T HE ON LY WAY I S E T HIC S

Egoism
D

uring the 2nd World War both sides in
the conflict bombarded enemy soldiers
with leaflets explaining how they
could survive the war in comfortable
conditions while their friends fought and died
at the front. One trick suggested was to become
a MALINGERER i.e. feign either physical or
psychological illness, be subsequently declared unfit
for active service and then spend the rest of the war
in hospitals miles behind the front line, being fussed
over by doctors and nurses. The leaflets explained
in detail how this could be achieved and below are
two examples:-

TAKE A LAXATIVE!
When it has begun to work report to your
doctor with the following complaints:
Tell him you had a severe attack of
dysentery some months ago in
Africa, South Italy or some
such place with slime and
blood in your motions…
Stick to your story
at the hospital, and
don’t forget to take a
laxative from time
to time. If you’re
clever, you can
keep up the game
for weeks and
months...
The disease is
amoebic dysentery;
but for Pete’s sake,
don’t tell the doctor
that, let him find
out for himself.

YELLOW JAUNDICE
Death or Life – which is your way?
The following suggestions may help you avoid becoming a
dead hero!
Directions for producing the symptoms of yellow jaundice.
Get hold of 30 to 40 digitalis tablets…eat a lot of
chocolate…do not clean you teeth or rinse your mouth for
a number of days…take one gram of picric acid…the skin
and white or your eyes will become yellow…
These leaflets (of which the two above are examples)
all appealed to the SELF INTEREST of the soldiers
by suggesting that ‘self interest’ is a proper motive for
human conduct and that they should consequently
place their own ‘interests’ before the ‘interests’ of their
comrades and country.
Now within philosophy this appeal to ‘self interest’
as the foundation for human conduct is broadly
described as EGOISM and has been supported
within philosophy by many different thinkers.
For example, in Plato’s REPUBLIC a character called
Thrasymachus (in dialogue with Socrates) offers
a number of powerful arguments to support the
view that the only just and proper motive
of human action is looking after number
one:Consider further, most foolish Socrates,
that the just is always a loser in
comparison with the unjust. First of
all, in private contracts: wherever
the unjust is the partner of the
just you will find that, when the
partnership is dissolved, the
unjust man has always more
and the just less.
Secondly, in their dealings
with the State: when there is
an income tax, the just man
will pay more and the unjust
less on the same amount of
income; and when there is
anything to be received the one
gains nothing and the other
much….
Observe also what happens
when they take an office; there
is the just man neglecting his
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affairs and perhaps suffering other losses, and getting
nothing out of the public, because he is just; moreover he is
hated by his friends and acquaintance for refusing to serve
them in unlawful ways….
And thus, as I have shown, Socrates, injustice, when on
a sufficient scale, has more strength and freedom and
mastery than justice;

QUESTIONS:
(1) Have you ever ‘malingered’? Give details.
(2) Do you think you might have followed the
advice of the leaflets and ‘malingered’ in the
Second World War? Explain why or why not.
(3) Explain the views of Thrasymachus. Can you
think of professions/people who you think
operate with these ideas?
(4) What word is used to describe ethical theories
that encourage you to pursue ‘self- interest’?

DISCUSSION:
“The rain it raineth every day upon
the just and unjust
But more upon the just
Because the unjust steal the just’s umbrellas”.
Why should you promote other people’s interests
when it is not in your self-interest to do so?

