flooded New Orleans in 2005. Then it is front-page news and re
lief efforts are mobilized. But when the needy are scattered, 
the situation does not seem so pressing. The 1.8 million children 
are unfortunate that they are not all gathered in, say, Chicago. 

But leaving aside the guestion of why ,v(' behave as we do, 
what is our duty? What should we do? We might think of this as 
the "commonsense" view of the matter: Morality reguires that 
we balance our own interests against the interests of others. It is 
understandable, of course, that we look out for ourselves, and 
no one can be faulted for attending to their own basic needs. 
But at the same time, the needs of others are important, and 
when we can help others-especially at little cost to ourselves
we should do so. So, if you have an extra 10 dollars, and 
it to a famine relief agency would help to save the life of a 
then commonsense morality would say that you should do so. 

way of thinking involves a general assumptjon about 
our moral duties: that we have moral duties to other people, and 
not merely duties that we create, such as by making a promise or 
incurring a debt. \Ve have "natural" duties to others simply be
cause they are pe(ple who could be helped or harmed by «,hat we do. If a 
certain action would benefit (or harm) other people, then that is 
a reason why we should (or should not) perform that action. The 
commonsense assumption is that other people's interests 
for their own sakes, from a moral point of view. 

But one person's common sense is another person's naive 
platitude. Some thinkers have maintained that, in fact, we have no 
duties to other people. Ethical Egoism is the idea that each person 
ought to pursue his or her own seH~interest exclusively. On this 
theory, our only duty is to do what is best for ourselves. 

Ethical Egoism is a challenging theory. It contradicts some 
of our deepest moral beliefs-belief'! held by most of liS, at any 
rate-and it is not easy to refute. We wiII examine the most im
portant arguments for and against it. If it turns out to be true, 
then that is immensely impormnt. But even if it turns out to be 
false, we can still learn from it, for we may gain some illsigJll into 
the reasons why we do have obligations to other 
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5.2. Psychological Egoism 
Ethical Egoism must be carefully distinguished from a different 
theory known as Psychological Egoism. Ethical Egoism claims 
that each person ought to pursue his or her own self-interest ex
clusively. P.s¥£.hQlogical Ego.ism, by contrast, a~serts that each 
Rer~Q1JdQIl~'i11:factpursue his or her own self-interest alone. Thus, 
these two theories are very different. It is one thing to say that 
people are self:'interested and that our neighbors therefore 
not give to charity. 1t is quite another to say that people ought to 
be self·interested and so our neighbors ought not to give to char
ity. PsychgJqgi!:a.J ~goi~mp1(115es a claim about human nature, or 
;:tl?.<:mrtqs~ay):4ing§, i;ln~; Ethical Egoism makes a claim about 
mor<:!Jitx,,9r~(lPou~ the way lhingo'ish()ltt<:lbe. 

Psychological Egoism is not a theory of ethics; rather, it is 
a theory of human psycholof,ry. Nevertheless, moral philoso
phers have always been worried about il. If Psychological Egoism 
were true, it would seem to have devastating consequences for 
morality. lfpeople are moved only by their own welfare, isn't it 
pointless to talk about what we "ought" to do? Ifwe are just self
interested beings, then aren 'f we going to behave selfishly no 
matter what our well-meaning but naive moral theories tell us 
to do? Before returning to the topic of Ethical Egoism, let us 
first assess Psychological Egoism and see if morality has any
thing to worry about. 

Is Altruism Possible? Raoul Wallenberg, a Swedish businessman 
who could have stayed safely at home, spent the closing months 
of World War II in Budapest. Hungary. Wallenberg had volun
teered to be sent there as part of Sweden's diplomatic mission 
after he heard reports about Hitler's "final solution to the Jewish 
problem." Once there, he successfully pressured the Hungarian 
government to stop the deportations to the concentration 
camps. "Vhen the Hungarian government was replaced by a Nazi 
puppet regime, and the deportations resumed, Wallenberg is
sued "Swedish Protective Passes" to thousands ofJews , insisting 
that they all had connections with Sweden and were under the 
protection of his government. He helped many people find 
places to hide. When they were rounded up, Wallenberg would 
stand between them and the Nazis. telling the Germans that 
they would have to shoot him first. At the very end of the war, 
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when everything was chaos and other diplomats were 
Wallenberg stayed behind. He is credited with saving as many 
as 100,000 lives. When the war was over, he disappeared, and 
for a long time no one knew what had happened to him. Now it 
is believed that he was killed, not by the Germans, but by Soviet 
occupation forces. 

Wallenberg's story is more dramatic than most, but it is not 
unique. The Israeli government recognizes over 20,000 Gen

who risked their lives trying to save Jews from being mur
dered in the Holocaust. And though few of us have saved lives, 
acts of altruism appear to be common. People do favors for one 
another. They build homeless shelters. They volunteer in hos
pitals. They read to the blind. They give blood. Many people 
nate money to worthy causes when they could keep that money 
for themselves. In some cases, the amount given is extraonli
nary. David Allsop, an AustTalian civil servant, donates hall' of his 
income to environmental causes. ZeU Kravinskv, an American 
real estate investor, gave his entire $45-million {ortune to char
ity. And then, for good measure, Kravinsky donated one of his 
kidneys to a complete stranger. 

