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Ethical Egoism 

JAMES RACHELS 

Is There a Duty to Contribute for 
Famine Relief? 

Each year millions of people die of malnutri­
tion and related health problems. A common 
pattern among children in poor countries is 
death from dehydration caused by diarrhea 
brought on by malnutrition. James Grant, 
executive director of the United Nations Chil­
dren's Fund (UNICEF), estimates that about 
15,000 children die in this way every day. That 
comes to 5,475,000 children annually. Even if 
his estimate is too high, the number that die is 
staggering. 

For those of us in the affluent countries, this 
poses an acute moral problem. We spend 
money on ourselves, not only for the nec­
essities of life but for innumerable luxuries -
for fine automobiles, fancy clothes, stereos, 
sports, movies, and so on. In our country, 
even people with modest incomes enjoy such 
things. The problem is that we could forgo our 
luxuries and give the money for famine relief 
instead. The fact that we don't suggests that we 
regard our luxuries as more important than 
feeding the hungry. 

James Rachels, "Ethical Egoism," from The Elements of 
Moral Philosophy, Fourth Edition. New York: Random 
House, 1986. Reproduced with permission of The 
McGraw-HilI Companies. 

Why do we allow people to starve to death 
when we could save them? Very 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 for 
famine relief. The explanation of why we do 
not is, at least in part, that we hardly ever think 
of the problem. Living our own comfortable 
lives, we are effectively insulated from it. The 
starving people are dying at some distance 
from us; we do not see them, and we can 
avoid even thinking of them. When we do 
think of them, it is only abstractly, as bloodless 
statistics. Unfortunately for the starving, statis­
tics do not have much power to motivate 
action. 

But leaving aside the question of why we 
behave as we do, what is our duty? What 
should we do? We might think of this as the 
"common-sense" view of the matter: morality 
requires that we balance our own interests 
against the interests of others. It is understand­
able, of course, that we look out for our own 
interests, and no one can be faulted for attend­
ing to his own basic needs. But at the same 
time the needs of others are also important, 
and when we can help others - especially at 
little cost to ourselves - we should do so. Sup­
pose you are thinking of spending ten dollars 
on a trip to the movies, when you are reminded 
that ten dollars could buy food for a starving 
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child. Thus you could do a great service for the 
child at little cost to yourself. Common-sense 
morality would say, then, that you should give 
the money for famine relief rather than spend­
ing it on the movies. 

This way of thinking involves a general 
assumption about our moral duties: it is 
assumed 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. We have "natural" duties to others simply 
because they are people who could be helped or 
harmed by our actions. If a certain action would 
benefit (or harm) other people, then that is a 
reason why we should (or should not) do that 
action. The common-sense assumption is that 
other people's interests count, 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 "natural" 
duties to other people. Ethical Egoism is the 
idea that each person ought to pursue his or 
her own self-interest exclusively. It is different 
from Psychological Egoism, which is a theory 
of human nature concerned with how people do 
behave - Psychological Egoism says that people 
do in fact always pursue their own interests. 
Ethical Egoism, by contrast, is a normative 
theory - that is, a theory about how we ought 
to behave. Regardless of how we do behave, 
Ethical Egoism says we have no moral duty 
except to do what is best for ourselves. 

It is a challenging theory. It contradicts some 
of our deepest moral beliefs - beliefs held by 
most of us, at any rate - but it is not easy to 
refute. We will examine the most important 
arguments for and against it. If it turns out 
to be true, then of course that is immensely 
important. But even if it turns out to be false, 
there is still much to be learned from examin­
ing it - we may, for example, gain some insight 
into the reasons why we do have obligations to 
other people. 

But before looking at the arguments, we 
should be a little clearer about 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 as well 
as the interests of others. That would be an 
ordinary, unexceptional view. Ethical Egoism 

is the radical view that one's only duty is to 
promote one's own interests. According to Eth­
ical Egoism, there is only one ultimate prin­
ciple of conduct, the principle of self-interest, 
and this principle sums up all of one's natural 
duties and obligations. 