PSYCHOLOGICAL EGOISM

These EGOISTIC views are of course contrary to
conventional ideas on ‘morality’ that traditionally
encourage you to see beyond your own nose when
deciding how you ought to act and to take into
account the interests of other people, even when it is
sometimes to your disadvantage.
Nevertheless, in the history of philosophy EGOISM
as an ethical theory has attracted support from a
number of important thinkers. It has also attracted a
great deal of criticism and this article will now focus
on an analysis of the key arguments that have been
raised to either support or demolish this approach to
ethics.
There are two main forms of EGOISM i.e.
Psychological Egoism and Ethical Egoism and each
will require its own separate analysis.
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Psychological Egoism claims that the psychology of
human beings is hard wired to always act in ways
that promotes ‘self interest’. This means of course
that all forms of altruism (acting to promote the
interest of others) are an illusion because the way
our psychology works is that everything we do is for
ourselves. And so when we think we are responding
to the needs of others we are actually only doing so
because we have calculated that there is something
in it for ourselves.
Psychological Egoism doesn’t therefore reject
ALTRUISM (selfless concern for others) on ethical
grounds. It simply claims that it is actually
impossible to act in this way because the way our
psychology is constructed means that we will
always act to promote our own self interested needs.
Various philosophers have supported this view
that altruism is simply ‘self interest’ in disguise.
Thomas Hobbes, for example, in his work Leviathan
(1651), examines our capacity for PITY and the
way this emotion apparently motivates us to act
in the ‘interests of others’. Hobbes maintains that
‘pity for others’ is simply a disguised form of ‘pity
for ourselves’ i.e. we pity others simply because we
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imagine ourselves in their place and suffering in the
same sort of way.
‘Pity’, therefore is simply “imagination of future
calamity to ourselves, proceeding from the sense of
another man’s calamity.”
Friedrich Nietzsche in his book Beyond Good and Evil
(1886) focuses on our capacity to LOVE other human
beings and the way in which this feeling seems to
motivate us to act in ways which takes into account
the ‘interest of others’.’ He concludes that all this
apparent concern for others is a secret will to power
and that love itself is only a desire for possession,
that courtship is combat and mating is mastery.
“People imagine that they are unselfish in love
because they seek the advantage of another being,

(2) Critically analyse the view of Hobbes that
‘pity’ for others is simply ‘self-interest’ in
disguise?
(3) Explain the views of Nietzsche about ‘love’.
(4) Do you think your own experiences of ‘love’
correspond with his ideas?
(5) Can you think of any evidence which
suggests that human beings can be genuinely
‘altruistic’?

A SUPPORTING ARGUMENT FOR
PSYCHOLOGICAL EGOISM
(1) Psychological Egoists will point out that there is
no difference whatsoever between a person who acts
from ‘self interest’ and a person who apparently
acts in the ‘interest of others’ and that’s because
both (in spite of appearances) are doing what they
want to do. There is therefore no difference (for
example) between the malingering soldiers of the
Second World War who escaped combat by feigning
illness and those who risked their lives by fighting.
Both were actually doing what they ‘wanted’ to do
and so both types of soldier were acting in their
own ‘self interest’. This argument, they believe,
establishes the truth of Psychological Egoism.

RESPONSE:
WANT AND OUGHT

often in opposition to their own. But for so doing
they want to possess the other being.”
For Nietzsche, actions that seem to be motivated by
a care for the ‘interests of others’ are shining mirages
and simply the reflection of our own desires.
QUESTIONS:
(1) Psychological Egoism claims that human
beings cannot act ‘altruistically’. Explain the
meaning of this word and why psychological
egoism doesn’t think it is possible.

One experience that is fundamental to human
beings is the tension between what we ‘want’ to do
and what we ‘ought’ to do. For example, during a
night out, Binder’s friend is attacked by a group of
thugs. Now Binder doesn’t want to intervene and run
the risk of getting his head kicked in. However, he
feels that he ought to do so even though it will clearly
not be in his own ‘self interest’ to get involved. Now
in these sorts of situations we experience a clear
tension between what we want to do and what we
feel we ought to do which strongly indicates that
human beings are not simply motivated by ‘wants’.
The Psychological Egoist could of course simply
claim that actions motivated by what you believe
you ought to do are simply disguised forms of what
you want to do (self interest) e.g. Binder intervened
because he ‘wanted’ to do what he felt he ‘ought’ to
do which was to help his friend. In other words at a
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