These are remarkahle deeds, but should they be taken at 
face value? According to Psychological Egoism, we may believe 
ourselves to be noble and self-sacrificing, hut that is only an il
lusion. In reality, we care only for ourselves. Could this theory 
possibly be true? Why have people believed it. in the face of so 
much evidence to the contrary? Two arguments have often been 
advanced in favor of Psychological Egoism. 

The Argument That We Always Do What We Most Want to Do. 
lfwe describe one person's action as altruistic and another per
son's action as self-interested, we are overlooking the fact that 

both cases the person is rnereZy doing what he or she most wants to 
4Q.If Raoul Wallenberg chose to go to Hungary, and no one 
was coercing him, that only shows that he wamed to go there 
more than he wanted to remain in Sweden-and why should 
he be praised for altruism when he was only doing what he 
wanted to do? His action was dictated by his own desires, his 
own sense of what he wanted. Thus, he was.1l1oved by his own 
self-interest. And since exactly the same may be said about any 
alleged act of kindness, we can conclude that Psychological 
Egoism must be true. 
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This argument, however, is flawed. There are things that 
we do, not })ecause we want to, but because we feel that we ought 
to. For example, someone may do something because she has 
promised to do it, and thus feels obligated, even though she 
does not want to do it. It is sometimes suggested that in such 
cases we carry out the action because, after all, we most want to 
keep our promises. But that is not true. In such cases, it is sim
ply false to say that what I most want is to keep my promise. My 
strongest desire is to break my promise, but I keep it anyway. For 
all we know, Wallenberg was in this position: Perhaps he wanted 
to stay in Sweden, but he felt that he had to go to Budapest. In 
any case, the fact that he chose to go does not imply that he 
most wanted to do so. 

The argument has a second flaw. Suppose we concede 
that we always act on our strongest desires. Even if this were 
granted, it would not follow that Wallenberg was acting out of 
self-interest. For if he wanted to help other people, even at 
great risk to himself, that is precisely what makes his action a 
refutation ofPsy<;hoiogicaIEgoism. The mere fact that you act 
on your own desires does not mean that you are looking out for 
yourself; rather, it depends on what it is that you desire. If you 
care only about your own welfare and give no thought to oth
ers, then you are acting out of self-interest; but if you want 
other people to be happy, and you act on that desire, then you 
are not. To put the point another way: In assessing whether an 
action is self-interested, the issue is not tohether the action is 
based on a desire; the issue is what kind of desire it is based on. If 
what you want is to help someone else, then your motive is al
truistic, not self-interested. 

Therefore, this argument goes wrong in just about every 
way that an argument can go wrong: The premise is not true, 
and even if it were, the conclusion would not follow from it. 

The Argument That We Do What Makes Us Feel Good. The sec
ond argument for Psychological Egoism appeals to the fact that 
so-called altruistic actions produce a sense of self-satisfaction in 
the person who performs them. Acting "unselfishly" makes peo
ple feel good about themselves, and that is the real point of it. 

According to a 19th-century newspaper, this argument was 
advanced by Abraham Lincoln. The Springfield, Illinois, Monitor 
reported: 
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Mr. Lincoln once remarked to a fellow-passenger on an 
old-time mud coach that all men were prompted by self~ 
ish ness in doing good. His fellow-passenger was antagoniz
ing this position when they were passing over a corduroy 
hridge that spanned a slough. As they crossed this hridge 
they espied an old razor-backed sow on the hank making a 
terrible noise because her pigs had got into the slough and 
were in danger of drowning. As the old coach began to 
climb the hill, Mr. Lincoln called out, "Drivel~ can't YOIl 

stop just a moment?" Then Mr. Lincoln jumped out, ran 
back, and lifted the little pigs OUI of the tI1ud and water and 
placed them on the bank. When he returned, his compan
iOll remarked: "Now, Abe, where docs selfishness corne in 
on this little episode?" "Why, bless your soul, Ed, t.hat was 
the very essence of selfishness. I should have had no peace 
ofmind all day had I gone on and left that sllffcrine- old sow 
worrying over those pigs. I did it to gel peace 
don't you sec?" 

In this story, Honest Abe employs a time-honored tactic of 
Psychological Egoism: the strategy of reinterjm:ting motives. Every
one knows that people sometimes seem to act altruistically; but 
if we look deeper, we may find that something else is going on. 
And usually it is not hard to discover that the "unselfish" behav
ior is actually connected with some benefit for the person who 
does it. Thus, Lincoln talks about the peace ofmind he got from 
rescuing the pigs. 

