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Business is a vital aspect of human life. One way or another, everyone is in busi-
ness. Directly or indirectly, most of us are on one side or the other of some ex-
change; as employers or employees; buyers or sellers; lenders or borrowers; 
owners or renters. Business is everywhere and, therefore, everyone’s business. 

In a sense, a business is nothing but a wealth- and job-creating machine. Since 
1800, private business has produced virtually all goods and services, i.e., the 
wealth that makes up our record-high and ever-increasing living standards. Par-
aphrasing economist George Reisman (2015), businesses both supply the prod-
ucts we buy and demand for the labor we sell. Nearly all modern comforts and 
wonders that make our lives possible and enjoyable have been introduced and 
made affordable by companies. We have capitalists, managers, and entrepre-
neurs to thank for our astonishing quantity and quality of life. Businesspeople 
are mankind’s great benefactors. As a category, businesspeople have lifted bil-
lions out of extreme poverty and pushed billions into an increasingly pleasant 
middle-class existence. (Snyder [1940] 1972; Hayek [2003] 1954; Mises [1979] 
2006; Folsom Jr. [1987] 2013; Reisman 1996; Baumol, Litan, and Schramm 
2007; Tanenbaum and Holstein 2019; World Bank 2015; Rosling, Rosling and 
Rosling 2018; Ridley 2010; Norberg 2017; Pinker 2018; Roser and Ortiz-Ospina 
2013; Kharas and Hamel 2018).  

Considering business’s central role in our lives, it is always a significant source 
and subject of moral concern and controversy. Ever since the subject of business 
ethics emerged as an academic field, countless essays and books have been writ-
ten to explain and justify the morality of business. 

Essentially, business ethics is concerned with the morality of businesspeople 
and their proper relation to society. In the first sense, the micro level, business 
ethics deals with applying ethics to the individual capitalists, managers, and en-
trepreneurs and their businesses. In the second sense, the macro level, business 
ethics deals with the proper relationship of businesspeople and companies to 
others. In this latter sense, business ethics is mostly about what is known as 
corporate social responsibility (CSR). 

Because of business’s tremendous contributions to human welfare, one would 
think that business ethics would mainly focus on highlighting and applauding 
its benevolent nature. It would be reasonable to assume that most business eth-
icists would attempt to extract moral principles from the most valuable compa-
nies and the most successful capitalists, managers, and entrepreneurs. Alas, one 
would be gravely mistaken to think so. 
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Admittedly, from the conventional moral framework of altruism (the idea that 
we should sacrifice ourselves for others), mainstream business ethics will not 
strike many as particularly odd. But coming, as this dissertation does, from the 
unconventional and largely neglected moral framework of rational egoism, 
nearly everything in the field of study will seem to be skewed against business.1  

In contemporary business ethics, the starting point is that businesspeople are 
a menace when left to their own devices. Hence the emphasis is on morally re-
straining businesspeople and curbing their “greed.” Overall, business ethics 
texts offer little if any positive moral guidance specifically meant to help busi-
nesspeople make money. The main concern is to demarcate the confines of busi-
ness. The result is an ethics of containment, of rules for constraining the means 
of business and circumscribing the profit-oriented end of business.  

This predominant attitude in business ethics betrays a rift and friction be-
tween ethics and business. Indeed, what becomes apparent when one is inspect-
ing the subject from the perspective of rational egoism is that mainstream busi-
ness ethics is pervaded by something akin to negative utilitarianism. Colloqui-
ally, I will label it the “negative business ethics.” If negative utilitarianism holds 
that one should minimize disutility, the pervasive “negative business ethics” 
holds that one should minimize business scandals.  

This dissertation explores the cause and significance of the antithetical rela-
tion between conventional non-egoistic ethics and business and how this ex-
presses itself in business ethics. The most conspicuous indicator of this strained 
relation is the pessimism of the “negative business ethics,” which I will refer to 
as the anti-business bias. 

This moral prejudice is based on the generally believed notion that self-inter-
est is a- or immoral and that self-sacrifice is a synonym for morality. “In the 
moral philosophy of the last two centuries, altruism of one kind or another has 
typically been regarded as identical with moral concern” (Badhwar 1993, 90). 
Smith (2000, 153) reminds us that: “philosophers widely assume that morality, 
by definition, is contrary to self-interest.”  

This observation is an inconvenient truth about business ethics—a truth with 
severe implications that most have chosen to ignore or overlook. The disturbing 
reality is that conventional altruistic ethics is fundamentally opposed to the very 
core of business: the egoistic profit motive. This dissertation builds on this piv-
otal realization. It covers—from three different angles—various aspects of this 
moral tension.  

In the first two co-authored essays of this dissertation, we spotlight this prob-
lem by extensively illustrating the moral and social implications. We consider 
the philosophical origins of the issues and discuss what follows if one were to 
take mainstream moral ideas seriously. In the third essay, I show that contrary 
to popular belief the modern academic notion of corporate social responsibility 
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is merely one more notable manifestation of mainstream ethics’ altruistic es-
sence. 

This dissertation provides radical insights into business ethics. One such in-
sight is that most mainstream business ethics is built on quicksand; the field 
suffers from foundational weaknesses. Another such insight is that the modern 
academic notion of corporate social responsibility is ultimately nothing but an 
expression of altruism. This realization enables us to integrate business ethics 
on the micro and macro levels. 

There has been an ongoing dispute concerning business ethics’ relevance and 
importance to businesspeople for nearly three decades on the micro level. In 
this debate, Stark (1993) has drawn attention to the symptoms of a breach be-
tween business and ethics. However, while some (Sorell 1998) maintains that 
mainstream ethics is compatible with business, others (Jones, Parker, and Ten 
Bos 2005) insist that that is precisely what is wrong with today’s business ethics; 
it is too forgiving of entrepreneurs. This background is part of the context for 
my first essay on the anti-business bias in contemporary business ethics. The 
essay shows that contrary to Sorell, conventional ethics is, at root, incompatible 
with business. And contrary to Jones, Parker, and Ten Bos, it shows that con-
temporary business ethics is morally against the commercial end of business. 

Stepping back further still, many sense a clash between business and ethics. 
In the culture, many associate business with self-interest and ethics with self-
sacrifice. Thus, many hold business ethics to be an oxymoron (Collins 1994). 
Part of the context is the reality that business, and capitalism, builds on selfish-
ness (Smith [2017] 1776; Peikoff 1993; Bishop 2008) while ethics convention-
ally understood builds on unselfishness (Badhwar 1993; Smith 2000; Seglow 
2004). Thus Hicks (2003) observes that much of the business ethics literature 
assumes that business is at best amoral and expects business practices to be im-
moral. There is no shortage of business ethicists dichotomizing business and 
ethics (e.g., Thurow 1987; Quinn and Jones 1995; Gini 1995; Hoffman and 
Moore 1995; Stewart 1996; Rhodes and Pullen 2018; Hooker 2003; Velasquez 
2006; Treviño and Nelson 2007; Micewski and Troy 2007; Michalos 2008; 
Buchholtz and Carroll 2012; Dorasmy 2010; Andre and Velasquez 1989; 
Schwartz 2017; Crane et al. 2019; Swanson 2008; Kolstad 2007). In the second 
(recently published) essay of this dissertation, we trace this fundamental divi-
sion between business and accepted ethics to its cultural and philosophical ori-
gins. Thus, we place the anti-business bias in a broader historical and deeper 
philosophical context by considering the primary sources of Christian, Kantian, 
and Utilitarian ethics (Kant 1785 [2017], 1788 [2004]; Mill 1863). 

Considering business ethics on the macro level and the Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility (CSR) phenomenon, it must be noted that although the notion of 
CSR has existed since the 1950s, there is still significant disagreement on un-
derstanding the concept. Part of the problem is, as Van Marrewijk (2003, 96) 
notes, that “an ‘all-embracing’ notion of ‘CSR’ has to be broadly defined and is 
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therefore too vague to be useful in academic debate or in corporate implemen-
tation.” Clarkson (1995, 92) thinks that CSR and related notions “carry no real 
meaning and remain elusive constructs.” While some have been trying to find 
what is in common (Dahlsrud 2008), others have settled with naming broad 
categories of mutually exclusive conceptualizations (Windsor 2006; Heikku-
rinen and Mäkinen 2018). 

In the past four decades, many scholars have nevertheless sought to explain 
and conceptually consolidate the CSR phenomenon. To that end, a considerable 
amount of literature has been published. For example, Carroll (1979, 1999, 
2015, 2016, 2021), May, Cheney, and Roper (2007), Schwartz (2011), Bansal and 
Song (2017), Heikkurinen and Mäkinen (2018), as well as Agudelo, Jóhannsdót-
tir, and Davídsdóttir (2019). Commonly, there are two broad groupings of the 
modern academic notions of CSR. First, like Friedman (1962, 1970), some say 
that the business’s social responsibility is to make profits for the owners. Sec-
ond, there are those who, like Freeman (1984), say that it is to serve everyone, 
not only the owners. In the literature, the first view goes under many labels. For 
example, the traditional view (Buchholz 1991), the antisocial responsibility po-
sition (Jones 1980), the dominant model (Freeman 1994), the shareholder pri-
macy (Jones and Felps 2013, 209), or the economic perspective (Windsor 2006; 
Heikkurinen and Mäkinen 2018). The second view also goes under many labels, 
such as the stakeholder theory or stakeholders (Jones 1980; Donaldson and 
Preston 1995; Bebchuk and Tallarita 2020) and the ethical view (Windsor 2006; 
Heikkurinen and Mäkinen 2018). The two perspectives have also been catego-
rized as monism and pluralism (Dunfee 1999). To rationally evaluate and inte-
grate the various views, the third essay of this dissertation builds on these and 
other secondary sources by extensively reviewing the primary sources arguing 
for or against corporate social responsibility since World War II (Bowen 1953; 
Drucker 1954; Levitt 1958; Davis 1960, 1973; Frederick 1960, 1994; Walton 
1967; Johnson 1971; Committee for Economic Development 1971; Manne and 
Wallich 1972; Eells and Walton 1974; Jones 1980; Buchholz 1991; Kolstad 2007; 
Matten and Moon 2008; Friedman 1962, 1970; Sternberg 2000; Jensen 2002, 
2008; Coelho, McClure and Spry 2003; Husted and Salazar 2006; Karnani 
2010; Porter and Kramer 2006, 2011; Bebchuk and Tallarita 2020; Donaldson 
and Preston 1995; Jones and Wicks 1999; Banerjee 2008; Reich 2008; Shamir 
2008; Fougère and Solitander 2009; Hanlon and Fleming 2009). 

As its title suggests, “The anti-egoist assumptions in business ethics and its anti-
business manifestations,” this essay aims to analyze the moral premises of cur-
rent business ethics. By critically surveying thirty business ethics texts, the essay 
shows that many business ethicists hold the conventional view that morality 
equals altruism. However, the altruist perspective logically implies a negative 
evaluation of self-interest and the profit motive and business. Accordingly, the 
general belief in business ethics is that businesspeople will lie, steal, and cheat 
in the absence of altruistic handcuffs. Hence, the widespread moral cynicism of 
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business and the stress on subduing businesspeople morally, not encouraging 
them to make money. 

The second essay, “Is there such a thing as a good profit?” resumes where the 
first essay leaves off. This essay starts with the observation from essay 1 that 
many believe and feel there is something peculiar with the very idea of business 
ethics. It attempts to account for this by explaining the source of this line of 
thinking—a widespread and deep-rooted moral animosity toward self-interest. 
Thus, this essay aims to show, in great detail, why many would find business 
morally suspect. Moreover, the essay seeks to answer the question: Is there such 
a thing as a good profit? The goal is to show that most moral philosophers in the 
last two millennia (and the public inspired by them) hold that egoism is wrong 
and that altruism is right. The next goal is to spell out the logical implications of 
this conclusion. Namely, that if we take the everyday anti-egoist ethics seriously, 
there is no such thing as a good profit, which means there is no such thing as an 
entirely ethical for-profit business, either. Specifically, the essay aims to show 
that three popular ethical theories, the Christian, Kantian, and Utilitarian, are 
anti-selfish and pro-unselfish. While they agree that ethics is about self-sacri-
ficing, they disagree on for whom you should sacrifice yourself. 

