September 20, 2013

Lecture 3 – Egoism & Virtue Ethics


What sort of person do I want to be?

Self, ego, I

· Egoism: how much should I consider my own self-interest when I perform actions?
· Many people believe that selfishness is the key to success
· Ayn Rand – believes that you need to be selfish
· Adam Smith – wealth of nations (believes that everyone should look out for their own self interest -> self-interest is not the same as being selfish)
· Altruism: other interest (helping others)
· Richard Dawkins – The Selfish Gene is his book

Plato

· 4th bc century Greek
· Student of Socrates, and the teacher of Aristotle
· Dialogues (like plays but not to be performed)
· Socrates
· The Republic – little books that Plato wrote about the myth of Gyges; Socrates is the teacher and two students, Glaucon and Thrasymachus, asked a question about being selfish
· Myth of Gyges – invisibility ring (story is that a good person finds a ring and makes them invisible -> he can do what he wants and get away with it -> allows to see people’s true colours)
· Many people believe that the only reason we behave a certain way is because of rewards and punishments (people say humans are nothing more than a dog)
· The questions that Glaucon and Thrasymachus asked Socrates:
1. It is better to be an evil man that everyone thinks is good rather than a good man that everyone thinks is evil
2. We all admire to a certain extent the successful crook and despise to certain extent the unsuccessful good person
3. Religion actually favours the evil man. Perform a ritual, pilgrimage, and you will be cleansed (a license to do evil because you can perform rituals and you will be reborn)
4. Only weak and frightened people choose to be good
· Socrates told them that they were wrong about those points. He believes that:
1. Justice is about stability. Happiness is about peace of mind (if you have a society full of selfish people, it is worse than having a society that works together
2. We do not act from a basis of reward/punishment (all you have to do is look at certain types of behaviour to realize that is not our emotions) (does a soldier look out for another soldier because he is worried about being punished if he doesn’t? no). Our morals are based on empathy

Adam Smith

· The best society is when everyone seeks their own self-interest and then the invisible hand will do its thing
· Adam Smith was called a moral philosopher
· His books were called “A Theory of Moral Sentiments” and “Wealth of Nations” (they were supposed to be one book but he had to chop it in half because it was too big)
· Self-interest is not selfishness
· Caring for others can revolve around your own self-interest

John Nash

· Said that self-interest is about caring for yourself and others

Richard Dawkins

· The Selfish Gene
· Businesspeople started reading his books and thought that they needed to be selfish to be successful

Reciprocal altruism

1. Be selfish – they cannot cooperate with one another. No trust
2. Follow the golden rude (do unto others as you would want them to do unto you)
3. Reciprocal altruism (tit for tat) (do to others what they do to you)

Prisoner’s Dilemma

· A game where you have certain options of cooperate and defect and if you defect and the other person cooperates, you get more chips
· If you both defect or you both cooperate, you both get the same amount
· People usually start off selfish but eventually they will usually cooperate
· Shows that the selfish person doesn’t actually win because selfish people don’t have an honour

Courage

· Doing some type of self-sacrifice

Plato/Socrates

· They both believed that there are four virtues
1. Wisdom - mind
2. Fortitude (moral courage) - body
3. Temperance (tolerance in all things) - desire
4. Justice (when all of these first three things are working together) – when all are in balance

Aristotle

· Aristotle believed in ambition and devotion
· When you think of virtue ethics, you think of Aristotle
· Aristotle is a consequentialist 
· He doesn’t believe that life is about good/bad (he thinks you should find the middle between two extremes -> this is called the Golden Mean)
· Ex) Golden mean when finding courage (the middle between foolishness and cowardice)
· Human flourishing (eudemonia in Greek): you need to act a certain way in society and you will flourish
· Moral virtues cannot be taught (we each have our own individual experiences and only we can each determine what is the virtuous thing to do based on our own experiences) (ex. a person cannot tell you how to be good or how to be courageous because they have learned this on their own through their own experiences in life)
· Intellectual virtues can be taught (math, writing)
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