Egoism (Selfishness) and Virtue Ethics

Video: The Third Man (1950)

Egoism
· Empathy: a feeling we have towards others
· Natural rules
· We care about people close to us, but people that are distant, we don’t care about (they are just dots)
· Are people just numbers?

Selfishness
· A selfish person only cares about themselves
· Some people perceive that selfishness is the best way to live life, but theories show that it is not

Self-interest
· James Rachels

Psychological Egoism
· Humans are always motivated by self-interest, even in what seem to be acts of altruism  (concern for the welfare of others)
· When people choose to help others, they do so ultimately because of the personal benefits that they themselves expect to obtain, directly or indirectly, from doing so
· Is technically not an ethical theory because it is not normative
· Normative: means to have a choice
· Ethics is about choice
· Most ethical theories are normative
· Exception: meta-ethics (has to do with language)
· Thomas Hobbes – English 17th century
· Writes a famous book “The Leviathan”
· He says that people naturally do things for their own self-interest, but not because they are selfish
· No choice; self-interest comes naturally

Ethical Egoism
· The belief that people should act only in their own self-interest
· Choose selfishness or self-interest
· Don’t be altruistic
· Altruism: to care or help others
· Philosophers who support this theory:
· Nietzsche: German 19th century
· Ayn Rand: wrote book “Atlas Shrugged”


Plato
· Greek 4th BC
· Wrote a book called The Republic
· Book about anti-democracy
· Dictatorship 
· Talks about selfishness
· Written in dialogues and plays
· Hero is always Socrates: Plato’s teacher
· Socrates is talking with some students, Glaucon and Thrasymachus 

The Myth of Gyges
· A story about a man who finds a ring and becomes invisible to people and the Gods
· If a man could have such power then they would do anything for their own self-interest
· The book is an argument that supports psychological egoism
· Classic arguments for selfishness:
· Give two invisibility rings to a good man and a bad man, and in the end they will both be bad
· Better to be evil in this world
· Isn’t it true that it is better to be the evil man that everyone mistakes is good, than vice-versa?
· We all admire the successful evil man to a certain extent
· Isn’t that better than the unsuccessful good person?
· The evil man (anti-hero) can always alleviate any type of conscience through religious ritual (Hellenism)
· Religion helps the evil man because it creates ways for them to be forgiven for their crimes
· Only frightened and weak people are good and just because they fear punishment
· Glaucon says that people would rather live the life of a person that is successful rather than the person who does good deeds for the world
· There’s always something that people will dislike about a good person
· When an evil person is successful there is some sort of admiration for them

Faust
· From a story called Goethe
· A story about a man who sells his soul to the devil in exchange for power

Socrates
· Two answers:
· Goodness or justice makes for the better person and the better society
· We don’t act good out of fear or punishment or by making a cost/benefit analysis, we are good naturally
· Our actions are guided by empathy (familiarity) 
· Psychological altruism

Richard Dawkins
· Atheist
· Zoologist 
· Wrote a book called The Selfish Gene in 1975
· The book argues that the meaning of life is genes wanting to survive and multiply; genes are selfish
· Changed this theory because he was misinterpreted 
· Made a movie in 1987 called Nice Guys Finish First
· Argues that selfishness is not really good for success
· Selfishness does not work for people or in nature or with computers

Survival Instinct
· Animals do not survive at all costs; neither does any culture
· Selfishness is cowardice
· Courage is to sacrifice their self

James Rachels
· Argues that selfishness is not self-interest
· Argument is same as Joseph Butler: 18th century English Bishop
· Selfishness is not the same as self-interest
· Critic argues that people only do nice things to receive a reward (feeling good to getting something back)
· Rachels argues that nothing is wrong with self-interest as long as your helping other people
· Sometime we do good things out of a sense of obligation
· Ex. keep promises
· A selfish person does not help anybody in any way
· If you help someone because it makes you feel good it can’t be selfish because helping someone is by definition an altruistic act
· It’s because is derive satisfactions from others proves that I’m not selfish
· Rachels claims that:
· Psychological egoism is impossible to prove or disprove
· Ethical egoism barely exists and is very rare
· He argues that it’s okay to follow your self-interest
· Not the same thing as selfishness

Tit-for-tat
· Begins good
· Do to others what they do to you

Golden Rule
· Do to others what you would want them to do to you
· Be good

Selfish
· Look out for yourself
· Has been blamed for the recent recession

Virtue Ethics (VE)
· Any theory that sees the primary focus of ethics to be the character of the person rather than that person’s actions or duties
· Roman Virtues (Greek Virtues)
· Character traits: all honourable people should have
· It’s not about actions; it’s about being a good person 
· Is popular because the action theories tend to assume people follow rules of behavior, but do they?

Gladiator Scene (2000)
· Statue of Plato who represents Socrates
· Four chief virtues:
· Wisdom
· Justice
· Temperance (moderation is all things)
· Fortitude (Moral courage)
· Socrates believed that if you have all four chiefs, you are a just person

Aristotle (student of Plato)
· Adds to the list of virtues:
· Devotion
· Ambition 
· Argues that:
· VE has no rules
· VE cannot be learned from someone
· VE cannot copy someone’s behavior 
· Virtues are learned through trial and error (takes practice)
· The Good (Consequentialist) is virtuous activity
· What we should be trying to achieve in life is eudemonia – human flourishing
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Golden Mean (average): the desirable middle between two extremes
· Morals are not about a choice between two things (good and bad)
· Seek the golden mean between two extremes
· Cowardice ----------------- Foolishness
· Not a universal standard, meaning that the golden mean will be different for each person depending on their circumstances
· Based on life experiences which is why it cannot be learned


Robert Loudon
· Against VE
· VE only thinks in long-term, not in particular actions
· It doesn’t tell us what we should do, only what we should be
· It sounds strange to say that a virtuous person will act in a certain way; people make mistakes
· How can you judge a virtuous person? By looking at their actions.
· Some types of actions are evil in themselves
· VE has a style over substance problem
· Talks about what to be but doesn’t set guidelines on how to achieve those characteristics
· VE has a problem with relativism theories
· Ethical relativism says different cultures or different times and places have equally moral ways

Kant
· Believed that what was right was right for everyone
· There are virtues for everyone
· But maybe courage has equally different definitions depending on the time and place
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