Other examples of alleged altruism can also be reinter
preted. According to some of Raoul Wallenberg's friends. be
fore traveling to Hungary, he was depressed and unhappy that 
his life didn't seem to be amol1l1ling to much. So he undertook 
deeds that would make him a heroic figure. His quest [or a more 
significant life was spectacularly successful-here we are, 
more than a half~century after his death, talking about him. 
Mother Teresa, the nun who spent her lik working among the 
poor in Calcutta, is often cited as a perfect example ofaltruism
but, of course, she believed that she would be handsomely re
warded in heaven. David Allsop, who gives half of his income to 
environmental causes, "had previously worked as a campaigner 
himself, and said he found it deeply satisfying now to be able to 
provide the financial support for others to campaign." And as 
for Zell Kravinsky, who gave away both his fortune and a kidney, 
his parents never gave him much praise, so he was always trying 
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to do things that even they couldn't deny were admirable. 
Kravinsky himself said that, as he began to give away his money, 
he came to think of a donation as "a treat to myself. I really 
thought ofit as something pleasurable." 

Despite all this, Lincoln's argument is badly flawed. It may 
be true that one of Lincoln's motives in saving the pigs was to 
preserve his own peace of mind. But the jact that Lincoln had a 
selfinterested motive doesn't mean that he didn't have benevolent mo
tives as well. In fact, Lincoln's desire to help the pigs may have 
been even greater than his desire to preserve his own peace of 

And if this isn't true in Lincoln's case, it will be true in 
other cases: If I see a child drowning, my desire to help that 
child will usually be greater than my desire to avoid a guilty con
science. Cases like these are counterexamples to Psychological 
Egoism. 

In many instances altruism, we don't even have sclf
interested motives. If I quickly decide to jump into the water to 
save the child, I may not have time to think about myself at alI
I may be thinking only of the child. There is a general lesson to 
be learned here, one having to do with the nature of desire and 
its o~iects. We desire all sorts of things-money, a new car, video 
games, a spouse, and so on-and because we desire these 
we may derive satisfaction from getting them. But the o~ject of 
our desire is not the feeling of satisfaction-that is not what we 
are after. What we are after is simply the money, the car, the 
game, or the marriage. It is the same with helping others. Our 
desire to help others often comes first; the good feelings we may 
get are merely a by-product. 

Conclusion about Psychological Egoism. If Psychological Egoism 
is so implausible, why have many intelligent people been at
tracted to it? Part of the attraction is the theory's hardheaded, 
deflationary attitude toward human pretensions. Psychologi
cal Egoism provides a theoretical rebuttal to human vanity. 
Also, people are drawn to it because it is beautifully simple. It 
would be pleasing to find a single formula that explains all 
human behavior. And since self-regard is a tremendously im
portant factor in motivation, it is natural to try to USe it to ac
count for all human action. However, every attempt to do so 
seems strained and implausible; Psychological Egoism is not 
a credible theory. . 
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Thus, we may conclude that morality has nothing to fear 
Psychological Egoism. Since we ran be moved by regard 

for others, it is not pointless to talk abollt whether we should care 
about our neighbors. Moral theorizing need not. be a naive en

based on an unrealistic view of hllman natnre. 

5.3. Three Arguments for Ethical Egoism 
Ethical Egoism, again, is the ideathat each person ought 10 pur
slle his or her own self-interest exclusively. Before we talk about 

arguments that have been made in its favor, we should un
derstand exactly what this theory says and what it does not say. 
In the first place, Ethical Egoism does not say that one should 
promote one's own interests in addition to the interest'; of others. 
That would be an ordinary, commonsense view. Ethical Egoism 
is the radical idea that one's only duty is to promote one's own 
interests. According to Ethical Egoism, there is only one ulti
mate principle of conduct, that of self-interest, and this princi
ple sums up all of one's obligations. 

However, Ethical Egoism does not say that you should 
actions that help others. It may happell in many instances 

that your interests coincide with the interests of others, so that 
in helping yourself you will be helping them. Or it may happen 
that aiding others is an effective means for creating some bene
fit for yourself. Ethical Egoism does not forbid such actions; in 
fact, it may recommend them. The theory insist" only that in such 
cases the benefit to others is not what makes the act right. 
Rather, what makes the act right is the fact that it is to one's own 
advantage. 

Finally, Ethical Egoism does not imply that in pursuing 
one's interests one ought always to do what one wants to do, or 
what gives one the most pleasure in the short run. Someone 
may want to smoke cigarettes, or bet all his monev at the race
tra~k, or set up a m~th lab in his basement. Ethical Egoism 
"{QuId frown on all this, regardless of the momentary pleasure it 

Ethical Egoism says that a person ought to do what 
IS Il1 nIS or her own best interests, over the long rlllI. It endorses 
selfishness, not foolishness. 

What argument... can be advanced to support this doctrine? 
Unfortunately, the theory is asserted more often than it is ar
gued for-many of its supporters apparently think its truth is 
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self-evident, so that arguments are not needed. V\'hen it is ar
gued for, three lines of reasoning are most commonly used. 

The Argument That Altruism Is Self-Defeating. The first argu
ment has several variations, each suggesting the same general 
point: 

• 	 Each of us is intimately familiar with our own individ
ual wants and needs. Moreover, each of us is uniquely 
placed to pursue those wants and needs effectively. At 
the same time, we know the desires and needs of other 
people only imperfectly, and we are not well situated 
to pursue them. Therefore, it is reasonable to believe 
that if we set out to be "our brother's keeper," we will 
often bungle the job and end up doing more harm 
than good. 