However, Ethical Egoism does not say that 
you should avoid actions that help others, 
either. It may very well be that in many instances 
your interests coincide with the interests of 
others, so that in helping yourself you will be 
aiding others willynilly. Or it may happen that 
aiding others is an effective means for creating 
some benefit for yourself. Ethical Egoism does 
not forbid such actions; in fact, it may demand 
them. The theory insists only that in such cases 
the benefit to others is not what makes the act 
right. What makes the act right is, rather, 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 do something that is not good for him­
self or that will eventually cause himself more 
grief than pleasure - he may want to drink a lot 
or smoke cigarettes or take drugs or waste his 
best years at the race track. Ethical Egoism 
would frown on all this, regardless of the 
momentary pleasure it affords. It says that a 
person ought to do what really is to his or her 
own best advantage, over the long run. It endorses 
selfishness, but it doesn't endorses foolishness. 

Three Arguments in Favor of 
Ethical Egoism 

What reasons can be advanced to support 
this doctrine? Why should anyone think it 
is true? Unfortunately, the theory is asserted 
more often than it is argued for. Many of 
its supporters apparently think Its truth is 
self-evident, so that arguments are not needed. 
When it is argued for, three lines of reasoning 
are most commonly used. 

l. The first argument has several variations, 
each suggesting the same general point: 

a. Each of us is intimately familiar with 
our own individual wants and needs. 
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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 
would often bungle the job and end up 
doing more mischief than good. 

b. 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. 

c. Making other people the object of one's 
"charity" is degrading to them; it robs 
them of their individual dignity and self­
respect. The offer of charity says, in effect, 
that they are not competent to care 
for themselves; and the statement 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. 

What this adds up to is that the policy of 
"looking out for others" is self-defeating. If we 
want to promote the best interests of everyone 
alike, we should not adopt so-called altruistic 
policies of behavior. On the contrary, if each 
person looks after his or her own interests, it is 
more likely that everyone will be better off, in 
terms of both physical and emotional well­
being. Thus Robert G. Olson says in his book 
The Morality of Self-Interest (1965), "The indi­
vidual is most likely to contribute to social 
betterment by rationally pursuing his own 
best long-range interests." Or as Alexander 
Pope said more poetically, 

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

It is possible to quarrel with this argument 
on a number of grounds. Of course no one 
favors bungling, butting in, or depriving people 
of their self-respect. But is this really what we 
are doing when we feed hungry children? Is the 
starving child in Ethiopia 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 an argument 
for Ethical Egoism at all. The argument con­
cludes that we should adopt certain policies 
of action; and on the surface they appear to 
be egoistic policies. However, the reason it is 
said we should adopt those policies is decidedly 
unegoistic. The reason is one that to an egoist 
shouldn't matter. It is said that we should 
adopt those policies because doing so will pro­
mote the "betterment of society" - but accord­
ing to Ethical Egoism, that is something we 
should not be concerned about. Spelled out 
fully, with everything laid on the table, the 
argument says: 

(1) We ought to do whatever will promote 
the best interests of everyone alike. 

(2) The interests of everyone will best be pro­
moted if each of us adopts the policy of 
pursuing our own interests exclusively. 

(3) Therefore, each of us should adopt the 
policy of pursuing our own interests 
exclusively. 

If we accept this reasoning, then we are not 
ethical egoists at all. Even though we might 
end up behaving like egoists, our ultimate prin­
ciple is one of beneficence - we are doing what 
we think will help everyone, not merely what we 
think will benefit ourselves. Rather than being 
egoists, we turn out to be altruists with a 
peculiar view of what in fact promotes the 
general welfare. 

