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Today’s Session
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Psychological 

Egoism

Evolution of 

Cooperation and 

Morality

https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=surprising+homeless



Learning Objectives for This Session

- Discuss how traditional motivational theories explain selfless 
behavior

- Understand the central ideas and concepts behind psychological 
egoism

- Discuss the empirical challenges in identifying whether people 
have ultimately selfless desires

- Understand how non-human Great Apes‘ social lives differ from 
ours

- Understand how two evolutionary steps shaped cooperative and 
moral inclinations in humans
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Psychological Egoism

https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=surprising+homeless



Is Motivation Always About Oneself?
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Is Motivation Always About Oneself?
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Some acts seem to be motivated by 

selfless desires. Acts that are motivated 

by such desires are called altruistic.

Is Motivation Always About Oneself?
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https://www.gofundme.com/
https://www.buildon.org

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2010/nov/27/threw-myself-on-exploding-grenade
https://www.hawaiibusiness.com/i-donated-a-kidney-to-a-stranger-you-might-consider-it-too/
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How do traditional motivational 
theories explain such acts?



“Psychological egoism […] is the view that all voluntary 

action is motivated by self-interest, or, to put it another way: 

we always act selfishly. The opposing view […] is the view 

that not all voluntary actions are motivated by self-interest.”

Tiberius, V. (2023), Moral psychology. A contemporary introduction (2). 

Routledge, p. 42.

Psychological Egoism
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Instrumental desires: “An instrumental desire for x is a desire that 

depends on a further desire for something else to which x is a 

means.”

Ultimate desires: “An ultimate desire is a desire for something for 

its own sake, not because it is a means to anything else.”

Psychological Egoism
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Tiberius (2023), p. 44

Ultimate
Desire

Instrumental
Desire Action

Have a positive 
self-image

Help the poor Donate money



12

Are people ever motivated by 
ultimately selfless desires?

How could you test this?



Psychological Egoism: Evidence for instrumental 

desires in helping
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103117303451/pdfft?md5=7cc0f20dc7c083e1d6bfa99e747cc07
c&pid=1-s2.0-S0022103117303451-main.pdf



Psychological Egoism:

Empathy-Altruism-Hypothesis
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- Empathy-helping-relationship: Empathy boosts prosocial 

behavior (Yin & Wang, 2023)

- Empathy-altruism-hypothesis: (Batson, 1987)

- Empathy should only increase other-concerned desires but 

not self-concerned desires

- If empathy boosts prosocial behavior, then prosocial

behavior is motivated by other-concerned/selfless desires

- Psychological egoism is false



Psychological Egoism:

Empathy-Altruism-Hypothesis
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Alternative interpretation:

- Negative state relief model: (Cialdini et al., 1987) 

- Seeing someone suffer puts us in a negative state (distress, 
sadness, guilt, …)

- Empathy increases the intensity of these emotions, thereby 
increasing the ultimately selfish desire to relieve us of that state

- The empathy-helping-relationship is explained by the increased
selfish desire to reduce the distress of not helping

- Psychological egoism might still be true



Psychological Egoism:

Empathy-Altruism-Hypothesis
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Psychological Egoism: Summary

- Psychological egoism is the empirical claim 

that all voluntary action is ultimately selfish

- Difficulty: How do we know a desire is 

ultimate?

- Relationship between empathy and helping 

suggests motivating role of other-concerned 

emotions
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Evolution of Cooperation and 

Morality



Excursion: Altruism among kin

- Not individuals but their genes are the object of natural 

selection

- Altruism towards individuals with shared genetic 

information (kin) indirectly benefits the reproduction of 

some of the actor‘s genes

- Simplified: “We help related individuals because it is good 

for the reproduction of our genes.”

- But what about non-kin-altruism?
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Hamilton, W. D. (1964).
The genetical evolution of social behavior.

Journal of Theoretical Biology, 7, 1–52.