• 	At the same time, the policy of "looking out for others" 
is an offensive intrusion into other people's privacy; it is 
essentially a policy of minding other people's business. 

• Making other people the o~ject of one's "charity" is de
grading to them; it robs them of their dignity and self
respect. The offer of charity says, in effect, that they are 
not competent to care for themselves; and the state
ment is self-fulfilling. They cease to be self-reliant and 
become passively dependent on others. That is why the 
recipients of "charity" are so often resentful rather than 
appreciative. 

Thus, the policy of "looking out for others" is said to be self
defeating. lfwe want to do what is best for people, we should not 
adopt so-called altruistic policies. On the contrary, if each per
son looks after his or her own interests, it is more likely that 
everyone will be better off. As Alexander Pope put it: 

Thus God and nature Iink'd the general frame 
And bade self-love and social be the same. 

It is possible to object to this argument on a number of 
grounds. Of course, no one favors bungling, butting in, or de
priving people of their self-respect. But is that really what we are 
doing when we feed hungry children? Is the starving child in 
Niger really harmed when we "intrude" into "her business" by 
supplying food? It hardly seems likely. Yet we can set this point 

aside, for considered as an argument for Ethical Egoism, this 
way of thinking has an even more serious defect. 

The trouble is that it isn't really all argument for Ethical 
Egoism at all. The argument concludes that we should adopt 
certain policies of behavior, and on the surhlce, they appear to 
be egoistic policies. However, the rmson we should adopt those 
policies is decidedly unegoistic. It is said that we should adopt 
those policies because doing so will promote the betterment of 
society-but according to Ethical Egoism, that is not something 
we shOUld be concerned about. Spelled out fully, with every
thing laid on the table, the argument says: 

(1) 	 We ought to do whatever will best promote everyone's 
interests. 

(2) 	 The best way to promote everyone's interest~ is for 
each of us to adopt the policy of pursuing our own in
terests exclusively. 

(3) 	 Therefore, each of us should adopt the policy of pur
suing Ollr own interests exclusively. 

Ifwe accept this reasoning, then we are not ethical egoists. Even 
though we might end up behaving like egoisL~, our ultimate 
principle is one of beneficence-we are doing what we think 
will help everyone, not merely what we think will benefit our
selves. Rather than being egoists, we tum out to be altruists with 
a peculiar view of what in fact promotes the general welfare. 

Ayn Rand's Argument. Ayn Rand is not much read by philoso
phers, largely because the leading ideas associated wit.h her 
name-that capitalism is a morally superior economic system 
and that morality demands absolute respect for the rights of 
individuals-are developed more rigorously by other writ.ers. 
Nevertheless, she was a charismatic figure who attracted a 
devoted following during her lifetime, and today, more than 
20 years after her death, the Ayn Rand industry is still going 
strong. Among 20th-century writers, the idea of Ethical Egoism 
is probably more closely associated with her than with any
one else. 

Ayn Rand regarded the "ethics of altruism" as a totally de
structive idea, both in society as a whole and in the lives of indi
viduals taken in by it. Altruism, to her way of thinkillg, leads to 
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a denial of the value of the individual. It says to a person: Your 
is merely something that may be sacrificed. "If a man 
ethics of altruism," she writes, "his first concern is not 

to live his life, but how to sacrifice it." Those who promote the 
ethics of altruism are beneath contempt-they are parasites 
who, rather than working to build and sustain their own lives, 
leech off those who do. Rand continues: 

Parasites, moochers, looters, brutes and thugs can be of no 
value to a human being-nor can he gain any benefit from 

in a society geared to their needs, demands and protec
a society that treats him as a sacrificial animal and 

nalizes him for his virtues in order to reward them for 
vices, which means: a society based on the ethics of altruism. 

By "sacrificing life" Rand does not mean anything so dra
matic as dying. A person's life consists, in part, of projects un
dertaken and goods earned and created. Thus, to demand that 
a person abandon his pr(~jects or give up his goods is an effort 
to "sacrifice his life." 

Rand also suggests that there is a metaphysical basis for 
egoistic ethics. Somehow, it is the only ethic that takes seriously 
the reality of the individual person. She bemoans "the enormity 
of the extent to which altruism erodes men's capacity to gra.sp ... 
the value of an individual life; it reveals a mind from which the 
reality of a human being has been wiped out." 

"Vhat, then, of the hungry children? It might be argued 
that Ethical Egoism itself "reveals a mind from which the reality 
of a human being has been wiped out," namely, the human be
ing who is starving. But Rand quotes with approval the answer 
given by one of ber followers: "Once, when Barbara Brandon 
was asked by a student: 'What will happen to the poor ... ?' she 
answered: 'If YOtt want to help them, you will not be stopped.))' 

All these remarks are, I think, Dart of one continuous argu
ment that can be summarized like 

(1) 	Each person has only one life to live. If we value the 
individual-that if the individual has moral worth
then we must agree that this life is of supreme impor
tance. After all, it is all one has, and all one is. 