2. The second argument was put forward 
with some force by Ayn Rand, a writer little 
heeded by professional philosophers but who 
nevertheless was enormously popular on col­
lege campuses during the 1960s and 1970s. 
Ethical Egoism, in her view, is the only ethical 
philosophy that respects the integrity of the 
individual human life. She regarded the ethics 
of "altruism" as a totally destructive idea, both 
in society as a whole and in the lives of indi­
viduals taken in by it. Altruism, to her way of 
thinking, leads to a denial of the value of the 
individual. It says to a person: your life is 
merely something that may be sacrificed. "If a 
man accepts the ethics of altruism," she writes, 
"his first concern is not how to live his life, but 
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how to sacrifice it." Moreover, those who would 
promote this idea are beneath contempt -
they are parasites who, rather than working 
to build and sustain their own lives, leech off 
those who do. Again, she writes: 

Parasites, moochers, looters, brutes and thugs 
can be of no value to a human being - nor can 
he gain any benefit from living in a society 
geared to their needs, demands and protec­
tions, a society that treats him as a sacrificial 
animal and penalizes him for his virtues 
in order to reward them for their vices, 
which means: a society based on the ethics of 
altruism. 

By "sacrificing one's life" Rand does not neces­
sarily mean anything so dramatic as dying. 
A person's life consists (in part) of projects 
undertaken and goods earned and created. To 
demand that a person abandon his projects or 
give up his goods is also a clear effort to "sac­
rifice his life." Furthermore, throughout her 
writings Rand also suggests that there is a 
metaphysical basis for egoistic ethics. Somehow, 
it is the only ethics that takes seriously the 
reality of the individual person. She bemoans 
"the enormity of the extent to which altruism 
erodes men's capacity to grasp ... the value 
of an individual life; it reveals a mind from 
which the reality of a human being has been 
wiped out." 

What, then, of the starving people? It might 
be argued, in response, that Ethical Egoism 
"reveals a mind from which the reality of a 
human being has been wiped out" - namely, 
the human being who is starving. Rand quotes 
with approval the evasive answer given by one 
of her followers: "Once, when Barbara Brandon 
was asked by a student: 'What will happen to 
the poor ... ?' - she answered: 'If you want to 
help them, you will not be stopped.' " All these 
remarks are, I think, part of one continuous 
argument that can be summarized like this: 

(1) A person has only one life to live. If we 
place any value on the individual- that is, 
if the individual has any moral worth -
then we must agree that this life is of 
supreme importance. 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 sacrifice for the good of others. 

(3) Therefore, the ethics of altruism does not 
take seriously the value of the human 
individual. 

(4) Ethical Egoism, which allows each person 
to view his or her own life as being of 
ultimate value, does take the human indi­
vidual seriously - in fact, it is the only 
philosophy that does so. 

(5) Thus, Ethical Egoism is the philosophy 
that ought to be accepted. 

The problem with this argument, as you may 
already have noticed, is that it relies on pictur­
ing the alternatives in such an extreme way. 
"The ethics of altruism" is taken to be such 
an extreme philosophy that nobody, with the 
possible exception of certain monks, would 
find it congenial. As Ayn Rand presents it, 
altruism implies that one's own interests have 
no value, and that any demand by others calls 
for sacrificing them. If that is the alternative, 
then any other view, including Ethical Egoism, 
will look good by comparison. But this is 
hardly a fair picture of the choices. What we 
called the common-sense view stands some­
where between the two extremes. It says that 
one's own interests and the interests of others 
are both important and must be balanced 
against one another. Sometimes, when the bal­
ancing 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 the Randian argument refutes the 
extreme "ethics of altruism," it does not follow 
that one must accept the other extreme of 
Ethical Egoism. 

3. The third line of reasoning takes a some­
what different approach. Ethical Egoism is 
usually presented as a revisionist moral philo­
sophy, that is, as a philosophy that says our 
common-sense moral views are mistaken and 
need to be changed. It is possible, however, to 
interpret Ethical Egoism in a much less radical 
way, as a theory that accepts common-sense 
morality and offers a surprising account of its 
basis. 