The idea that you should sacrifice yourself for others is known as altruism. But 
who are these “others”? Historically and logically, the most common answer is 
“others in general,” which means: some collective or group such as the tribe, 
nation, society, or public. “The common good.” In practice, the demands of eth-
ics, conventionally equated with altruism, entail the duty to sacrifice for the col-
lective. This is the view that the good of the collective is the standard of morality; 
the view is called collectivism. 

This realization brings us to the third and final essay, “Corporate social re-
sponsibility as collectivism.” Here, I intend to discuss the meaning of the mod-
ern, academic notion of CSR. The essay plans to show that virtually every con-
ceptualization of CSR—from Howard R. Bowen (1953) and on—has in common 
that they reflect a collectivist perspective on business. Mainly using primary 
sources, this essay seeks to establish that the academic notion of corporate so-
cial responsibility is indeed an expression of collectivism, which itself is a logical 
extension of altruism. Therefore, one can posit that the academic idea of CSR is 
the conventional altruistic ethics put into practice. Also, this essay provides 
more evidence supporting my hypothesis that our anti-business bias is coming 
from holding altruism and collectivism as moral ideals, both of which are anti-
thetical to the profit motive of business. 

In sum, the three essays mean to help us understand the meaning, source, and 
implications of the anti-business bias in business ethics. In the first essay, I ex-
plain the meaning. In the second essay, I uncover the moral-philosophical roots. 
In the third essay, I flesh out the social implications. In theory, traditional ethics 
demands self-sacrifice for others. In reality, one significant application of con-
ventional ethics’ altruistic essence is, therefore, expressed in the modern, aca-
demic notion of CSR. This way, the three essays tell a story together while add-
ing a fresh perspective on the topics. In greater detail, let me now elaborate on 
what the individual essays concern. 
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Proposition 1: Contemporary business ethics is morally biased against busi-
ness. 
Since the 1990s, many scholars have noted moral tensions in business ethics 
(e.g., Stark 1993; Sorell 1998; Jones, Parker, and Ten Bos 2005). This essay’s 
central conclusion, and contribution, is that there is an anti-business bias in 
contemporary business ethics. After examining thirty business ethics texts, the 
essay finds that many business ethicists hold the standard view that to be moral 
is to be unselfish, and vice versa. As a result, there is an inclination among busi-
ness ethicists to dichotomize ethics and self-interest. Logically, they are also 
suspicious of the self-interested profit motive and, thus, generally businesspeo-
ple and business. 

The overall drift is that without moral (altruistic) restraints, businesspeople 
will be inclined to lie, steal, and cheat, not create and earn wealth through hon-
est production and voluntary trade. Consequently, business ethics is generally 
about morally domesticating businesspeople, not empowering them in their 
self-interested desire to make money. This moral doubt against business results 
in an unfair and misleading characterization of businesspeople and business. 

Furthermore, in business ethics texts, we regularly find lengthy accounts of 
businesses operating objectionably. Examples meant to inspire consist of com-
panies sacrificing profits for some noncommercial ‘cause,’ not businesses 
simply excelling at honestly making money. Instead of studying the most suc-
cessful and valuable companies, textbooks zero in on the few businesses know-
ingly harming customers, endangering employees, and so on. Such a lopsided 
depiction exemplifies the moral skepticism toward business in contemporary 
business ethics. 

Not only are the findings in this essay consistent with Stark’s (1993). They also 
amplify them by exposing the depth and breadth of the discord between busi-
ness and business ethics. Moreover, it was suggested by Sorrell (1998) that busi-
ness and mainstream morality are in agreement, and by Jones, Parker, and Ten 
Bos (2005) that current business ethics is too soft on business. This essay adds 
to the discussion by showing that neither appears to be the case. 
 
Proposition 2: Conventional ethics is fundamentally incompatible with the 
profit motive. 
Many sense a clash between ethics and business. Hicks (2003, 3) observes, for 
example, that business is in “the current literature in business ethics . . . as-
sumed to be at best an amoral enterprise, and the expectation is often that busi-
ness practice is more likely than not to be immoral.” Undoubtedly, many busi-
ness ethics textbooks dichotomize business and ethics (e.g., Thurow 1987; An-
dre and Velasquez 1989; Rhodes and Pullen 2018). 

The previous essay indicated that conventional ethics is fundamentally, i.e., in 
the central and primary respects, incompatible with commercial enterprise be-
cause it argues against selfishness or for unselfishness. This essay shows that if 
we sincerely and seriously consider the actual meaning of predominant ethical 
views—here represented by three popular moral theories, namely Christian, 
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Kantian, and Utilitarian ethics—then there is, conventionally understood, no 
moral justification for business profits. 

The essay demonstrates that Christian, Kantian, and Utiltiarian ethics share 
the same anti-egoist and pro-altruist perspective. Furthermore, the anti-egoist 
perspective also manifests itself in business and business ethics. By rejecting 
egoism, common ethics rejects the profit-orientation of enterprise and, thus, the 
commercial essence of business. At most, mainstream morality may justify the 
means of business (i.e., aspects of running a business). However, it ultimately 
must fail to justify the end of business (i.e., profits). 

This essay completes the literature by fully and explicitly identifying the na-
ture, logic, origin, and repercussions of the perception of a business/ethics-di-
chotomy. To overcome “the oxymoronic view” of business ethics, the essay urges 
us to consider the moral-philosophical context causing it and challenging it at 
the root. 
 
Proposition 3: The modern, academic notion of CSR is based on collectivism 
qua standard of value. 
Since the 1950s, scholars have been forwarding numerous notions of corporate 
social responsibility (CSR). There is disagreement concerning the meaning of 
the many modern academic notions of CSR. Efforts to find a “one in the many” 
often produced umbrella concepts too broad to be useful or otherwise mutually 
exclusive. By investigating what we can learn from taking a new fresh look at the 
primary academic sources arguing about CSR since the beginning, this essay 
attempts to ascertain a shared (underlying) feature that is both constructive and 
instructive in the multiple CSR concepts. 

After a meticulous study and effort to record the arguments and identify the 
hidden premises in the primary literature, the essay reveals that (virtually) every 
modern academic concept of CSR derives from the same primary principle: col-
lectivism. The many CSR notions assert or suggest that the collective (e.g., soci-
ety) is the value standard. Specifically, CSR has its origins in and is an expres-
sion of a collectivist perspective on the purpose of business and the role of busi-
nesspeople. 

Even though central views on CSR are superficially dissimilar and antithetic, 
in truth, they are merely variations of the same collectivist theme. Unlike what 
many think, theoretical CSR notions have not changed from being about serving 
society to serving capitalists, or vice versa. Recognizing the collectivism under-
lying the many modern academic notions of CSR enables a helpful integrated 
perspective. 

Besides relying primarily and extensively on primary sources, the essay is also 
leveraging the work of Carroll (1979, 1999, 2015, 2016), May, Cheney, and Roper 
(2007), Schwartz (2011), Bansal and Song (2017), Heikkurinen and Mäkinen 
(2018), as well as Agudelo, Jóhannsdóttir, and Davídsdóttir (2019). 

The essay completes the existing literature in two ways. First, by showing that 
there is one premise integrating the varying modern academic notions of CSR. 
Whether they are for or against CSR or believe it is about shareholder profits or 
stakeholder values, they all come at it from the same collectivist perspective 
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holding the collective (e.g., society) as the standard of value. Second, the essay 
corrects the mistaken view that the academic notion of CSR went from being 
about serving “the common good” to being about serving the bottom line (or 
vice versa). The essay proves this contention to be radically wrong. 

This doctoral dissertation seeks to understand the relationship between busi-
ness and ethics. Due to the nature of the subject, the research is interdiscipli-
nary, combining studies on management, business ethics, philosophy, and pol-
itics. 

The ontological framework of my dissertation can approximately be construed 
as a form of Aristotelian realism. Meaning, the basis for our abstract knowledge 
is “out there” in the perceivable concretes. According to my “realist” ontology, 
we acquire inductive knowledge by observing reality; on the basis of our induc-
tive generalizations we may then proceed to reason deductively (Aristotle, Ni-
comachean Ethics Book VI: 3; Prior Analytics Part 23, 24; Posterior Analytics 
Part 3, 13, 18, 19). I would, therefore, broadly describe my epistemological ap-
proach as “empirical” in the Aristotelian sense (De Groot 2014). 

Due to my subject’s level of abstraction, qualitative analysis is the appropriate 
research technique (Bhattacherjee 2012, 113-ff.). Thus, I will not principally re-
late perceptual concretes but abstractions. Specifically, I will consider how peo-
ple discuss and think about business and ethics. I will, among other things, ob-
serve what moral philosophers, business ethicists, and business management 
theoreticians have to say about morality, business, and their interaction. I will 
observe what businesspeople and others have to say in various relevant, real-
world outlets such as the literature on business ethics, corporate social respon-
sibility, and the original works on moral and social philosophy. 

Conceptual research articles rarely include an extensive methodological sec-
tion (Monippally and Pawar 2008, 34). Still, I will next briefly describe how the 
research was conducted in practice. 

1.3.1 Research process 

The first essay means to uncover the moral assumptions of contemporary busi-
ness ethics and its manifestations. We gathered the data by reviewing thirty 
business ethics texts, including twenty textbooks. We methodically analyzed the 
texts by probing the texts with questions such as: What is the authors’ view on 
ethics? What is their view of good and bad? What is their stated or implied 
standard of value? Why do they think we need business ethics? What is the prob-
lem it is supposed to solve? We gathered an extensive collection of quotations 
as evidence for our interpretation, and displayed key excerpts from the texts in 
a legthy table. We also double-checked our interpretation by integrating it with 
the wider cultural context of what is commonly known of conventional ethics 
and moral philosophy. 

The purpose of the second essay is to illustrate the relationship between con-
ventional ethics and business profits and the profit motive. To do that, we 
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studied traditional moral theories, secondary and primary sources. We tied 
those findings with the literature on business ethics as well as excerpts from 
business’s corporate social responsibility reports. We analyzed these different 
types of data to see whether they go together and support each other or not. 
Rather than taking moral theory lightly in search of a union between ethics and 
the profit motive, we scrutinized the most telling (and demanding) details of 
these theories. 

The third essay seeks to find a “one in the many”; a general quality that is both 
useful and informative regarding the many conceptualizations of corporate so-
cial responsibility. My data is the quintessential literature on corporate social 
responsibility, including works by academics and other spokespeople for or 
against corporate social responsibility, since World War II. I studied and ana-
lyzed these arguments, gathered plenty of relevant excerpts of these arguments 
for illustration, to see what characteristics they share. 

1.3.2 Dissertation structure 

The remainder of this dissertation is structured as follows. In the theoretical 
section, I will first establish the context for my essays. Namely, essential data on 
conventional ethics, as articulated by notable historical thinkers and figures. 
Second, I will summarize my conclusions, paper by paper. Third, I will expand 
on my findings and discuss their implications and limitations. Finally, I will of-
fer some ideas for future research. One can find the original research papers 
after the references in the second part of this dissertation. 
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In our culture, there is a pervasive antipathy toward self-interest. This hostility 
evinces the traditional ethical viewpoint that selfishness is wrong and unselfish-
ness is right. On this, there is a general agreement among philosophers, intel-
lectuals, and the public. In essay 2, I partly establish this relation by examining 
three common moral theories, Christian, Kantian, and Utilitarian ethics, to as-
certain what they have to say about selfishness and unselfishness. This chapter 
will provide additional evidence supporting the three essays’ conclusions in gen-
eral and essay 2 in particular. The other data reinforce the conclusion that con-
ventional ethics preaches self-sacrifice and concretize the dichotomy between 
mainstream morality and self-interest. 
 

