
The Mind’s I



What we want from an ethical theory:
❏ Fit in with our moral intuitions
❏ Reflect how we actually form our moral judgments
❏ Resolve our moral debates
❏ Solve the puzzle of human collective action



The puzzle of human prosociality has 
preoccupied thinkers going back to the origins 
of Western Philosophy...



Plato (~425-348 BCE)



The Republic, ca. 380 BCE 



Book II, Glaucon’s Speech 



The Healthy City



The City of Pigs





Important Concepts



An intrinsic good is the type of thing that is good for its own sake, e.g., 
____________, _____________, ___________. 

An extrinsic good is the type of thing that is good because of what it brings 
you, e.g., _________, _________, __________. 
Some goods are both desired for their own sake and desired for their 
consequences. 



How do you know which are your intrinsic goods?

Ask yourself why you do things? 

“If in the course of asking yourself these why questions your answer is simply 
‘Just because’, then you know you’ve gotten to the top of a goal hierarchy. The 
top-level goal is not a means to any other end. It is, instead, an end in itself… 
This top level goal (is) a compass that gives direction and meaning to all the 
goals below it” (Duckworth 2007: 63). 



Hedonism is the view that pleasure/enjoyment/happiness is the 
ONLY intrinsic good.
Psychological egoism (PE) is the view that humans are driven 
purely by self-interest. 



GLAUCON: 
People say, you see, that to do injustice is naturally good 

and to suffer injustice bad. 
But the badness of suffering it far exceeds the goodness of doing it

(358e).



Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1991). Loss aversion in riskless choice: A 
reference-dependent model. The quarterly journal of economics, 106 (4), 
1039-1061.



GLAUCON: 
Hence, those who have done and suffered injustice and who have tasted 

both—the ones who lack the power to do it and avoid suffering it—
decide that it is profitable to come to an agreement with each other neither 

to do injustice nor to suffer it. 
As a result, they begin to make laws and covenants; 

and what the law commands, they call lawful and just. 
(359a).



GLAUCON: 
That, they say, is the origin and very being of justice. 

It is in between the best and the worst. 
The best is to do injustice without paying the penalty; 

the worst is to suffer it without being able to take revenge. 
Justice is in the middle between these two extremes. 

People love it, not because it is a good thing, 
but because they are too weak to do injustice with impunity

(359a).



Social Contract Theory (SCT) is the name given to a family of 
views that state that the norms of justice arise from agreements 
between individuals. 
Ethical Egoism (EE) is the view that an act is right if and only if it 
is in the best interest of the agent doing the act. 



Argument for Ethical Egoism

1. If the only way humans are able to behave is out 

of self-interest, then that should be our moral 

standard. 

2. All human actions are done purely out of 

self-interest, even when we think we are 

behaving selflessly (psychological egoism). 

3. Therefore, our moral standard should be that 

all humans should behave purely out of 

self-interest.  



In short, if all we can do is behave in a 

self-interested way, that’s all we 

should do...



Question: 

Is EE true? 







It seems to account for many of our behaviors. For one, 

sometimes people are selfish. 

Sometimes, however, people cooperate and behave 

altruistically, or for the benefit of others. 

Egoists claim their view can also account for this 

sort of behavior because it’s possible people behave 

this way only to: 

● get the benefits of working cooperatively, or

● enjoy moral praise (from themselves and others), or

● just avoid feeling guilt. 



“A man 
always has two 

reasons for what he 
does—

a good one, 
and the real one.”

~J. P. Morgan



What we want from an ethical theory:
❏ Fit in with our moral intuitions
❏ Reflect how we actually form our moral judgments
❏ Resolve our moral debates
❏ Solve the puzzle of human collective action



Question: 

What about SCT? 



Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), The Leviathan, 1651



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w8ui9l0krZk


“Hereby it is manifest that, during the time men live 

without a common power to keep them all in awe, 

they are in that condition which is called war, 

and such a war as is of every man against every man.”





“In such condition there is no place for industry, 

because the fruit thereof is uncertain, 

and consequently no culture of the earth, 

no navigation nor use of the commodities that may 

be imported by sea, 

no commodious building, 

no instruments of moving and removing such 

things as require much force, 

no knowledge of the face of the earth. . .”





“No account of time, 

no arts, 

no letters, 

no society, 

and, 

which is worst of all, 

continual fear and danger of violent death. . .” 