The less radical interpretation goes as 
follows. In everyday life, we assume that we 
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are obliged to obey certain rules. We must 
avoid doing harm to others, speak the truth, 
keep our promises, and so on. At first glance, 
these duties appear to be very different from 
one another. They appear to have little in com­
mon. Yet from a theoretical point of view, we 
may wonder whether there is not some hidden 
unity underlying the hodgepodge of separate 
duties. Perhaps there is some small number 
of fundamental principles that explain all 
the rest, just as in physics there are basic 
principles that bring together and explain 
diverse phenomena. From a theoretical point 
of view, the smaller the number of basic prin­
ciples, the better. Best of all would be one 
fundamental principle, from which all the rest 
could be derived. Ethical Egoism, then, would 
be the theory that all our duties are ultimately 
derived from the one fundamental principle of 
self-interest. 

Taken in this way, Ethical Egoism is not such 
a radical doctrine. It does not challenge com­
monsense morality; it only tries to explain and 
systematize it. And it does a surprisingly suc­
cessful job. It can provide plausible explan­
ations of the duties mentioned above, and 
more: 

a. If we make a habit of doing things that are 
harmful to other people, people will not be 
reluctant to do things that will harm us. We 
will be shunned and 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. 

b. If we lie to other people, we will suffer all 
the ill effects of a bad reputation. People 
will distrust us and avoid doing business 
with us. We will often need for people to be 
honest with us, but we can hardly expect 
them to feel much of an obligation to be 
honest with us if they know we have not 
been honest with them. Thus it is to our 
own advantage to be truthful. 

c. It is to our own advantage to be able to 
enter into mutually beneficial arrange­
ments with other people. To benefit from 
those arrangements, we need to be able to 
rely on others to keep their parts of the 

bargains we make with them - we need to 
be able to rely on them to keep their prom­
ises to us. But we can hardly expect others 
to keep their promises to us if we are not 
willing to keep our promises to them. 
Therefore, from the point of view of self­
interest, we should keep our promises. 

Pursuing this line of reasoning, Thomas 
Hobbes suggested that the principle of Ethical 
Egoism leads to nothing less than the Golden 
Rule: we should "do unto others" because 
if we do, others 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 objections to it. In 
the first place, the argument does not prove 
quite as much as it needs to prove. At best, it 
shows only that as a general rule it is to 
one's own advantage to avoid harming others. 
It does not show that this is always so. And 
it could not show that, for even though it 
may usually be to one's advantage to avoid 
harming others, sometimes it is not. Some­
times one might even gain from treating 
another person badly. In that case, the obliga­
tion not to harm the other person could not be 
derived from the principle of Ethical Egoism. 
Thus it appears that not all our moral obliga­
tions can be explained as derivable from 
self-interest. 

But set that point aside. There is still a more 
fundamental question to be asked about the 
proposed theory. Suppose it is true that, say, 
contributing money for famine relief is some­
how to one's own advantage. It does not follow 
that this is the only reason, or even the most 
basic reason, why doing so is a morally good 
thing. (For example, the most basic reason 
might be in order to help the starving people. 
The fact that doing so is also to one's 
own advantage might be only a secondary, 
less important, consideration.) A demonstra­
tion that one could derive this duty from self­
interest does not prove that self-interest is the 
only reason one has this duty. Only if you 
accept an additional proposition - namely, 
the proposition that there is no reason for 
giving other than self-interest - will you find 
Ethical Egoism a plausible theory. 
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Three Arguments Against Ethical Egoism 

Ethical Egoism has haunted twentieth-century 
moral philosophy. It has not been a popular 
doctrine; the most important philosophers 
have rejected it outright. But it has never been 
very far from their minds. Although no thinker 
of consequence has defended it, almost every­
one has felt it necessary to explain why he was 
rejecting it - 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. 

The following three arguments are typical of 
the refutations proposed by contemporary 
philosophers. 