2.1.1 The morality/self dichotomy 

Many business ethicists sense, on some level, that there is a clash between ethics 
and the profit motive. Others have caught a glimpse of the clash between con-
ventional ethics and business. For example, Dubbink and Liedekerke (2019, 
379) are on to something when they note that: “Moral purists long for a moral 
world in which (business) people—at least sometimes—act morally worthy, but 
in concrete cases they systematically discount good deeds as grounded in self-
interest. Moral purism evokes moral cynicism.” 

Similarly, Hicks (2003, 3) attests that much of the business ethics literature 
assume that business is “at best an amoral enterprise.” He also testifies that: 
“the expectation is often that business practice is more likely than not to be im-
moral” (ibid.). Yes, many business ethicists hold that the moral point of view 
clashes with self-interest. Take, for example, Andre and Velasquez who assert, 
as an incontrovertible truth, “ethics as traditionally conceived is supposed to 
override self-interest” (1989). 

The same ethics/self dichotomy is routinely relayed in a multitude of business 
ethics textbooks. For example, Jones, Parker, and Ten Bos (2005, 19) write that 
“The emphasis [in business ethics] is on working with and within contemporary 
business organisations in order that their worst [self-interested] excesses can be 
tempered”; Velasquez (2006, 10) says that “[I]f a person has a moral obligation 
to do something, then he or she is supposed to do it even if this conflicts with 
other, nonmoral values or self-interest”; Audi (2009, 130) argues that there are 
“reasons to be ethical even if ethical conduct does not contribute to profits”; 
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Treviño and Nelson (2007, 24-25) equate unselfishness or altruism with ethics 
and contrast that to self-interest or selfishness; Buchholtz and Carroll (2012, 
245) equate immorality with selfishness; and, Jennings (2009, xiii) argues that 
“[b]usinesses do exist to make a profit, but business ethics exists to set param-
eters for earning a profit.” 

This ethics/self dichotomy is goes deep. Bloomfield (2008, 3-ff.) reminds us 
that a large number of moral doctrines, including the most popular such as 
Kantian deontology and Utilitarian consequentialism, hold that morality is 
about how we treat others, not how we live a good life. In this view, morality has 
“authority over our lives” (3) and so does, for that very reason, the “the interests 
of others” (ibid.). Revealingly: “Where the interests of others are not at issue, 
morality does not come into play: there is no morality for an agent stranded 
alone on a desert island” (ibid.).   

The altruist perspective on morality is so ingrained that if we do not need to 
think of others, there would not even be a need for ethics. In truth, many ethi-
cists cannot even imagine an egoist reason to care about ethics. It is as if altru-
ism is an axiom of ethics for most moral philosophers; observe: 

“[A] moral man must be ready to go against his interests” (Foot 2002, 154); 
“We should be moral because being moral is following rules designed to over-
rule self-interest” (Baier 1958, 314); “Morality demands that we be unselfish,” 
i.e., “noble and self-sacrificing” (Rachels 2003, 59); “to be moral is to be altru-
istic” (Thomas 1989, vii); “moral conduct by definition is not motivated by self-
interest” (Christine Korsgaard quoted in Smith 2006,  2); “the appeal to self-
interest [is] not only inconclusive on its own lines but . . . obviously irrelevant” 
(Prichard 2002, 1); “What Egoism holds is . . . an absolute contradiction” 
(Moore 1903); “what we morally ought to do seldom coincides with what is best 
or even what is good for us” (Finlay 2007, 136); “The ethical life is the most 
fundamental alternative to the conventional pursuit of self-interest” (Singer 
1995, ix). 

The reality is that these philosophers only represent the very tip of the iceberg. 
Badhwar (1993, 90-91) aptly sums up the big picture: 

 
In the moral philosophy of the last two centuries, altruism of one kind or another has 
typically been regarded as identical with moral concern. When self-regarding duties 
have been recognized, motivation by duty has been sharply distinguished from moti-
vation by self-interest. Accordingly, from Kant, Mill, and Sidgwick to Rawls, Nagel, 
and Gauthier, concern for our own interests, whether long-term or short-term, has 
typically been regarded as intrinsically non-moral. So, for example, although Thomas 
Nagel regards both prudence and altruism as structural features of practical reason, 
he identifies only the latter as a moral capacity, prudence being merely rational, long-
term egoism. Similarly, John Rawls and David Gauthier contrast self-interest and 
other non-altruistic interests – interests that are independent of others' interests – 
with moral interest. We are morally permitted, no doubt, to act out of self-interest 
within certain constraints, but such acts can have no intrinsic moral worth. Pursuit of 
our own interests out of duty (if there is such a duty) does have intrinsic moral worth, 
but such pursuit, by hypothesis, cannot be motivated by self-interest. Self-interested 
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pursuit of our own interests as such, no matter how realistic, farsighted, temperate, 
honest, or courageous, cannot be intrinsically moral. And this remains the case even 
if self-interest motivates us to perform other-regarding acts: only those other-regard-
ing acts that are (appropriately) motivated by others' interests count as moral, because 
only such acts are altruistic. 
 

There is no shortage of influential philosophers dichotomizing the self and eth-
ics. Leaving aside a handful of exceptions (e.g., Max Stirner, Friederich Nie-
tzsche, and Ayn Rand), most modern philosophers, forgettable and unforgetta-
ble, argue for unselfishness and against selfishness. To see this, I have here gath-
ered more than enough data to demonstrate this conclusion. 

Let us start with Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Few have been as explicitly or 
consistently opposed to the idea that morality should serve the individual as a 
guide to a good and happy life. According to Kant, morality is incompatible with 
happiness: 

 
Against all commands of duty that a man’s reason presents to him as deserving of so 
much respect, he feels in himself a powerful counter-weight—namely, his needs and 
preferences, the complete satisfaction of which he lumps together as “happiness” 
(Kant [1785] 2017, 13). 
 

That morality should help the individual lead a happy life is “the most objec-
tionable of the empirical bases for morality” (38). This view is false, says Kant, 
because what makes the individual happy will not make him a good person. Be-
ing prudent, i.e., knowing how to do what is good for the individual is “far from 
making him virtuous” (ibid.). A selfish motivation not only undermines morality 
but also “destroy all its sublimity” by “merely” teaching us how to figure out 
“what will make us happy” (ibid.). 

For Kant, the moral law is the intrinsically good will of the real, higher self in 
another noumenal dimension (the world as it ‘really is’ in itself). To obey the 
moral law is to obey the intrinsically good will of the real, higher noumenal self. 
Somehow, when we via a feeling of respect for the moral law become aware of 
it, it will feel like a duty to our unreal, lower self in this phenomenal dimension 
(the world as it appears to us) (ibid., 11; Norman 1998, 72-75; Jones 1969a, 31-
ff.; Kant [1783] 2016, Remarks II). It feels like a duty because “the stern com-
mand of duty” comes with “frequent calls for self-denial” (Kant [1785] 2017, 14-
15). 

Kant says, in effect, that the purpose of morality is to do your duty. Not be-
cause it will do you or anyone else any good, but as an end in itself. Which 
means, you should do your duty for duty’s sake (ibid., 3-ff.). When they selfishly 
want to or desire it, most people can act “in accord with duty.” While that does 
not make you immoral, it does not make you moral either. Doing your duty for 
a “selfish purpose” means that your actions have no “moral worth.” The problem 
is that “the beloved self” is good at rationalizing, ensuring that our duties coin-
cide or align with our ulterior selfish motives. Having a selfish reason for doing 
the right thing, robs our actions of moral value and significance. 
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Kant pits morality against the self. For example, Kant says that the simplest 
way to know whether you are doing your duty for duty’s sake or for selfish rea-
sons—and thus morally invalid reasons—is whether doing the right thing pains 
you. The moral law frustrates “our inclinations,” the sum of which Kant calls 
“happiness” ([1785] 2017, 9; [1788] 2004, Book I, Chapter 3, §5), producing “a 
feeling which may be called pain” (ibid.).  

This explains why Kant’s examples of what it means to do your duty for duty’s 
sake involve people suffering as proof for their virtue and pure motives. We 
have, for example, a duty to live. The problem is that most want to live. Conse-
quently, “the often anxious care that most men have for their survival has no 
intrinsic worth, and the maxim Preserve yourself has no moral content. Men 
preserve their lives according to duty, but not from duty” ([1785] 2017, 8). So, 
Kant asks us to consider this case: 

 
Adversities and hopeless sorrow have completely taken away this unfortunate man’s 
relish for life. But his fate has not made him passively despondent or dejected. He is 
strong in soul, and is exasperated at how things have gone for him, and would like 
actively to do something about it. Specifically, he wishes for death. But he preserves 
his life without loving it, not led by any want or fear, but acting from duty. 

 
For this person the maxim Preserve yourself has moral content. (ibid.) 
 

Only the person who keeps on living stoically or painfully is doing his duty for 
duty’s sake (Kant [1785] 2017, 8-9). Kant’s ethics is explicitly and consistently 
dichotomizing the duties of morality and the wants, likings, preferences, incli-
nations and interests of “the beloved self.” 

Building on Kant’s philosophy, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) 
argues that there are two selves: the lower and the higher; or, the unreal and the 
real. The will of the lower unreal self is selfish and wicked; the will of the higher 
real self is pure goodness.  

Hegel maintains that morality consists of doing your duty. Obeying the moral 
law is to obey the will of your real higher self, the state. In practice, then, doing 
your duty means doing what the state demands. In terms of essentials, Hegel 
agrees with Kant except that he substitutes the state for the noumenal self as the 
source of morality.  

The reason doing your duty feels hard or painful is, explains W. T. Stace (1955, 
406-407) that duties limit “the natural will, of the caprices, selfish whims, and 
non-universal impulses of the individual, and these constitute the unreal side of 
his nature.” Stace goes on:  

 
The interests of the state are, therefore, the true and essential interests of the individ-
ual, and the sacrifice of the latter to the state is only his sacrifice to his own higher self, 
not to some external and alien authority. (406) 
 

Ergo, living, and sacrificing, for the state is what it means to do your duty and 
to be good. 
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Moving on to Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), who also built on Kant’s phi-
losophy, we learn that morality is “unselfish loving-kindness” ([1840] 1903, 
161). As for the moral status of the self, his attitude is distinctly Kantian: 

 
[Morality’s] special mark is that it rejects and excludes the whole class of motives by 
which otherwise all human action is prompted: I mean the self-interested motives, 
using the word in its widest sense. Consequently, the moral value of an act is lowered 
by the disclosure of an accessory selfish incentive; while it is entirely destroyed, if that 
incentive stood alone. The absence of all egoistic motives is thus the Criterion of an 
action of moral value. (ibid., 162-163) 
 

It does not get much more explicit than that. 
Consider, next, Auguste Comte (1798-1857). Comte coined the word “altru-

ism.” For him, altruism sums up “the whole of sound morality in its law of Live 
for others” (1858, 54). By living for others, he means serving and sacrificing for 
others. In truth, Comte only allowed us to care for our personal interests in or-
der to keep on living for others: 

 
Implicitly and indirectly [the Positivist version of altruism] sanctions our personal in-
stincts, as the necessary conditions of our existence, with the proviso that they must 
be subordinate to those of altruism. With this limitation, we are even ordered to grat-
ify our personal instincts, with the view of fitting ourselves to be better servants of 
Humanity, whose we are entirely. (ibid.,  313) 
 

We are allowed to eat today so that we can sacrifice more tomorrow; so that we 
can better serve those who have a moral claim to our lives; Humanity. Comte 
even argues that we have no moral right to commit suicide because our lives 
morally belong to Humanity, not ourselves: 

 
Our life is less even than our fortune or any of our talents at our arbitrary disposal. It 
is still more valuable than they are to Humanity, and it is of Humanity that we hold it. 
In obedience to the same principle, Positive religion also condemns . . . suicide at least 
for all social purposes . . . (ibid.) 
 