- Social life of nonhuman great apes is characterized by 

rule of dominance

- Those who get what they want are those with the most 

physical force

- Helping and cooperation is also part of great apes‘ social 

lives, but only under specific circumstances

Cooperation in Great Ape Societies
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Thomasello & Vaish (2013)



Helping:

- Low-cost: Chimpanzees show spontaneous, targeted 

helping behavior towards humans and other chimpanzees

- High-cost: Costly helping and sharing (e.g., food) follows 

reciprocity or kinship

Cooperation in Great Ape Societies
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Thomasello & Vaish (2013)



Collaboration:

- Chimpanzees, in contrast to other monkey species, 

collaborate with nonkin for fights

- Chimpanzees forage almost always individually

- Rare exceptions: Coordinated hunts for small monkeys

- Not interested in joint goals or activities but aware when 

they need to collaborate for their own goals

Cooperation in Great Ape Societies
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Thomasello & Vaish (2013)



Cooperation in Great Ape Societies
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Thomasello & Vaish (2013)
https://vimeo.com/55035079



Cooperative Organization of Human Societies
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Thomasello & Vaish (2013)

Subsistence Collaborative foraging, including 10-50% of time for helping each 
other

Property Property rules are accepted and enforced by society, wide-
spread culture of food sharing

Childcare Collaborative childcare, where mothers do the majority of work 
but others are involved as well (up to ~50%)

Communication Active teaching of children, informing others of things that might 
be interesting to them

Politics Egalitarian foraging groups, social competence instead of 
physical dominance

Norms Public social and moral rules that “everyone knows”, third-party 
enforcement of rules (individual and institutional)



Individual Intentionality

Joint Intentionality

Collective Intentionality

“We” before “me”

Self-
interest

Morality of right and wrong
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Two Evolutionary Steps:

The Interdependence Hypothesis

Pressure for
cultural

organization

Collaborative 
foraging

Illustrations: https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-origins-of-human-morality/

6 million years 
before present

400,000 years 
before present

100,000 years 
before present

Thomasello & Vaish (2013)



First Evolutionary Step:

Collaborative Foraging

- Changes in ecology required humans to become collaborative 

foragers

- Individuals became interdependent with one another (joint 

intentionality): If the other is in trouble, it is good for me to help 

them

- Social pressure: Being perceived as a good collaborator 

becomes important

- Result: Individuals help those with whom they are 

interdependent, share collaborative spoils, feel answerable to 

others for being a good partner
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Thomasello & Vaish (2013)



Second Evolutionary Step:

Pressure for Cultural Organization

- Increasing competition between human groups

- Groups increase in size, collaborative functioning becomes even 

more important

- With increasing group size, more and more interactions are not 

based on personal interaction history of the individuals but on 

group membership alone

- This requires collective understanding of the norms of the group

- Actions are regulated by agent-neutral, impersonal social norms

→ Morality
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Thomasello & Vaish (2013)
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Does this align with your 
understanding of morality?
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Assuming a parent’s desire to care for their child 
is the result of evolutionary processes:

Is this desire ultimately
selfless?



Evolution of Cooperation and Morality: Summary

- Nonhuman great apes‘ social life is 

characterized by physical dominance and 

reciprocity

- Two evolutionary steps toward 

„ultracooperative“ human societies:

- Need to forage collaboratively, joint 

intentionality between partners

- Competition between groups, growing 

group size, collective intentionality
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Key (Mandatory) Reading on the Evolution of 

Cooperation and Morality

Tomasello, M., & Vaish, A. (2013). 

Origins of human cooperation and 

morality. Annual Review of 

Psychology, 64(1), 231–255. 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-

psych-113011-143812
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(Optional) Reading on Psychological Egoism

Tiberius, V. (2023). Moral psychology. A 

contemporary introduction (2nd edition). 

Routledge.

https://cla.umn.edu/about/
directory/profile/tiberiusa 32