1. In his book The Moral Point of View (1958), 
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 
come into 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 exacerbates them. Baier argues for this by 
introducing a fanciful example: 

Let Band K be candidates for the presidency 
of a certain country and let it be granted that it 
is in the interest of either to be elected, but 
that only one can succeed. It would then be in 
the interest of B but against the interest of K if 
B were elected, and vice versa, and therefore in 
the interest of B but against the interest of K if 
K were liquidated, and vice versa. But from 
this it would follow that B ought to liquidate 
K, that it is wrong for B not to do so, that B 
has not "done his duty" until he has liquidated 
K; and vice versa. Similarly K, knowing that 
his own liquidation is in the interest of Band 
therefore, anticipating B's attempts to secure 
it, ought to take steps to foil B's endeavors. It 
would be wrong for him not to do so. He 
would "not have done his duty" until he had 
made sure of stopping B. . . . 

This is obviously absurd. For morality is 
designed to apply in just such cases, namely, 

those where interests conflict. But if the point 
of view of morality were that of self-interest, 
then there could never be moral solutions of 
conflicts of interest. 

Does this argument prove that Ethical Ego­
ism is unacceptable? It does, if the conception 
of morality to which it appeals is accepted. The 
argument assumes that an adequate morality 
must provide solutions for conflicts of interest 
in such a way that everyone concerned can live 
together harmoniously. The conflict between 
Band K, for example, should be resolved so 
that they would no longer be at odds with 
one another. (One would not then have a duty 
to do something that the other has a duty to 
prevent.) Ethical Egoism does not do that, and 
if you think an ethical theory should, then you 
will not find Ethical Egoism acceptable. 

But a defender of Ethical Egoism might reply 
that he does not accept this conception of 
morality. For him, life is essentially a long series 
of conflicts in which each person is struggling 
to come out on top: and the principle he 
accepts - the principle of Ethical Egoism -
simply urges each one to do his or her best to 
win. On his view, the moralist is not like 
a courtroom judge, who resolves disputes. 
Instead, he is like the Commissioner of Boxing, 
who urges each fighter to do his best. So the 
conflict between Band K will be "resolved" not 
by the application of an ethical theory but by 
one or the other of them winning the struggle. 
The egoist will not be embarrassed by this - on 
the contrary, he will think it no more than a 
realistic view of the nature of things. 

2. Some philosophers, including Baier, have 
leveled an even more serious charge against 
Ethical Egoism. They have argued that it is 
a logically inconsistent doctrine - that is, they 
say it leads to logical contradictions. If this 
is true, then Ethical Egoism is indeed a mis­
taken theory, for no theory can be true if it is 
self-contradictory. 

Consider Band K again. As Baier explains 
their predicament, it is in B's interest to kill K, 
and obviously it is in K's interest to prevent it. 
But, Baier says, 

if K prevents B from liquidating him, his 
act must be said to be both wrong and not 
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wrong - wrong because it is the 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 one and the same act (logically) 
cannot be both morally wrong and not 
morally wrong. 

Now, does this argument prove that Ethical 
Egoism is unacceptable? At first glance it seems 
persuasive. However, it is a complicated argu­
ment, 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: 

(1) 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 liquidate K. 
(3) It is in K's best interest to prevent B from 

liquidating him. 
(4) Therefore B's duty is to liquidate 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 liquidating him. 
(7) Therefore it is both wrong and not wrong 

for K to prevent B from liquidating 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 contradic­
tion - that it is both wrong and not wrong for K 
to prevent B from liquidating him - does not 
follow simply from the principle of Ethical 
Egoism. It follows from that principle and the 
additional premise expressed in step (5) -
namely, that "it is wrong to prevent someone 
from doing his duty." Thus we are not com­
pelled by the logic of the argument to reject 
Ethical Egoism. Instead, we could simply reject 
this additional premise, and the contradiction 
would be avoided. That is surely what the ethical 
egoist would want to 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 someone 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 egoist of self-contradiction fails. 