Since altruism is the essence of morality, egoism is logically the essence of im-
morality. That is concerning because Comte thought that we humans are “so 
imperfect by nature” that it is a struggle, that it takes “a real effort to subordi-
nate our personal to our social tendencies.” We live with “a constant stimulus to 
our selfishness” (ibid., 311) Incredibly, he thinks that the self has been allowed 
to take up too much room in our moral thinking. He complains, for example, 
that the Golden Rule is not altruistic enough: 

 
Such a view of human nature enables me at length to see, my father, that it is possible 
to give an essentially altruistic character even to the rules which concern our own in-
dividual existence, hitherto always placed on an egoistic ground, on an appeal to our 
prudence. The wisdom of antiquity summed up morality in this precept: Do to others 
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as you would be done unto. This general rule had at the time very great value, but all 
it did was to regulate a mere personal calculation. Nor is the great Catholic formula, if 
you sift it, free from the same character: Love your neighbour as yourself. It does not 
compress egoism, but sanctions it. And if we look to the ground on which the rule 
rests, the love of God, we find a direct stimulus to egoism . . . (ibid., 312) 
 

Although the Catholic formula is, in his view, better, he is still disappointed to 
report that this formulation is lacking “so long as love in the theological sense 
retains its stain of selfishness” (ibid., 313). 

Only Comte’s version of altruism “holds at once both a noble and true lan-
guage when it urges us to live for others. This, the definitive formula of human 
morality, gives a direct sanction exclusively to our instincts of benevolence, the 
common source of happiness and of duty” (ibid.). 

Naturally, then, the great moral issue in life is “the subordination of Egoism 
to Altruism.” This is one reason education plays a crucial role for Comte; man-
kind needs education to train “man to live for others (ibid., 262); “the main ob-
ject of education is to lead us to live for others, in order to live again in others 
by others, whereas we are naturally inclined to live for ourselves and in our-
selves” (ibid., 283).  

Part of such an education should also aim at educating the children that they, 
as individuals, are nothing without others. If the individual is allowed to think 
that he is something without the group, he will become “ungrateful” and “over-
rate” his “own individual value.” Thus, we must teach him to think that he is 
helpless and thereby dependent on “Humanity.” Thereby: “We shall thus be led 
duly to feel that we are all necessarily destined to serve her constantly” (ibid., 
308). Once you realize that you are worthless and that the group is everything, 
“To live for others is seen to be, then, for all of us, a constant duty, the rigorous 
logical consequence of an indisputable fact, the fact, viz., that we live by others” 
(ibid., 308-309). 

One admirer of Comte was John Stuart Mill (1806-1873). According to Mill, 
the standard of good and bad is “not the agent's own greatest happiness, but the 
greatest amount of happiness altogether” (Mill 1863, Chapter 2). Mill elabo-
rates: “In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth, we read the complete spirit of 
the ethics of utility. To do as you would be done by, and to love your neighbour 
as yourself, constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality” (ibid.). The 
golden rule combines (Mills teacher’s) Bentham’s notion of psychological he-
donism with Christianity’s notion of selfless love. Consequently, it is not neces-
sarily wrong for us to pursue our own happiness. But that is not what morality 
is about. Mill tells us explicitly that we should regard our own happiness as no 
more important than the happiness of others. Morally, the self is not the proper 
primary beneficiary of our actions: 

 
[T]he happiness which forms the utilitarian standard of what is right in conduct, is 
not the agent’s own happiness, but that of all concerned. As between his own happi-
ness and that of others, utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly impartial as a dis-
interested and benevolent spectator. (ibid.)  
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Herbert Spencer argues that when taken literally this formulation amounts to 
“pure altruism”: 

 
But as if general happiness is the proper end of action, the individual actor must re-
gard his own share of it simply as a unit in the aggregate, no more to be valued by him 
than any other unit, it results that since this unit is almost infinitesimal in comparison 
with the aggregate, his action, if directed exclusively to achievement of general happi-
ness, is, if not absolutely altruistic, as nearly so as may be. (Spencer 1879, §83) 
 

Logically, Mill morally admires altruists who sacrifice for others: “It is noble to 
be capable of resigning entirely one’s own portion of happiness.” This self-sac-
rifice of your happiness “must be for some end”; namely, the happiness of oth-
ers. “All honour to those who can abnegate for themselves the personal enjoy-
ment of life, when by such renunciation they contribute worthily to increase the 
amount of happiness in the world.” In today’s “imperfect” world, the best one 
can do to “serve the happiness of others” is via “the absolute sacrifice of his 
own.” Indeed. As long as the world remains in this “imperfect state,” Mill con-
cedes that, “that the readiness to make such a sacrifice is the highest virtue 
which can be found in man” (Mill 1863, Chapter 2). 

Here I cannot help but to note that John Stuart Mill shares Comte’s view on 
the purpose of education: 

 
It is as much a part of our scheme as of M. Comte’s, that the direct cultivation of al-
truism, and the subordination of egoism to it, far beyond the point of absolute moral 
duty, should be one of the chief aims of education, both individual and collective. We 
even recognize the value, for this end, of ascetic discipline, in the original Greek sense 
of the word. . . We do not doubt that children and young persons will one day be again 
systematically disciplined in self-mortification . . . (Mill 1865) 
 
And: 
 
There are many remarks and precepts in M. Comte’s volumes, which, as no less perti-
nent to our conception of morality than to his, we fully accept. For example; without 
admitting that to make "calculs personnels" is contrary to morality, we agree with him 
in the opinion, that the principal hygienic precepts should be inculcated, not solely or 
principally as maxims of prudence, but as a matter of duty to others, since by squan-
dering our health we disable ourselves from rendering to our fellow-creatures the ser-
vices to which they are entitled. (ibid.) 

 
Furthermore, “another idea of M. Comte, which has great beauty and grandeur 
in it,” Mill emphasizes, is that the individual should be trained to regard himself, 
morally, as a public servant. Straight from the horse’s mouth: “every person who 
lives by any useful work, should be habituated to regard himself not as an indi-
vidual working for his private benefit, but as a public functionary. . .” Regardless 
of what he is paid, his pay is just “the provision made by society to enable him 
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to carry it on, and to replace the materials and products which have been con-
sumed in the process” (ibid.). Meaning, he is only paid so that he can survive 
today and thereby sacrifice more tomorrow. 

Incidentally, John Dewey (1859-1952) would later argue along the same lines. 
The purpose of education, he says, is not first and foremost to teach children 
facts and truths: 

 
The mere absorption of facts and truths is so exclusively individual an affair that it 
tends very naturally to pass into selfishness. There is no obvious social motive for the 
acquirement of mere learning, there is no clear social gain in success thereat. (Dewey 
1900) 
 

No, the purpose of education is to marinate children “with the spirit of service” 
(ibid.). 

Utilitarian philosopher Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), argued, as we saw 
above, that if we hold “the greatest happiness for the greatest number” as the 
direct goal, it will lead to “pure altruism,” which he disapproved of. But he also 
disapproved of “pure egoism.” According to him, there is a time and place for 
both egoism and altruism—in moderation. However: 

 
under existing conditions, with suffering widely diffused and so much of effort de-
manded from the more fortunate in succoring the less fortunate, altruism is under-
stood to mean only self-sacrifice; or, at any rate, a mode of action which, while it brings 
some pleasure, has an accompaniment of self-surrender that is not pleasurable. 
(Spencer 1879, §97) 
 

But our sympathy or fellow feeling, “which prompts denial of self to please oth-
ers” (ibid.) also gives rise to pleasure from seeing pleasure in others. So over 
time, the evolutionary forces will merge altruism and egoism: 

 
the conciliation will be such that the individual will not have to balance between self-
regarding impulses and other-regarding impulses; but, instead, those satisfactions of 
other-regarding impulses which involve self-sacrifice, becoming rare and much 
prized, will be so unhesitatingly preferred that the competition of self-regarding im-
pulses with them will scarcely be felt. (Spencer [1897] 1978, §97)  

 
Eventually, altruistically caring for others happiness will “become a daily need” 
so strong that, “the lower egoistic satisfactions will be continually subordinated” 
(ibid., §92). Thus, evolution will create a new kind of psychological “egoist” who 
paradoxically enjoys altruistically serving others. For inspiration of what kind 
of moral existence the laws of evolution may one day generate, Spencer offers 
this illustration: 

 
Social insects furnish us with instances completely to the point; and instances showing 
us, indeed, to what a marvelous degree the life of the individual may be absorbed in 
subserving the lives of other individuals. Strangely enough, it happens that the typical 
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illustrations taken from the animal creation to enforce on human beings the virtue of 
activity, are taken from those creatures whose activities are devoted, not to their own 
special welfare, but to the welfare of the communities they form part of. The ant . . . is 
named as an example to be followed in making the best of time, are creatures whose 
activities are not like those commended to the child and the sluggard–activities mainly 
to be expended in subserving personal well-being; but they are activities which post-
pone individual well-being so completely to the well-being of the community, that in-
dividual life appears to be attended to only just as far as necessary to make possible 
due attention to the social life. These instances which are given as spurs to egoistic 
activity, are actually supplied by creatures whose activity is almost wholly altruistic. 
Throughout the animal kingdom there are found no better examples of energetic in-
dustry, than these in which the ends which the activities subserve are altruistic rather 
than egoistic. And hence we are shown, undeniably, that it is a perfectly possible thing 
for organisms to become so adjusted to the requirements of their lives, that energy 
expended for the general welfare may not only be adequate to check energy expended 
for the individual welfare, but may come to subordinate it so far as to leave individual 
welfare no greater than is requisite for maintenance of individual life. (ibid., appendix 
to Part 1.) 

 
The philosophical push for a non-egoist morality started long before Kant, Mill, 
and the other figures. It started with Christian ethics. In fact, Christianity is a 
major reason why most today think that unselfishness is a synonym for ethics 
and morality and that selfishness is amoral or immoral. 

The merging and, in effect, equating of ethics with altruism and self-sacrifice, 
was according to Grant (2004, 167) “integrated into the fabric of western culture 
through the influence of the Christian gospel.” Grant goes on to point out that: 

 
The obviousness of the Christian source is enhanced by an apparent lack of other 
prominent candidates. The notion seems to be missing from the other major pillar of 
the western outlook, Greek civilization. . . It seems clear that in western culture, Chris-
tianity is the ultimate source of the modern concept of altruism. (ibid.) 

 
It is easy to see that Christian ethics is for unselfishness and against selfishness. 
After all, the Bible is full of examples and stories, all preaching the virtue of self-
sacrifice. 

Consider Jesus who, as an extreme altruist, is a moral role model for Chris-
tians. He died on the cross to atone for our sins, i.e., moral flaws. By doing so, 
Jesus showed that life is morally about sacrificing yourself for others (e.g., John 
3: 16; 1 John 2: 2; 1 Peter 2: 21, 24, KJV). Here Reiss (n.d.) informs us that: 

 
God’s way of giving is our only example of true altruism, and while we will never attain 
to such a perfect standard, He exhorts us to develop this characteristic by being gra-
cious, generous, and lending to the needy without regret. When we practice being al-
truistic we learn, in a small way, to be like both the Father and the Son. Of the Father, 
John 3:16 reads, “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son.” 
The Son likewise “did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom 
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for many” (Matthew 20:28). They are our finest examples, setting the standard for 
Christian conduct. 
  

Grant, thus, concludes that, “Unselfish love of neighbor is inspired by and sus-
tained through faith in the unselfish love of God. On this reading, God is the 
ultimate altruist” (2004, 190). In general, we are supposed to follow Jesus’ un-
selfish example: 

 
Therefore, if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort in love, any sharing in 
the Spirit, any sympathy, complete my joy by thinking the same way, having the same 
love, being united, and agreeing with each other. Don’t do anything for selfish pur-
poses, but with humility think of others as better than yourselves. Instead of each per-
son watching out for their own good, watch out for what is better for others. (Philip-
pians 2:1-4, CEB) 

 
The Bible also tells us that morality demands that you stop storing up “for your-
selves treasures on earth.” We should instead sell our possessions and give to 
the poor. The more we must sell and give, the more we should sell and give. 
Whether others deserve it is morally irrelevant; what matters is that they need 
it (e.g., Matthew Chapter 19: 20-30; Mark Chapter 10: 20-30; Acts 2: 44-45; 
Acts 3: 34-35, KJV). 