“And the life of man 

solitary, poor, nasty, 

brutish, and short.”



Hobbes, assuming that 

psychological egoism is 

true, agrees with Glaucon 

that all prosocial 

behavior is merely a state 

of affairs we submit to 

purely out of 

self-interest.

Morality is a convenient 

fiction. 



In short, we submit to an 

authority and give it a 

monopoly on violence 

because the alternative, 

the state of nature where 

everyone is at war with 

each other, is 

substantially worse. 



Storytime!



It appears that EE and Hobbes’ SCT seem to go 
in and out of fashion...



In his landmark work, War and Peace and 
War, Peter Turchin argues that conflict is 
the driving force of imperiogenesis (the 
formation of empires) and all its 
accompanying benefits (and drawbacks). 
This is because a particular type of 
conflict gives rise to social solidarity, 
which leads to collective action and 
robust state formation. 
His view is in opposition to psychological 
egoism, but he acknowledges that egoism 
has been pervasive throughout history. 



“The capacity to sacrifice 
self-interest for the sake of 
common good is the necessary 
condition for cooperation. Without 
it, concerted collective action is 
impossible…” (Turchin 2007: 108). 



“To ancient and medieval 
thinkers such as Aristotle, 
Thomas Aquinas, and, above all, 
Ibn Khaldun, it was obvious that 
it was cooperation that provided 
the basis of social life.” 



“By the end of the twentieth 
century, the ‘rational-choice theory,’ 
which postulated that people 
behave in entirely self-interested 
manner, became the dominant 
paradigm in the social sciences. 
Any theories that invoked 
cooperation as moving force of 
history were ridiculed as 
unscientific.”



Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527) 
posthumously publishes The Prince, 1532



“So long as you promote their advantage, they are all yours, as I said before, 
and will offer you their blood, their goods, their lives, and their children 

when the need for these is remote. 
When the need arises, however, they will turn against you. 

The prince who bases his security upon their word, lacking other provision, 
is doomed…

Men are less concerned about offending someone they have cause to love 
than someone they have to fear. Love endures by a bond which men, being 

scoundrels, may break whenever it serves their advantage to do so; 
but fear is supported by the dread of pain, which is ever present.”



Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) 
publishes The Leviathan, 1651



Book II of The Republic, Glaucon’s Speech, ca. 380 BCE 



Question: 
How should the question of psychological 
egoism be resolved?



According to Stich (et al. 2010; in Doris 
2010, ch. 5) the question of 
psychological egoism is simply the 
question of whether altruism (acting for 
the benefit of others) exists or not, and 
that is ultimately an empirical question. 
In other words, it must be resolved 
through systematic observation from an 
empirical discipline. 
In particular, this is an issue for social 
psychology...



This is precisely what Daniel Batson 
has been doing his entire career…
The first step is to define egoism and 
altruism such that they are amenable 
to empirical examination. 



He defines each term thus: 
Altruism is a motivational state with 
the ultimate goal of increasing 
another’s welfare. 
Egoism is a motivational state with 
the ultimate goal of increasing our 
own welfare.  
See Batson (2019: 22).



“By these definitions, altruism 
and egoism have much in 
common: 
Each refers to a goal-directed 
motive. 
Each is concerned with the 
ultimate goal of that motive... 



“And for each, the ultimate goal is to 
increase someone’s welfare. These 
common features highlight the 
crucial difference: 
Whose welfare is the ultimate goal? 
Is it the other person’s or my own?” 
(ibid., 23). 



“If we’re to determine whether the 
motivation [to perform some 
action] was altruistic or egoistic, 
we need to know whether benefit 
to the person in need was (a) an 
ultimate goal, with benefit to the 
helper being an unintended 
consequence (altruism); or...



“(b) an instrumental goal on the way 
to the ultimate goal of benefit to the 
helper (egoism)” (ibid., 26). 



“But if helping benefits both the person in need and the helper, how can 
we know which is the ultimate behavior? 
More generally, if two goals are reached by the same behavior, how can we 
know which goal is ultimate? 
This puzzle has led many scientists to give up on the question of the 
existence of altruistic motivation, concluding that it can’t be answered 
empirically...” (Batson 2019: 26). 



Many people intuitively see the truth of egoism 
in society...