(2) 	The ethics of altruism regards the life of the individual 
as something one must be ready to saCIifice for the 
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good of others. Therefore, the ethics of altruism docs 
not take seriously the value of the individual. 

(3) 	Ethical Egoism, which allows each person to view his 
or her own life as being of ultimate value, does take 
the individual seriously-it is, in fact, the only philos
ophy that does so. 

(4) 	Thus, Ethical Egoism is the philosophy that we 
to accept. 

One problem with this argument, as YOli may have noticed, is 
that it assumes we have only two choices: Either we accept the 
ethics of altruism, or we accept Ethical Egoisrn. The choice is 
then made to look obvious by depicting the ethics ofaltruism as 
an insane doctrine that only an idiot would accept. The 
of altruism is said to be the view that one's own interests have no 
value and that one must be ready to sacrifice oneself t%IZ'V any 
time anybody asks it. If this is the alternative, then any other view, 

Ethical Egoism, will look good by comparison. 
But that is hardly a fair picture of the choices. What we 

called the commonsense view stalJcls between the two ex
tremes. It says that one's own interests and the interests of oth
ers are both important, and must be balanced against each 
other. Sometimes, when the balancing is done, it will turn out 
that one should act in the interests of others; other times, it will 
turn out that one should take care of oneself. So, even if we 
should H;ject the extreme ethics of altruism, it does not 
that we must accept the other extreme of Ethical Egoism. 
There is a middle groulld. 

Ethical Egoism as Compatible with Commonsense Morality. 
The third Jine of reasoning takes a different approach. Ethical 
Egoism is usually presented as a revisionist moral philosophy, 
that is, as a philosophy that says our commonsense moral views 
are mistaken and need to be changed. It is possihle, however, to 
interpret Ethical Egoism in a much Jess radical way, as a theory 
that accepts commonsense morality and offers a surprising ac
coun t of its basis. 

The less radical interpretation goes as follows: Ordinary 
morality consists in obeying certain rules. We mnst speak the 

keep onr promises, avoid harming others, and so on. At 
first glance, these duties appear to have little in common-they 
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arc just a bunch of discrete rules. Yet, from a theoretical point 
of view, we may wonder whether there is not some hidden 

underlying the hodgepodge of separate duties. Perhaps 
a few fundamental principles explain all the rest, just as in 
physics certain basic principles bring together and explain 
diverse phenomena. From a theoretical point of view, the 
smaller the number of basic principles, the better. Best of all 
would be one fundamental principle, from which all the rest 
could be derived. Ethical egoists would say that all these duties 
are ultimately derived from the one fundamental principle 
self-interest. 

Understood in this way, Ethical Egoism is not such a radi
cal doctrine. It does not challenge commonsense morality; it 
only tries to explain and systematize it. And it does a surprisingly 
successful job. It can provide plausible explanations of the du
ties mentioned above, and more: 

• 	 The duty not to harm others: lfwe make a habit of doing 
things that harm other people, other people will not 
mind doing things that harm us. We will be shunned 

despised; others will not have us as friends and will 
not do us favors when we need them. If our offenses 
against others are serious enough, we may even end 
up in jail. Thus, it is to our own advantage to avoid 
harming others . 

• 	 The duty not to lie: If we lie to other people, we will suffer 
the ill effects of a bad reputation. People will distrust 

us and avoid doing business with us. We need people to 
be honest with us, but we can hardly expect them to do 
so if we have not been honest with them. Thus, it is to 
our own advantage to be truthful. 

• 	 The duty to keep our promises: It is to our own advantage to 
enter into mutually beneficial arrangement., with other 
people. To benefit from those arrangements, we need to 
be able to rely on others to keep their word-we need 

to keep their promises. But we can hardly expect 
them to do so if we do not keep our promises to them. 
Therefore, from the point of view of self-interest, we 
should keep our promises. 

Pursuing this line o~ reasoning, Thomas Hobbes suggested that 
the principle of Ethical Egoism leads to nothing less than the 
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Golden Rule: \Ve should "do unto others" because ifwe do, oth
ers will be more likely to "do unto us." 

Does this argument succeed in establishing Ethical Egoism 
as a viable theory of morality? It is, in my opinion at least, the 
best try. But there are two serious problems with it. First, the 
argument does not prove quite as much as it needs to prove. At 

it shows only that it is mostly to one's advantage to avoid 
harming others. It does not show that this is always to one's ad
vantage. And it cannot show that. Sometimes one can benefit 
from treating another person badly. In that case, the obligation 
not to harm the other person could not be derived from the prin
ciple of Ethical Egoism. Thus, it appears that not all our moral 
obligations can be derived from self-interest. 

But set that point aside. There is a sti1l more fundamental 
problem. Suppose it is tme that, say, contributing money for 
famine relief is somehow to one's own advantage. It does not fol
low that this is the only reason, or even the most basic reason, 

doing so is a good thing. For example, the most ba<;ic reason 
might be to help the staroing people. The fact that doing so is also 
to one's own advantage might be only a secondary, less 
tant consideration. Thus, although Ethical Egoism says that selt~ 
interest is the only reason why we should help ot.hers, nothing in 

present argument really SlIooort<; that. 