Throughout history, a long list of Christian theologians, philosophers, priests, 
popes and saints have argued that the essence of morality is to live and sacrifice 
for others. Augustine of Hippo (354-430 AD) hardly minced his words when it 
comes to valuing the self: 

 
Neither ought any one to have joy in himself . . . because no one ought to love even 
himself for his own sake, but for the sake of Him who is the true object of enjoyment. 
. . If, however, he loves himself for his own sake, he does not look at himself in relation 
to God, but turns his mind in upon himself, and so is not occupied with anything that 
is unchangeable. . . . The first destruction of man, was the love of himself. For if he 
had not loved himself, if he preferred God to himself, he would have been willing to 
be ever subject unto God; and would not have been turned to the neglect of His will, 
and the doing his own will. For this is to love one’s self, to wish to do one’s own will 
(Grant 2004, 56). 
 

Charity is a major Christian virtue; and charity is essentially a manifestation of 
unearned, unconditional, and unselfish “love” for others. In Christianity, Char-
ity is self-sacrifice. Refusing to sacrifice oneself for others is the same as steal-
ing; a major moral failing. St. Ambrose of Milan says:  

 
You are not making a gift of what is yours to the poor man, but you are giving him 
back what is his. You have been appropriating things that are meant to be for the com-
mon use of everyone. The earth belongs to everyone, not to the rich. (Hogue 2009) 
 

And St. Basil the Great: 
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The bread you store up belongs to the hungry; the cloak that lies in your chest belongs 
to the naked; the gold you have hidden in the ground belongs to the poor. (ibid.) 
 

In the West, Christianiy is a source of the commonplace idea that the haves must 
sacrifice to the have-nots. To keep what you have to yourself, for the sake of your 
own life and happiness, is wrong. To do what is good for yourself is wrong; you 
must do what is bad for yourself by giving what you have to others. Whether you 
worked hard to earn your property makes no difference. If there are poor and 
needy out there, your life and wealth morally belong to them. Thus, those who 
can provide for themselves must morally devote themselves to serve and sacri-
fice for others. St. John of God explicitly says that you should regard the poor 
and needy as “your masters and yourselves as their servants” (ibid.). 

St. Francis of Assisi elaborates: “Alms are an inheritance and a justice which 
is due to the poor and which Jesus has levied upon us.” Accordingly, “It would 
be considered a theft on our part if we didn’t give to someone in greater need 
than we are” (The Catholic Reader 2012). 

Whether you get any joy out of this or not, is irrelevant. Whether you think the 
poor deserve your help or not, is irrelevant. The only thing that matters is that 
they are in greater need than we are; therefore, you must live to provide for 
them. “Almsgiving,” says Pope Benedict XVI, “is a concrete expression of char-
ity, a theological virtue that demands interior conversion to love of God and 
neighbor, in imitation of Jesus Christ, who, dying on the cross, gave his entire 
self for us” (2008, §3). Remember, Jesus died on the cross for our sins; we did 
not deserve his sacrifice, but God gave his only son to us, as an act of charity, his 
unselfish “love” for mankind. 

How much, then, should we serve and sacrifice? Mother Theresa used to say 
that we should give “until it hurts” (Christian Today 2017). C.S. Lewis, the fa-
mous author and lay theologian, agrees: 

 
I do not believe one can settle how much we ought to give. I am afraid the only safe 
rule is to give more than we can spare. In other words, if our expenditure on comforts, 
luxuries, amusements, etc., is up to the standard common among those with the same 
income as our own, we are probably giving away too little. If our charities do not at all 
pinch or hamper us, I should say they are too small. There ought to be things we 
should like to do and cannot do because our charitable expenditure excludes them. 
(1952, 84-85) 
 

In conclusion, it is clear from these examples (represernting countless more), 
that Christian ethics, as well, demands altruism, i.e., self-sacrifice for others. 

 

2.1.2 The collectivist connection 

In the third essay, I explain that the modern academic notion of corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) is based on collectivism (as the standard of value). But what 
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is collectivism? Here I will provide some context for better understanding and 
appreciating this conclusion. 

As seen, most philosophers and religious figures have taught the moral doc-
trine of unselfishness, i.e., altruism, i.e., self-sacrifice for others. Which others? 
A common answer is: the collective, i.e., group. 

The view that we should live and sacrifice ourselves for the collective implies 
that the group’s good is the value standard. And the view that the group’s good 
is the standard of value is known as collectivism. The morality of selflessness 
suggests that collectivism is the ideal both as a standard and as a system. Col-
lectivism, then, can be seen as a social application of altruism. Given the domi-
nance of this view, the idea that a business should serve society comes as no 
surprise. 

In truth, ethics has social implications concerning the individual’s relation to 
society and what the right society looks like. If you think that serving others is 
the ideal and that it is wrong to serve the self, then society should be organized 
accordingly—and vice versa. Moreover, you would be inclined to think that a 
business should do something more than just make money for its owners; that 
will sound anti-social and even immoral. In this ethical context of other-ism, 
i.e., altruism, you will feel that a good and “socially responsible” business ought 
to do more for others. 

In essay 3, I write that the collectivist perspective underlying how most aca-
demics conceptualize CSR, should come as no surprise considering the histori-
cal context. To justify this claim and interpretation, including the claim that the 
most influential philosophers have advanced these views, I will here provide ad-
ditional data to support the conclusion. Indeed. Some of the most influential 
Western philosophers of all time—Plato, Rousseau, Hegel, and Marx—champi-
oned collectivism (Britannica 2007; Peikoff 1982, 17, 26-28, 33-44, 68-69). The 
collectivist perspective has, accordingly, had an impact on how many think 
about the social role of business and businesspeople. 
 

The meaning, and philosophy, of collectivism 
The dictionary defines collectivism as the view of “a group priority over each 
individual in it” (Lexico 2021a). That is also how social scientists understand the 
term as indicated by International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences: 

 
Collectivism is a term used to describe various social, political, and economic relations 
that stress the primacy of the collective, which may be a group of individuals, a society, 
a state, a nation, race, or social class, over that of the individual. Collectivists subscribe 
to the belief that the group’s societal or communal “will” takes precedence over that 
of the individual, who must then sacrifice self-interest for the good of the whole. Thus 
the group is the fundamental unit of social, political, and economic concern. (Golden 
2008) 

 
Collectivism can also refer to “The theory and practice of the ownership of land 
and the means of production by the people or the state” (Lexico 2021a). So there 
are two types of collectivism. There is collectivism qua standard of value and 
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qua politico-economic system. Qua standard, it tends to lead collectivism qua 
system. And qua system, it is essentially a synonym for socialism. Thus, the sys-
tem of collectivism tends to presuppose the standard of collectivism. 

Still, it is possible and common to argue for collectivism qua standard without 
necessarily embracing collectivism qua system. Many argue for capitalism using 
collectivism as the standard of justification. It is, however, virtually unheard of 
to see people argue for collectivism qua system but not qua standard. 

Plato (c. 429-347 B.C.E.) is arguably, the philosophical father of collectivism, 
both as a standard and system. Plato holds that society or the state is like an 
organism, and the individuals are only parts of this greater organic whole. The 
individual must, therefore, submit to the whole. W. T. Jones explains:  

 
An individual man, who is only an organ of a larger organism, the state, is no more 
complete and no more really himself than is the severed foot. In fact, using Plato's 
favorite sort of simile, the mathematical, we can set forth a ratio: Toe is to foot as foot 
is to leg as leg is to man as man is to state. (1969b, 175) 
 

According to Plato, the many should be ruled by the best few, who are most wise 
and good. The few wise and good, will rule everyone “in the interest of the com-
munity as a whole” (ibid., 178). The state can and should use coercion and force 
to control the individual for the good of the whole. The state should control al-
most every aspect of the individual’s life, body and soul. 

The state should control everything from sex, upbringing and education, to 
work. To this end, the state should use propaganda and censorship. Children 
will be regarded as state property and taken away from families to be properly 
trained (ibid., 180). Even the philosopher kings, who rule society, will not be 
allowed any private property. They will live and eat together. They will, however, 
not be allowed to touch or handle silver and gold (ibid., 181). 

The unwise masses cannot understand “the organic nature of the state” (ibid., 
178). So the state must, under the guidance of the wise and good rulers, use 
propaganda to indoctrinate them of need for “each individual to subordinate his 
immediate interests to the whole” (ibid.). Ultimately, what matters is “the hap-
piness of the state as a whole,” not the happiness of the individual (Ibid., 183). 
The state should even promote eugenics (ibid., 181). 

In the good society, Plato says, we will stop thinking in terms of mine and not-
mine: 

 
The best ordered state will be the one in which the largest number of persons use these 
terms in the same sense, and which accordingly most nearly resembles a single per-
son. When one of us hurts his finger, the whole extent of those bodily connexions 
which are gathered up in the soul and unified by its ruling element is made aware and 
it all shares as a whole the pain of the suffering part; hence we say that the man has a 
pain in his finger. The same thing is true of the pain or pleasure felt when any other 
part of the person suffers or is relieved. (Quoted in Jones 1969b, 182) 
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Centuries later, Rousseau (1712-1778) would emerge as “The earliest modern, 
influential expression of collectivist ideas in the West” (Britannica 2007). In 
The Social Contract, Rousseau ([1762] 1920) argues that the state is a moral 
person “whose life is in the union of its members.” It has the power, for its own 
preservation, “to move and dispose each part as may be most advantageous to 
the whole.” The state or the Sovereign should be ruled by the infallible “general 
will,” which is not identical with the will of all or even the majority. The Sover-
eign should have absolute power over all members of society. The state should 
also decide what is important for the community to control, not the individual; 
the individual’s freedom is defined by the state. The community decides via the 
state what services the citizen must do for the Sovereign. There is no right to life 
as the state has the right to dispose of the individual’s life (ibid., Chapter IV). 

The state, “in relation to its members, is master of all their goods” (ibid., Chap-
ter IX). The standard of value here is the whole, the community, the state, the 
Sovereign, “the general will.” In Political Economy: “The body politic . . . is also 
a moral being possessed of a will; and this general will, which tends always to 
the preservation and welfare of the whole and of every part, and is the source of 
the laws, constitutes for all the members of the State, in their relations to one 
another and to it, the rule of what is just or unjust:” (ibid., A discourse on polit-
ical economy). Rousseau also advanced the peculiar idea that freedom means 
obedience. Those who disobey the general will of society must be “forced to be 
free” (Ibid., chapter VII). 

Predictably, Rousseau has inspired collectivists ever since (Nordin 2017, 388-
389). Bertrand Russell pointed out that “the dictatorships of Russia and Ger-
many (especially the latter) are in part an outcome of Rousseau’s teaching” 
(1945, 701). 

A later philosopher, who would borrow from Rousseau (Jones 1969a, 139), is 
G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831), one of the most explicit and consistent advocates 
for collectivism as both a standard and system. Hegel says that the individual 
must be completely subordinate to the state: “A single person, I need hardly say, 
is something subordinate, and as such he must dedicate himself to the ethical 
whole. Hence if the state claims life, the individual must surrender it” (Hegel 
[1820] 1896, §70). 

Hegel held that the state is something more than a collection of individuals, 
but an organism. W. T. Jones (1969b, 138) explains: 

 
The State, that is, is not merely a collection of independent individuals; its members 

are related to its organs are related to the organism of which they are parts. Just as 
the stomach's significance lies in the contribution it makes to the life of the body, and 
just as husband and wife lose their personal identities in their marriage, so the citizens 
of a Civil Society lose their independence in the unity of the State. 
 

Accordingly, the state, i.e., “the ethical whole,” gives the individual reality and 
value: “It must further be understood that all the worth which the human being 
possesses—all spiritual reality, he possesses only through the State” (Hegel 
1953, §41). 
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The state is the true individual (W. T. Stace 1955, 425); thus, the individual, as 
we know him, is not fully real. And, the state is certainly not there to serve the 
individual, but a higher end in itself. Logically, the state may sacrifice the indi-
vidual to its own higher ends (ibid., 427). In fact, when the state orders you to 
die, you are not being forced to do anything against your will; on the contrary, 
you are doing what you, as one of the organs of the true individual, really wants. 
Again, W. T. Jones (1969a, 139-140) explains: 

 
Accordingly, what the State wills is also willed by them, as its organs; there is no prob-
lem of consent, for there is no compulsion. What appears to be compulsion . . . is only 
the process of inducing a man to choose what he really wants, in distinction from what 
he mistakenly believes he wants. Compulsion is exercised only against his finite, tran-
sitory will, which, truly understood, is absorbed, and transcended, in the State's will. 
The citizen is not being forced against his will, because his real will is what the State 
wants for him.  
 