3. Finally, we come to the argument that 
I think comes closest to an outright refutation 
of Ethical Egoism. It is also the most interes­
ting of the arguments, because at the same 
time it provides the most insight into why the 
interests of other people should matter to a 
moral agent. 

Before this argument is presented, we need 
to look briefly at a general point about moral 
values. So let us set Ethical Egoism aside for a 
moment and consider this related matter. 

There is a whole family of moral views that 
have this in common: they all involve dividing 
people into groups and saying that the interests 
of some groups count for more than the inter­
ests of other groups. Racism is the most con­
spicuous example; it involves dividing people 
into groups according to race and assigning 
greater importance to the interests of one race 
than to others. The practical result is that 
members of the preferred race are to be treated 
betterthan the others. Anti-Semitism works the 
same way, and so can nationalism. People in 
the grip of such views will think, in effect: "My 
race counts for more," or "Those who believe 
in my religion count for more," or "My country 
counts for more;' and so on. 

Can such views be defended? Those who 
accept them are usually not much interested 
in argument - racists, for example, rarely try 
to offer rational grounds for their position. But 
suppose they did. What could they say? 

There is a general principle that stands in 
the way of any such defense, namely: We can 
justify treating people differently only if we can 
show that there is some factual difference 
between them that is relevant to justifying the 
difference in treatment. For example, if one 
person is admitted to law school while another 
is rejected, this can be justified by pointing 
out that the first graduated from college with 
honors and scored well on the admissions test, 
while the second dropped out of college and 
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never took the test. However, if both graduated 
with honors and did well on the entrance 
examination - in other words, if they are in 
all relevant respects equally well qualified -
then it is merely arbitrary to admit one but 
not the other. 

Can a racist point to any differences 
between, say, white people and black people 
that would justify treating them differently? In 
the past, racists have sometimes attempted to 
do this by picturing blacks as stupid, lacking 
in ambition, and the like. If this were true, 
then it might justify treating them differently, 
in at least some circumstances. (This is the 
deep purpose of racist stereotypes - to provide 
the "relevant differences" needed to justify 
differences in treatment.) But of course it is 
not true, and in fact there are no such general 
differences between the races. Thus racism is 
an arbitrary doctrine, in that it advocates 
treating some people differently even though 
there are no differences between them to 
justify it. 

Ethical Egoism is a moral theory of the same 
type. It advocates that each of us divide the 
world into two categories of people - ourselves 
and all the rest - and that we regard the inter­
ests of those in the first group as more import­
ant than the interests of those in the second 
group. But each of us can ask, what is the 
difference between myself and others that jus­
tifies placing myself in this special category? 
Am I more intelligent? Do I enjoy my life 
more? Are my accomplishments greater? Do 
I have needs or abilities that are so different 
from the needs or abilities of others? What is it 
that makes me so special? Failing an answer, it 
turns out that Ethical Egoism is an arbitrary 
doctrine, in the same way that racism is 
arbitrary. 

The argument, then, is this: 

(1) Any moral doctrine that assigns greater 
importance to the interests of one group 
than to those of another is unacceptably 
arbitrary unless there is some difference 
between the members of the groups that 
justifies treating them differently. 

(2) Ethical Egoism would have each person 
assign greater importance to his or her 
own interests than to the interests of 
others. But there is no general difference 
between oneself and others, to which each 
person can appeal, that justifies this differ­
ence in treatment. 

(3) Therefore, Ethical Egoism is unacceptably 
arbitrary. 

And this, in addition to arguing against Ethical 
Egoism, also sheds some light on the question 
of why we should care about others. 

We should care about the interests of other 
people for the very same reason we care about our 
own interests; for their needs and desires are 
comparable to our own. Consider, one last 
time, the starving people we could feed by giv­
ing up some of 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 
difference between us and them? Does hunger 
affect them any less? Are they somehow less 
deserving than we? 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, 
then, Ethical Egoism fails as a moral theory. 