5.4. Three Arguments against Ethical Egoism 
Ethical Egoism haunts moral philosophy. It is not a popular doc
trine; the most important philosophers have ft:jected it Ollt

right. But it has never been very far from their minds. 
every ethicist has felt it necessary to explain what's wrong with 
the theory, as though the very possibility that it might be correct 
was hanging in the air, threatening to smother their other ideas. 
As the merits of the various "refutations" have been debated, 
philosophers have returned to it again and again. 

Curiously, philosophers have not paid mnch attention to the 
most obvious argument against Ethical Egoism, namely that it en
dorses wicked actions-provided, of course, that those actions 
benefit the person who does them. Here are some exarnples, 
taken from various newspapers: To increa.,e his profit';, a pharma
cist filled prescriptions for cancer patient" using watered-down 
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drugs. A nurse raped two patients while they were unconscious, 
A paramedic gave emergency patients ir~ections of sterile water 
rather than morphine, so he could sell the morphine, Parents 
fed a baby acid so that they could fake a lawsuit, claiming the 
baby's formula was tainted. A 13-year-old girl was kidnapped by 
a neighbor and kept shackled in an underground bomb shelter 
for 181 days, where she was sexually abused. A 60-year-old man 
shot his letter carrier seven times because he was $90,000 in 
debt and thought that being in federal prison would be better 
than being homeless. 

Suppose that, by doing such things, someone could actu
ally gain some benefit for himself. Of course, this means that he 
would have to avoid being caught. But if he could get away with 
it, wouldn't Ethical Egoism have to say that such actions are per
missible? This seems enough by itself to discredit the doctrine. 
I believe this is a valid complaint. Nonetheless, one might think 
that it begs the question against Ethical Egoism, because in say
ing that these actions are wicked, we are appealing to a non
egoistic conception of wickedness. So, we might ask if there 
isn't some further problem with Ethical Egoism, one that doesn't 
beg the question. 

Thus, some philosophers have tried to show that there are 
deeper logical problems with Ethical Egoism. The following ar
gmnent'! are typical of the refutations they have proposed. 

The Argument That Ethical Egoism Cannot Handle Conflicts of 
Interest. In his book The Moral Point o/View, Kurt Baier argues 
that Ethical Egoism cannot be correct because it cannot provide 
solutions for conflicts of interest. We need moral rules, he says, 
only because our interests sometimes conflict-if they never 
conflicted, then there would be no problems to solve, and 
hence no need for the kind of guidance that morality provides. 
But Ethical Egoism does not help to resolve conflicts of interest; 
it only makes them worse. 

To illustrate his point, Baier asks us to suppose that there 
are two individuals, Band 1(, running for president. (Given 
that Baier wrote this in the 1950s, he can't have meant Bush 
and Kerryl) Since it would be in B's interest to win, it would 
also be in B's interest to murder K. From this it follows that B 
ought to murder K, ~hat it would be wrong for B not to murder K, 

and that B has not "done his fl\l 
But it is also true that it is in K's interest !lot to bE' InlllT1ercd. 
From this it follows that K ought to stop B from murdering 
him, that it would be wrong for K not to stop B, and that. K has 
not "done his dllty" lIntil he has made sure of stopping B. 
Baier concludes: 

This is obviously absurd. For morality is designed to apply 
in just such cases, namely, those where interests rOlll1ict. 
But if the point of view or morality were thaI or sclf
interest, then there cOllld llever be moral soilitions of con
flicts of in {erest. 

Does this argument prove that Ethical Egoism is unaccept
able? It does, ~l the conception of morality to which it appeals is 
accepted. The argument assumes that an adequate morality must 
provide solutions for cont1ict<; of interest in such a \\lay that every
one concerned can live together harmoniollSly. The connict be
Do\feen Band 1(, for example, should be resolved so that theY'would 
no longer be at odds with one anolheL (On(' would lIot then have 
a duty to do something that the other has a duty to prevent.) Eth
ical Egoism does not do that, and jf you think an ethical tlieory 
should, then you will not find Ethical Egoism acceptable. 

But a defender of Ethica! Egoism might reply that he does 
not accept f his conception ofmorali tyr. For hi Ill, life is essentially 
a long series of conflicts in which each person is struggling to 
come oU( on top; and the principle he accepts-the prinriplc of 
Ethical Egoism-grants to each person fhe right to do his or her 
best to win. On this view, the moralist is Hot like a courtroom 
judge, who resolves disputes. InslCfld, Ilc is like the rCfCrfT in an 
Ultimate Fighting competition, who urges each figh fer to do his 
best. (The ditIerence is that in Ultimate Fighting, there are 
some things you ran't do, such as biting and eye gouging. These 
things are allowed by Ethical Egoism.) So, the connie!. between 
Band K will be "resolved" not hv [he application or an ethical 
principle but by one of them winning the struggle. The egoist 
will not be embarrassed by this. On t.he contrary, he will think it 
is no more than a realistic view of the nature of things. 