To wit: Freedom is obedience.  
Those who are inspired by Hegel tend to deny the reality, efficacy and value of 

the individual. See, for example, F. H. Bradley (1864-1924), the British idealist 
philosopher. The individual, Bradley says, is “not anything real” (1876, 156); 
apart from “the community” he is merely “an abstraction” (ibid.). Without the 
group, the greater social organism, the individual is nothing; his reality and 
value depends on his station and its duties: 

 
What he has to do depends on what his place is, what his function is, and that all comes 
from his station in the organism . . . a man’s life with its moral duties is in the main 
filled up by his station in that system of wholes which the state is . . . man is a social 
being; he is real only because he is social . . . The mere individual is a delusion of theory 
. . . (ibid., 157-258) 
 

Consequently, the individual must be ready to live and sacrifice for the group: 
“the pain of the part is often the good of the whole; that that good demands 
sometimes even the destruction of the part. The life of the whole is the end and 
for this all must be sacrificed” (ibid., 118). However, since the individual is not 
really real, there is only an illusory contradiction between the good will of the 
social organism and his “bad will” of his “private self” (ibid., 164-165). What 
happens is that the lower illusory self is sacrificed for the higher real self. Thus, 
“all morality” demands “the suppression of the self” (ibid., 275-276). 

Auguste Comte too advocated collectivism. Comte held the group as the basic 
unit of reality and, thus, of value. Accordingly, he also denied the reality and 
efficacy of the individual: “Man indeed, as an individual, cannot properly be said 
to exist, except in the too abstract brain of modern metaphysicians. Existence in 
the true sense can only be predicated of Humanity” (Comte 1844 [1908], 370). 
Having a “real existence,” the “Supreme Being,” Humanity, will make the indi-
vidual “recognize in it a power superior to his own, a power on which the whole 
destiny of his life depends, since the life of the individual is in every respect 
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subordinate to the evolution of the race” (ibid., 377-378). Individuals are organs 
of Humanity; the social organism (ibid., 402-403). Thus, the notion of individ-
ual rights is false and immoral (ibid., 402). In truth, Comte rejects individualism 
emphatically: 

 
Positivism recognises no right in anybody but the right to do his duty . . . Positivism 
only recognises duties, duties of all to all. Placing itself, as it does, at the social point 
of view, it cannot tolerate the notion of rights, for such notion rests on individualism. 
We are born under a load of obligations of every kind, obligations to our predecessors, 
to our successors, to our contemporaries . . . Rights, then, in the case of man, are as 
absurd as they are immoral. (1858, 331-333) 
 

Comte renounced the rights of man, including individual rights, as “dogma,” 
and along with it the classical liberal vision of a free society. This follows natu-
rally from Comte’s rejection of the Enlightenment’s view of the individual as es-
sentially rational. Instead, he held that most “think” with emotions, not brains. 
Only a small elite is fit for rational and scientific thought. This elite of scientific 
and technological experts should therefore control and organize society. Since 
the elite of experts cannot trust the inferior emotional masses, the expert state 
better control and plan everything (W. T. Jones 1969a, 173-174). 

Finally, l will wrap up this overview with Karl Marx (1818-1883), who not only 
espoused collectivism qua standard and system, from the metaphysical ground 
up all the way to his social and political philosophy, but who is also without a 
doubt one of the most influential thinkers of the last two hundred years. 

For Marx, we are not mainly individuals but “species-being” (Encyclopedia of 
Marxism, n.d.). The individual’s existence is “social activity.” What you make of 
yourself, you make “for society,” with your consciousness as a “social being” 
(Marx [1932] 1959, Private Property and Communism). We must stop thinking 
of society as an abstraction in relation to the individual; no, the individual is 
society or “the social being” (ibid.). “Man’s individual and species-life are not 
different,” says Marx (ibid.). Thus, by “man,” Marx means the species, i.e., the 
collective of mankind. 

“Death seems to be a harsh victory of the species over the particular individual 
and to contradict their unity,” says Marx. “But the particular individual is only 
a particular species-being, and as such mortal” (ibid.). The individual is, there-
fore, like an expendable cell or “species-being,” of the greater living organism: 
the species. 

One reason private property and the division of labor, i.e., capitalism, is unde-
sirable for Marx is precisely because it causes individualism and estranges “the 
life of the species and individual life.” Instead of identifying himself with the 
species, the individual will think of it as the means to his own personal ends. For 
the “estranged” individual, “man’s species-being” has become “alien to him,” 
and turned into “a means of his individual existence” (ibid., Estranged Labour). 
In the Communist Manifesto, Marx condemns “the bourgeoisie” for this egoism:  
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It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his “natural 
superiors” and has left remaining no other nexus between man and man than naked 
self-interest, than callous “cash payment.” It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies 
of religious fervor, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy 
water of egotistical calculation. (Marx and Engels 1848, Chapter 1) 
 

Accordingly, Marx rejects the principle of individual rights, including the right 
to property. Why? “The so-called rights of man,” he bemoans, “are nothing but 
. . . the rights of egoistic man” (Marx 1844) He also specifies that the right to 
liberty is practiced via the right to property, and the right to property is, in turn: 

 
the right to enjoy one’s property and to dispose of it at one’s discretion (à son gré), 
without regard to other men, independently of society, the right of self-interest. (ibid.) 
 

Thus, he condemns the rights of man qua individuals as none of them “go be-
yond egoistic man, beyond man as a member of civil society – that is, an indi-
vidual withdrawn into himself, into the confines of his private interests and pri-
vate caprice, and separated from the community.” “In the rights of man,” Marx 
complains that man is not “being conceived as a species-being” (ibid.). 

Marx envisions communism as the emancipation of the collective mankind, 
not the individual man. Indeed, communism is a precondition for the emanci-
pation, as it will make us re-identify, and re-merge, with the species. 

Under communism, the common resources will be distributed “From each ac-
cording to his ability, to each according to his needs” (Beck 1967, 290). Then, 
we will come to see that we are all one; that there is no you and I, only we and 
us. “Need or enjoyment” will lose “its egotistical nature” (Marx [1932] 1959, Pri-
vate Property and Communism). As born again species-beings, we will sacrifice 
according to ability, and the sacrifices will then be handed over to each accord-
ing to needs. Robert N. Beck observed that this new society is based on anything 
but new moral values: “indeed, Marx recognized them as old as Judeo-Christian 
tradition. But their acceptance for social organization—their social realization—
would be new” (Beck 1967, 290). 

However, the first step to Communism is a revolution, “the violent overthrow 
of the bourgeoisie” (Marx and Engels 1848, Chapter 1). The revolution will es-
tablish the proletariat as the “ruling class,” which will use physical force and 
coercion to “sweep away” the “old conditions of production” (ibid., Chapter 2). 
Since the bourgeois will not voluntarily hand over their property, we must ex-
pect “despotic inroads on the rights of property, and on the conditions of bour-
geois production” (ibid.). The resulting “dictatorship of the proletariat” (Marx 
1875, Chapter 4) or “socialist dictatorship” (Taras, n.d.) will do away with indi-
vidual rights and coercively abolish private property (which is the right to prac-
tice liberty and to pursue your self-interest). The state will initiate the use of 
physical force to take capital from “the bourgeoisie,” and centralize the “instru-
ments of production in the hands of the State” (Marx and Engels 1848, Chapter 
2). The purpose of the proletariat-ruled state is not to establish freedom, but 
“keep down one’s enemies by force” (Engels 1875). Therefore, the state will 
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suppress all resistance (Britannica 2017), “confiscate” all property of emigrants 
and “rebels” (Marx and Engels 1848, Chapter 2). Such a centralized and dicta-
torial system of government, requiring complete subservience to the state, is, of 
course, totalitarian. 

In this context, we see, firsthand, the philosophical roots of the collectivist 
perspective underlying the academic notion of the social responsibilities of busi-
ness and businesspeople. Now we know the facts justifying Peikoff’s succinct 
identification: “Collectivism holds that, in human affairs, the collective—society, 
the community, the nation, the proletariat, the race, etc.—is the unit of reality 
and the standard of value” (1982, 17). 

So far, we have seen some of the evidence that conventional ethics generally ar-
gues for unselfishness and altruism. We have identified the altruist essence of 
traditional morality, that is to say: the good is to sacrifice ourselves to others. 
Who are the others? The common answer is, as we have seen, the collective. 
Collectivism is, in other words, the common form of altruism. The evidence pri-
marily consists of the fact that a long line of Western thought shapers, going 
back to Jesus, have argued for altruism and collectivism. With this in mind, I 
will next identify the nature of the conventional moral case for free enterprise. 
As we will see, many have, as expected, argued for it on the grounds of altruism 
and collectivism. That mainstream defenders of free enterprise cannot help but 
defend it on altruistic and collectivistic grounds, thus, provides new and addi-
tional evidence for the anti-business tendency and its roots in conventional 
ethics. The new and additional evidence of the influence of conventional ethics 
in framing the discussions in business ethics and shaping the modern academic 
notion of CSR, consists of the fact that some of the most prominent defenders 
of business and capitalism, going back to Adam Smith, have argued on an altru-
istic or collectivistic base. This fact thereby reinforces the conclusion that the 
source of the anti-business mentality is widespread and deep-seated. 

To get a flavor of the typical altruist-collectivist justification of business, 
consider the argument advanced by Bernard Mandeville (1670-1733). A phrase 
originating in the subtitle of Mandeville’s book, The Fable of the Bees (1714), 
aptly sums up the argument: “Private Vices, Publick Benefits.” Vandenberg and 
DeHart (n.d.) explain: 

 
Rather than giving a lengthy argument proving that private vice can be useful, Man-
deville illustrates in the Fable that vice can be disguised, and yet is necessary in the 
attainment of collective goods, thus resulting in a paradox of “private vices, public 
benefits”. For instance, and to take one of Mandeville’s central examples, pride is a 
vice, and yet without pride there would be no fashion industry, as individuals would 
lack the motivation to buy new and expensive clothes with which to try and impress 
their peers. If pride were eradicated tomorrow, the result would leave hundreds of 
companies bankrupt, prompt mass unemployment, risk the collapse of industry, and 
in turn devastate both the economic security and with it the military power of the 
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British commercial state. Similarly, and on a smaller scale, without thieves there 
would be no locksmiths, without quarrels over property, no lawyers, and so on. 
 

Nevertheless, this is certainly no moral justification for “vices” such as selfish-
ness. True enough. In fact, F.B. Kaye ([1732] 1988) notes that Mandeville’s “con-
ception of virtue proclaimed that no action was virtuous if inspired by selfish 
emotion” (V§3). Being conventional, Mandeville did not originate this view-
point: “This conception of morality was no invention of Mandeville’s. He merely 
adopted the creed of two great popular groups of the period” (ibid.). 

While considering the profit motive, Mandeville is not arguing that vices turn 
into virtues because of their “public benefits.” The argument is that the sum of 
private vices somehow cause public benefits. Vandenberg and DeHart elabo-
rate: 

 
Crucially, however, Mandeville did not claim a paradox of private vice, public vir-
tue. The “benefits” that arose from individually vicious actions were morally com-
promised due to their being rooted in private self-seeking—one of Mandeville’s 
starkest challenges to his contemporaries, and a point which makes his funda-
mental philosophical commitments difficult to interpret. (n.d.) 

 
Although the self-seeking profit motive is immoral we should nevertheless go 
along with it for the aggregate good. This is clearly not a moral justification for 
self-interest; it is, at most, an argument for tolerating it. But, there is no such 
thing as “tolerating” the good. Finally, and in any event, note that the entire ar-
gument rests on an altruistic-collectivistic standard: vicious private self-seeking 
behavior is only bearable if and when it serves the public benefits, i.e., the good 
of others in general, not the self. 

I will now take a closer look and investigate the arguments from two famous 
spokespeople for capitalism: Adam Smith and Milton Friedman. I pick Fried-
man because I want a modern contrast to Adam Smith. When studying what 
these figures have to say in favor of free enterprise, I will be looking at their 
attitude towards self-interest and, then, by implication, towards the profit mo-
tive. I want to know whether and how they attempt to square the self-interested 
profit motive with the conventional view that selfishness is wrong and that un-
selfishness is right.  

2.2.1 Adam Smith 

Adam Smith (1723-1790) is one of the most influential advocates of free market 
economics. Among social science books published before 1950, Smith’s The 
Wealth of Nations ([1776] 2017) is the second most cited (Green 2016).  

In Wealth of Nations, Smith says that it is not unselfish benevolence, but self-
love that motivates people to serve the public good. However, it is a misconcep-
tion that Smith was in favor of moral egoism and, thus, economic egoism. The 
more complicated reality is portrayed in Smith’s treatise on morality, The The-
ory of Moral Sentiments ([1759] 2017). The book is supposed to show that “self-
interested human beings can live together peacefully (in the moral sphere)” 
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(Adam Smith Institute 2019). Here is an example of the selfish rich living in 
“harmony” with others by unintentionally doing some moral good by benefitting 
others: 
 

[The rich] consume little more than the poor; and in spite of their natural selfish-
ness and greed, and despite the fact that they are guided only by their own con-
venience, and all they want to get from the labours of their thousands of employ-
ees is the gratification of their own empty and insatiable desires, they do share 
with the poor the produce of all their improvements . . . They are led by an invis-
ible hand to share out life’s necessities in just about the same way that they would 
have been shared out if the earth been divided into equal portions among all its 
inhabitants. And so without intending it, without knowing it, they advance the 
interests of the society as a whole, and provide means for the survival of the spe-
cies (Smith [2017] 1759, 98. My emphasis.) 

 
Obviously, this example is not a moral justification for self-interest. The stand-
ard of value is not the good of the individual, not his life, happiness or interests, 
but, “the interests of the society as a whole.” What Smith tries to show is just 
that there is or at least can be some kind of harmony between morality and self-
interest. Later, Smith makes the same argument in Wealth of Nations ([1776] 
2017): despite the selfishness of profit-seeking such businesspeople still, some-
how, end up doing good for others; society. “Led by an invisible hand” they are 
somehow unintentionally serving others, the poor, and more broadly “the inter-
ests of society.” Thus it is tolerable for them to act on their self-interested profit 
motive. 

In Theory of Moral Sentiments, there is an extensive discussion on “the virtue 
of prudence.” Smith defines “prudence” as the “care of the health, the fortune, 
and the rank and reputation of the individual” ([1759] 2017, 114). Strictly speak-
ing, prudence it is not selfishness or egoism. Still, the two concepts are related, 
as you cannot be indifferent to your health and fortune, and simultaneously con-
cerned with your self-interest. With that in mind, here is Smith on prudence: 

 
In short, when prudence aims merely at taking care of the individual person’s 
health, fortune, and rank and reputation, though it’s regarded as a most respect-
worthy and even somewhat likeable and agreeable quality, it is never regarded 
as one the most endearing or ennobling of the virtues. It commands a certain 
cold esteem, but seems not to be entitled to any ardent love or admiration. (ibid. 
My emphasis.) 

 
Smith doubts that anyone would ever give prudence morality’s warm embrace. 
Later, however, Smith gives us a telling example of someone worthy of moral 
admiration: 

 
The patriot who lays down his life for the safety of this society—or even for its 
vain-glory!—appears to do precisely the right thing. He appears to view himself 
in the way the impartial spectator has to view him, as merely one of the multi-
tude, of no more importance than any of the others, and as bound at all times to 
sacrifice and devote himself to the safety, the service, and even the glory of the 
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greater number. Although this sacrifice seems to be perfectly right and proper, 
we know how hard it is to make it and how few people are capable of making it. 
So someone who does sacrifice himself in this way arouses not only our entire 
approval but our highest wonder and admiration; he seems to deserve all the 
applause that the most heroic virtue can deserve. (ibid., 121. My emphasis.) 

 
Let us now explicate what has, so far, only been implicit, namely that Smith is 
over and over again trying to justify why we should excuse self-interst. The jus-
tification is that it benefits others. Which others? A collective. So, a good person 
is an altruist who sacrifices for society: “The wise and virtuous man is always 
willing for his own private interest to be sacrificed to the public interest of his 
own particular order or society. He is always willing, too, for the interests of this 
order or society to be sacrificed to the greater interests of the state of which it is 
a subordinate part” (ibid., 125). Adam Smith, “the father of capitalism,” argued 
for capitalism on distinctly altruistic and collectivistic grounds.  

2.2.2 Milton Friedman 

Milton Friedman is one of the most influential economists of the 20th century. 
The Library of Economics and Liberty (2019) describes him as “the twentieth 
century’s most prominent advocate of free markets.”  

What does Milton Friedman have to say about the morality of business and 
capitalism? What, if anything, does he have to say about the inherently selfish 
profit motive? Considering Friedman’s influence, his views on these questions 
will give a good indication of how conventional views on ethics shape the way 
many morally evaluate commercial enterprise.  

In Capitalism and Freedom (1962), Friedman discusses the notion that the 
“social responsibility” of a business goes beyond and above that of making prof-
its for the owners. In his discussion, he brings up a laundry list of issues with 
the idea that a business should do anything else than generate profits. He holds 
that there is only one “social responsibility of business” and that is to “increase 
its profits” (for shareholders). As long as it “stays within the rules of the game, 
which is to say, engages in open and free competition, without deception or 
fraud” (ibid., 132). But, he never goes to the heart of the matter: Is the selfish 
profit motive moral? 

At one point, however, he says: 
 

It is the responsibility of the rest of us to establish a framework of law such that 
an individual in pursuing his own interest is, to quote Adam Smith again, “led by 
an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it 
always the worse for the society that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own 
interest, he frequently promotes that of the society more effectively than when he 
really intends to promote it. I have never known much good done by those who 
affected to trade for the public good.” (ibid., 133) 
 

Thus, he implies that if individuals are free to act on the self-profit motive, this 
will somehow bring about “the public good.” As this passage implies, the proper 
beneficiary of your actions is society, not you. The standard of value is the 
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interests of society, not the self-interest of the individual. This is collectivism 
qua standard. And again, this is not a moral justification for the profit motive 
itself; at most, it is a moral justification for putting up with economic egoism as 
the amoral or immoral means to some “higher” collectivist end. That is to say, 
the profit motive is not morally justified on selfish grounds, but because it leads 
to some social good. In the final analysis, Friedman’s objection to the idea that 
businesses should have any other “social responsibility” than making money for 
the owners is that it will not serve society’s interests.  

In his 1970 New York Times Magazine article, “The Social Responsibility of 
Business is to Increase its Profits,” Friedman argues against the idea that busi-
nesses should do anything except generate profits. However, none of his objec-
tions are concerned with the moral status of the profit motive itself. He notes 
that: “In the present climate of opinion, with its widespread aversion to ‘capi-
talism,’ ‘profits,’ the ‘soulless corporation’ and so on, this [talking about “social 
responsibility” as going beyond and above making profits] is one way for a cor-
poration to generate goodwill as a by-product of expenditures that are entirely 
justified on its own self-interest” (Friedman 1970). Although he is aware of peo-
ple’s “aversion” to profits, he never morally defends the profit motive’s inher-
ently selfish nature. 

Friedman is aware that many morally disapprove of capitalism because it is 
the system of the profit motive, i.e., egoism. In “Is Capitalism Humane?”, Fried-
man (1978) notes that capitalism “has repelled people, it has driven them away 
from supporting it, because they have thought it emphasized self-interest in a 
narrow way. They were repelled by the idea of people pursuing their own inter-
ests rather than some broader interests” (ibid.). Again, he never even attempts 
to offer a moral justification for the “idea of people pursuing their own inter-
ests,” i.e., selfishness. Instead, he explicitly describes “the idea of people pursu-
ing their own interests,” i.e., selfishness, as a “crass” amoral fact of life. It just 
so happens that under capitalism, the social sanctions align our self-interest to 
bring about outcomes better serving “broader interests.” This, again, means that 
the moral justification for capitalism is that it serves “broader interests,” not 
self-interest (ibid.). 

Still, Friedman comes out in favor of capitalism because for “a society to be at 
once humane and to give opportunity for great human achievements it is neces-
sary that the small minority of people who do not have materialistic objectives 
have the greatest degree of freedom.” For a society to be “humane,” it must max-
imize freedom to “the small minority who” are not acting on the profit motive, 
i.e., who are not selfish. The profit motive may not be outright evil, but it’s cer-
tainly not what will make a society humane, i.e., altruistic, i.e., moral. 

In the end, then, we can see that Friedman offers a variation of the same al-
truist-collectivist line of argument that Smith did two hundred years or so be-
fore. In essence, he tries to show, like Smith, that the many (selfish) vices of 
profit-oriented businesspeople will, under capitalism, somehow serve the 
broader social interests. Under proper social conditions, individuals’ self-inter-
est will serve as the subordinated means of the greater good of society’s inter-
ests. 
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This essay reveals that moral premises fundamentally at odds with the profit 
motive prejudice much of business ethics against business. 

In most business ethics texts, the message is that morality is to care for “oth-
ers” such as society, stakeholders, general welfare, the public good, the public, 
the people, the community, generic human well-being (Velasquez 2006, 9-10, 
35, 41; Crane and Matten 2004, 77; Mellahi and Wood 2003, 7, 146; Audi 2009, 
19; Stewart 1996, 9; Weiss 1998, 7, 5-6, 82, 252; Peterson and O.C. Ferrell 2005, 
4-5; Spinello 2019, 13; Hoffman, Frederick, and Schwartz 2014, 2; Jennings 
2009, 74; Shaw and Barry 2015, 5, 16-17; Hartman, DesJardins, and MacDon-
ald, 2017, 17; Collins 2012, 26, 31; Grace and Cohen 2010, 5, 27, 67-68; Norman 
and Werhane 2005, 3, 103-104; Fraedrich, Ferrell, and Ferrell 2011, 17; Buch-
holtz and Carroll 2012, 248; Treviño and Nelson 2007, 25). 

Given this altruist notion of morality, it is only logical that many business eth-
icists have moral misgivings of the self-interested profit motive. In truth, most 
texts argue that self-interest and the business scandals it causes are why we need 
business ethics in the first place. The purpose of business ethics is to ethically 
constrain the desire to make money (Stewart 1996, 10-12; Crane and Matten 
2004, 81-82; Velasquez 2006, 35, 37-38, 40-41; Spinello 2019, 13-14, 20, 40; 
Grace and Cohen 2010, xii; Collins 2012, 4-8, 18-20; Treviño and Nelson 2007, 
3-6; Jennings 2009, xiii; Fraedrich, Ferrell, and Ferrell 2011, 8-10;  Shaw and 
Barry 2015, vii; Hartman, DesJardin, and MacDonald 2017, 4, 17; Mellahi and 
Wood 2003, 6-7; Peterson and O.C. Ferrell 2005, 40; Schwartz 2017, 4, 17; 
Wicks et al. 2010, 33-35, 50-51).  

The moral-philosophical opposition to self-interest is profound. Many busi-
ness ethicists hold that ethics is not even supposed to advance one’s interest. 
They feel it is wrong to justify ethics on self-interest. The moral intolerance and 
skepticism of the profit motive is the reason why many business ethics texts fail 
to provide an even-handed description of most businesspeople and businesses. 
Business ethics tends to give an unfair and misleading representation of capi-
talists, managers, and entrepreneurs. The observations add to the realization 
that the presentation is skewed against the profit motive, and thus, business. 
And, if taken seriously, people will draw invalid conclusions about businesspeo-
ple and the world of business. 