The Argument That Ethical .Egoi<;m Is LogicaUy Inconsistent. 
Some philosophers, including Baier, have leveled an even more 
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serious charge against Ethical Egoism. They have argued that it 
leads to logical contradictions. If this is tme, then Ethical Egoism 
is indeed a mistaken theory, for no theory can be tme if it is sclf
contradictory. 

Consider Band K again. As Baier explains their predica
ment, it is in B's interest to kill K, and it is in K's interest to pre
vent this. But, Baier says: 

If K prevents B from liquidating him, his act must be said 
to be both wrong and not wrong-wrong because it is the 

e prevention of what B ought to do, his duty, and wrong for 
B not to do it; not wrong because it is what K ought to do, 
his duty, and wrong for K not to do it. But onc and the 
same act (logically) cannot be both morally wrong and not 
morally wrong. 

Now, does this argument prove that Ethical Egoism is un
acceptable? At first glance, it seems persuasive. However, it is 
complicated, so we need to set it out with each step individually 
identified. Then we will be in a better position to evaluate it. 
Spelled out fully, it looks like this: 

(l) 	Suppose it is each person's duty to do what is in his 
own best interests. 

(2) 	It is in B's best interest to murder K. 
(3) 	 It is in K's best interest. to prevent B from murdering him. 

(4) 	Therefore, B's duty is to murder K, and K's duty is to 
prevent B from doing it. 

(5) 	 But it is wrong to prevent someone from doing his duty. 

(6) 	 Therefore, it is wrong for K to prevent B from mur
dering him. 

(7) 	Therefore, it is both wrong and not wrong for K to pre
vent B from murdering him. 

(8) 	 But no act can be both wrong and not wrong; that is a 
self-contradiction. 

(9) 	 Therefore, the assumption with which we started
that it is each person's duty to do what is in his own 
best interests-cannot be true. 

When the argument is set out in this way, we can see its hidden 
flaw. The logical cOli.tradiction-that it is both wrong and not 
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wrong for K to prevent B from murdering him-does not fol
low simply from the principle of Ethical Egoism. It follows from 
that principle together with the additional premise expressed 
in step (5), namely, that "it is wrong to prevent someone from 
doing his duty." Thus, we are not compelled by the logic of 
the argument to reject Ethical Egoism. Instead, we could sim
ply reject this additional premise and thereby avoid the con
tradiction. That is surely what the ethical egoist would do, for 
the ethical egoist would never say, without qualification, that 
it is always wrong to prevent someone from doing his duty. He 
would say, instead, that whether one ought to prevent some
one from doing his duty depends entirely on whether it would 
be to one's own advantage to do so. Regardless of whether we 
think this is a correct view. it is, at the very least, a consistent 
view, and so this attempt to convict the ethical egoist of self
con tradiction fails. 

The Argument That Ethical Egoism Is Unacceptably Arbitrary. 
Finally, we come to the argument that I think comes closest to 
an outright refutation of Ethical Egoism. II is also the most in
teresting of the argument,>, because it provides some insight 
into why the interests of other people should matter to us. But 
before presenting this argument, we need to look at a general 
point about moral values. So let us sct Ethical Egoism aside for 
now and consider a related matter. 

There is a whole family ofrnoral views that have this in com
mon: They all involve dividing people into groups and saying 
that the interest~ of some groups count more than the interests of 
other groups. Racism is the most conspicuous example; racism di
vides people into groups according to race and assigns greater 
importance to the interests of one race than to others. The 
practical result is that members of one race are treated better 
than the others. All forms of discrimination work t.his way: 
anti-Semitism, nationalism, sexism, ageism, and so on. People in 
the grip of sllch views will think, in effect, "My race counts for 
more," or "Those who believe in my religion COUllt for more," or 
"My country counts for more," and so on. 

Can such views be defended? The people who accept such 
views are usually not much interested in argument-racists, for 
example, rarely try to offer rational grounds for their beliefs. 
But suppose they did. What could they say? 
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enough to connt as a lTloral question. Others think that your ac
There is a general principle that stands in the way of 

such defense. Let's call this the Principle of Equal Treatment: tion ooes rcqnirejust ificalioll. ano v(\ri()l\.~.illst irlcat iOlls might he 

We should treat people in the same HHl) unless there is a relevant rill offered. Your action might he justified by the nature of friend

ference between them. For example, suppose we're considering ship, or by the f~lct that the ticket belongs to YOll, or by the LtC! 

whether to admit two students to law school. lfboth students that it would be impossible for YOll to hold a lottery at the 

minute fol' all the ticketless fans. It doesn't matter, from our
graduated from college with honors and aced the entrance 

point of view, who is right about the scope of the principle.
exam-if both are equally well qualified-then it is merely 

Suffice it to that everyone accept'> the Principle of
arhitrary to admit one but not the other. However, if one 

graduated with honors and scored well on the admissions Treatment, in one form or another. 