In conclusion, the essay shows that many, if not most, business ethicists share 
the general view that ethics equals unselfishness. Consequently, business ethics 
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is more concerned with getting businesspeople to serve others altruistically than 
helping them earn profits egoistically. To restrain businesspeople’s “greed,” not 
help them make money, is the fundamental justification for business ethics. The 
emphasis is on morally subjugating the next Kenneth Lay, not on morally em-
powering Jeff Bezos. The main finding and contribution here—the anti-business 
bias in business ethics—is a serious issue deserving critical attention. 

This essay shows that when taken seriously, conventional ethics fails to provide 
a moral justification for business. 

To show this, we explore the meaning and implications of three conventional 
ethical theories: Christian ethics, Kantian ethics, and Utilitarian ethics. These 
theories morally reject selfishness and, thereby, the essence of business: the 
egoistic profit motive.  

We also show how this anti-egoist perspective expresses itself in two fields, 
namely business and business ethics. In business, we provide examples of what 
businesses, and businesspeople, regard as proof of their virtue. In business eth-
ics, we show that many business ethicists dichotomize ethics and self-interest 
and, thus, imply that the profit motive is amoral or immoral. For example, we 
document that many business ethics textbooks convey that business is one thing 
and ethics another, suggesting that selfishness and profits belong in one cate-
gory and unselfishness and ethics in another. In other words, many texts dichot-
omize for-profit enterprise and ethics.  

We show that conventional business ethics can, at most, only justify the means 
of business, but fails to justify the end of business. Thus, this shows that con-
ventional ethics is fundamentally incompatible with business. Yet, much of the 
business ethics literature does not seem to grasp fully (or sincerely believe in) 
the meaning of that dichotomy. The essay goes on to show that many feel that 
business is either, at best, amoral or, at worst, immoral. Some business ethicists 
agree; when taken seriously, ethics implies, at the very least, that we must reg-
ulate and restrain the selfish profit motive or find ways to somehow make eco-
nomic egoism co-exist with the demands of unselfishness (e.g., Jones et. al. 
2005, 19; Velasquez 2006, 10; Audi 2009, 130; Treviño and Nelson 2007, 24-
25; Buchholtz and Carroll 2012, 245; Jennings 2009, xiii).  

To summarize, the essay shows that common perspectives on ethics are in-
compatible with the profit motive, and thus business as such. The business man-
ager, who wants to be good by conventional standards, will always face a clash 
or contradiction between the moral and the practical. If we take conventional 
ethics seriously, we must recognize this contradiction—between profiting our-
selves and doing good—and that it offers no moral justification for business as 
such. This conclusion is the main contribution of this article and a serious prob-
lem for anyone in business and business ethics. 
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This essay shows that nearly every modern academic conceptualization of CSR 
is an expression of collectivism qua standard. 

A careful reading of the primary literature shows that the multiple diverse no-
tions of CSR state or imply that the collective (e.g., society, the nation, the pub-
lic, the common good) is the standard of value. Thus, CSR is an expression of 
collectivism. For or against, most academics hold that it is mostly about max-
imizing shareholder profits or stakeholder values, almost everyone comes at it 
from the same collectivist perspective. 

Specifically, the essay starts by showing that there are two broad groupings of 
the modern academic notions of CSR. Friedman (1962, 1970), among others, 
says that the social responsibility of a business is to make profits for the owners. 
However, Freeman (1984) states that the social responsibility is to serve every-
one, not just the owners. The former view is known as the traditional view 
(Buchholz 1991), the antisocial responsibility position (Jones 1980), the domi-
nant model (Freeman 1994), the shareholder primacy (Jones and Felps 2013, 
209), or the economic perspective (Heikkurinen and Mäkinen 2018). The latter 
view is known as the stakeholder theory or stakeholderism (Jones 1980; Don-
aldson and Preson 1995; Bebchuk and Tallarita 2020) and the ethical view 
(Windsor 2006; Heikkurinen and Mäkinen 2018). The two views are also cate-
gorized as monism and pluralism (Dunfee 1999). In the pluralist camp, there is 
also the critical perspective (Heikkurinen and Mäkinen 2018). According to the 
critical perspective, which this essay refers to as the cynical view, CSR went from 
(supposedly) being about serving the common good to now being a rationaliza-
tion for shareholder wealth maximization. Furthermore, the essay distinguishes 
two forms of stakeholderism, namely sincere and cynical. Finally, the essay rec-
ognizes that the so-called shareholder model is tied to free-market economics, 
the ideology of classical liberalism, and the system of individual freedom. 

The essay distills the conceptual lay of the land to two broad approaches to 
CSR, namely shareholder-individualism and sincere or cynical stakeholder-col-
lectivism. While it encapsulates something real and valid, the essay goes further, 
laying bare that the many modern academic notions of CSR are only variations 
of a common, underlying theme; a fundamental similarity. This study thereby 
shows that both advocates and critics of CSR agree with the same collectivist 
outlook regarding the purpose of business and the role of businesspeople. Re-
gardless of whether they believe social responsibility is about maximizing prof-
its or serving a social whole, or whether they think that it is a sincere effort or 
scam, they all hold that some collective good is the proper standard of value. 

Furthermore, this demonstrates that while dominant views on CSR are super-
ficially in opposition, in truth, they are merely different expressions of the same 
central and omnipresent premise: collectivism. Additionally, it disproves the 
notion that the academic notion of CSR has gone from being about serving so-
ciety to now being about serving capitalists. The result, and contribution, is a 
helpful, sweeping, and synthesizing perspective on the many modern academic 
notions of CSR.  
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Theoretically, this study has contributed mainly to uncovering a deep and sig-
nificant flaw in much of contemporary business ethics. Practically, this uncov-
ering has also revealed an immense unrecognized injustice toward businesspeo-
ple. 

Generally, my research shows that conventional ethics of self-sacrifice, as exem-
plified by Christian, Kantian and Utilitarian ethics, rejects the profit motive as 
a moral end in itself. Accordingly, this study implies that many business ethi-
cists fail to morally justify businesspeople’s commercial purpose and the com-
panies they own and run. Indeed. Since much of current business ethics builds 
on the same pro-altruist/anti-egoist perspective, my analysis adds to and rein-
forces the dissertation’s theoretical foundation by providing ample examples 
demonstrating that the accepted morality is, in essence, incompatible with busi-
ness profits. One more specific example of this is the modern academic under-
standing of corporate social responsibility, according to which the businesspeo-
ple’s moral duty is to serve others. In a sense, then, the academic notion of CSR 
is just one more manifestation of the prevailing ethics of unselfishness. This 
synthesis provides a new illuminating and unifying perspective on CSR; thus, 
this integration of business ethics on the micro and macro level should help clar-
ify CSR’s meaning significantly. 

What the foregoing points signify is that current business ethics is broken. As 
this dissertation establishes, contrary to what is commonly believed, there is no 
way to reconcile the egoism of the profit motive with the anti-egoism/pro-altru-
ism of conventional ethics. Thus, a new approach is needed. By implication, my 
dissertation calls for a new foundation for a genuinely profit-centric business 
ethics. 

Even though this dissertation has approached the subject of business ethics 
from the moral framework of rational egoism, this dissertation does not defend 
rational egoism, inside or outside business ethics. While my work establishes 
problems within current business ethics—and the need to seek out an alterna-
tive approach in the first place—a complete discussion on that alternative, along 
with a study of the morality of egoism, lies beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
On the surface, scutinizing problems within the status quo of business ethics 
may not seem the most fruitful way forward, but I argue that it is necessary to 
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do the ground work, in great detail, as this dissertation does, to be able to move 
the field forward. 

That said, it is my view that bringing about a harmonious relationship between 
business and ethics would necessitate adopting some version of rational egoism. 
Even though many equate ethics with altruism, there is no logical or historical 
justification for doing so. Logically, the dictionary defines “morality” as “princi-
ples concerning the distinction between right and wrong or good and bad be-
havior” (Lexico 2021b). Unless one insists on equating the differentia of an al-
truistic morality with the genus of morality, there is no prima facie justification 
for excluding egoism from the broader category of morality. Historically, egoism 
has had its share of reputable defenders. For instance, many ancient Greek phi-
losophers argued for some version of selfishness: the Greek Sophists, Socrates, 
Plato, Aristotle, the Cynics, Cyrenaics, Stoics, and Epicureans (Österberg 1988). 
On a related note, I am also aware that there is a growing interest in pre-Chris-
tian virtue ethics in business ethics (Hartman 2013); as such, it represents a 
small step in the right direction—away from the mainstream altruist ethics. 

Businesspeople, who start, organize and ceaselessly improve the division of la-
bor of the economy, need and deserve moral guidance and approval no less than 
people in other crucial fields like science, technology, medicine, and education. 
After all, businesspeople create the material values that human flourishing re-
quires; most goods and services and most jobs. That current business ethicists 
cannot offer businesspeople an ethical justification for their desire and ability 
to create wealth through honest value-creation and voluntary trade is nothing 
but a tremendous injustice. More, no institution or practice can survive without 
a moral base. This lack of a moral sanction has practical implications for busi-
nesspeople who do not get the recognition they deserve and for all of us who 
value business for its enormous contributions to human flourishing.

All research is inevitably and necessarily limited. No one can examine every-
thing in excruciating detail. To overcome this issue, I have made sure to base 
my research on the seminal texts in the relevant field. Generally, I have gone out 
of my way only to review the most pertinent and influential works, often the 
central primary sources. Also, I have conscientiously worked on integrating my 
observations with a range of facts from the culture at large. To avoid parochial-
ism and compartmentalization, I have taken steps to check my claims and con-
clusions in light of the history of ideas. On the whole, then, my data is built on a 
wide-ranging survey of each research subject, enabling me to validate my gen-
eralizations.
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Whetten said: “Theoretical critiques should propose remedies or alternatives . . 
. Otherwise, it is difficult to know whether the original is indeed inferior, or 
simply the best we can do in a very complex world” (1989, 493). Since I have 
spotlighted underlying moral philosophical issues in contemporary business 
ethics, I owe it to my readers to indicate what could and should be done about 
that. While most business ethicists gloss over the dichotomy between ethics and 
the profit motive or settle for only justifying business means but not the end 
(profits), some try to reconcile business egoism with the conventional business 
ethics of altruism. However, a few business ethicists seem to be aware of the 
problem my research has exposed. They know that there is, or appears to be, a 
clash between the anti-egoist perspective (implicitly) shared by many business 
ethicists and the egoism of business. As an example, Norman E. Bowie (2002), 
arguably the leading Kant-inspired business ethicist, reminds us of the often-
overlooked inconvenient context: 

 
It is a central tenet of Kant’s moral philosophy that an action is only truly moral if it is 
morally motivated. Truly moral actions cannot be contaminated by motives of self-
interest. Since the good acts of even the most enlightened corporations are almost al-
ways justified in part on the grounds that such actions are profitable, it appears that 
even the best actions of the best corporations are not truly moral. (9) 
 

Unlike most, Bowie confronts the issue of how to unite mainstream moral the-
ories, such as Kantian duty ethics, with business. For this, he deserves credit. 
However, my hypothesis is that future research will further show that his and 
others’ attempts to reconcile businesspeople’s desire to make money and non-
egoist ethics are unsuccessful. It would be worthwhile to prove this hypothesis 
by reviewing and considering the arguments of Bowie and others. I anticipate 
that a detailed study would show that the problems are even more profound 
than first feared. 

No matter how nicely we try to put it, the issue with combining the egoism of 
the profit motive with the anti-egoism/pro-altruism of conventional ethics re-
mains. That is why, ultimately, the way ahead is to seriously (re)consider ra-
tional egoism as an alternative to the status quo.  

In the final analysis, I think that business ethicists should rethink accepted 
moral beliefs and consider rational egoism. While some important work has 
been done (Locke 1993, 2000a, 2000b; Locke and Woiceshyn 1995; Locke and 
Becker 1998; Woiceshyn 2011; Hicks 2003; Agarwal 2016, 2017; White 2020; 
Allison 2009, 2016), a lot more needs to be done. 
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