Let's now apply that principle to racism. Can a mcist
test while the other dropped out of college and never took 

the test, then it is acceptable to admit the first student but to any differences between, say, white people and black people 

wouldjustify trf'ating them differently? In the past, racists
not the second. 

have sometimes tried to do this hy portraying blacks as
Two points should be made about this principle. The first 

stupid, threatening, and hypersexual. If these accusations Wf're
is that treating people in the same way does not always mean giv

true, then they might justify treating blacks differently, in llt
ing them the same outcome. During the Vietnam War, young 

least some circumstances. (This is the deep purpose of racist
American men desperately wanted to avoid the draft, and the 

stereotypes: to provide the "relevant differences" needed tojus
government had to decide the order in which draft boards 

would call people up. In 1969, the first "draft lottery" was tele tiry differences in trelltment.) But, of course. they are not true; 

there are no such general ditferences between the races. Thus,
vised to a national audience. Here is how it worked: The days 

racism is an arhitrary doctrine, in that it advocates treating
of the year were written on 366 slips of paper (one slip f~)r 


February 29) and inserted into hlue plastic capsules. Those cap people differently even though there are no differences be


tween them to justify it.
sules were placed in a glass jar and mixed up. Then, one by one, 


the capsules were drawn. The first wa~ for September 14- Ethical Egoism is a moral theory of the same type. It ad


V()Cates that each of us divide the world into two categories of
young men with that birthday, age 18-26, would be drafted first. 


The winners of the lottery, drawn last, were born onJune 8. In people-ourselves and all the rest-and that we regard the in


terests of those in the first group as more impnrtan t t han the
college dormitories, groups of students watched the drawings 

Jive, and it was easy to tell whose hirthday had just come up interests of those in the second group. But each of liS can ask, 

whoever just cursed or groaned. Obviously, the outcomes were What is the difference between me and everyone else thatjlls

tifles placing myself in this special category? Am r more intelli
different: In the end, some people got drafted and others didn't. 

gent? Do I enjoy my Iit{~ more? Are my accomplishments greater?
However, the process was fair. By giving everyone an equal 

Do I have needs or abilities that are so different from the needs
chance in the lottery, the government treated everyone in the 

or abilities ofothers? In short, what n1akrsme so s{Jecinl?Failing an
same way. 

answer, it turns out that Ethical Egoism is an arhitral-Y doctrine,
A second point concerns the scope of the principle, or its 

in the same way that racism is arbitrary Both doctTines
range of application. Suppose you're not going to use your 

ticket to the big game, so you give it to a friend. In doing so, you 	 the Principle of Equal Treatment. And this, in addition to ex

plaining' why Ethical Egoism is unacceptable, also sheds Iig-ht on
are treating your friend better than everyone else you could 

have given the ticket to. Does your action violate the Principle of the question of why we should care about others. 

We should care abollt the interests of other people for the
Equal Treatment? Does it needjustification? Moral philosophers 

same reason we care ahout our Own interest~, f()f their needs
disagree on this question. Some think that the principle does not 

apply to cases like this. The principle applies only in "moral con and desires are comparable to our own. Consider, one 

texts," and what you.should do with your ticket is not important 	 the starving children we could feed by giving np some of 
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our luxuries. Why should we care about them? We care about 
ourselves, of course-if we were starving, we would go to almost 
any lengths to get food. But what is the diflerence between us 
and them? Does hunger affect them any less? Are they somehow 
less deserving than we are? If we can find no relevant difference 
between us and them, then we must admit that, if our needs 
should be met, so should theirs. It is this realization-that we are 
on a par with one another-that is the deepest reason why our 
morality must include some recognition of the needs of others, 
and why, ultimately, Ethical Egoism fails as a moral theory. 

CHAPTER 6 
The Utilitarian Approach 

Given our present perspective, it is amazing that Christian ethics 
down through the centuries could have accepted almost nnanimously 
the sententiolls doctrine that "the end does not justify the means." 
We have to ask now, "If the end does not justify the means, what 
does?" The answer is, obviously, "Nothing!" 

FLETCIIER, Aloui1l" l?J':SPONSlliflJTl' (19m) 

6.1. The Revolution in Ethics 
Philosophers like to think their ideas can change the ,,,orld. Usu
ally, it is a vain hope: They write books that are read by a few 
other like-minded thinkers, while the rest of humanity goes on 
unaffected. On occasion, however, a philosophical theory alters 
the ,vay people think. Utilitarianism, a theory proposed by David 
Hume (l7J 1-1776) but given definitive formulation byJeremy 
Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), is a 
case in point. 

The late I Rth and 19th centuries witnessed an astonish
ing series of upheavals. The modern nation-state was emerg
ing in the aftermath of the French Revolution and the 
wreckage of the Napoleonic empire; the revolutions of 1848 
showed the transforming power of the new ideas of "liberty, 
equality, fraternity"; in America, a new country with a new 
kind of constitution was created, and its bloody civil war 
would put an end to slavery in vVestern civilization; and all the 
while, the Industrial Revolution was bringing about a com
plete restructuring of society. 

It is not surprising that in the midst of all this change 
people might begin to think differently about ethics. The old 
ways of thinking were very much up in the air, open to chal
lenge. Against this background, Bentham's argument for a 
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