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Abstract

Moral egoism and altruism, two rival paradigms for explaining human
motives, have long been central to philosophical debate. The central
question is whether transcendent philosophy can explain “loving
altruism” as a level of action motivated solely by the good of another,
and whether this account offers a fundamental critique of Hobbes’s
egoistic reductionism. The study critically examines the foundations
of Hobbes’s egoism and Motahhari’s innate altruism and assesses the
possibility of loving altruism. The study is analytical-comparative: it
reconstructs Hobbes’s egoism from his ontological and
anthropological foundations, explains Motahhari’s view of the twofold
nature of the human being, and critically compares the foundations of
both views. Through his materialist and mechanistic presuppositions,
Hobbes portrays the human being as selfish, whose actions, even
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seemingly altruistic ones, all reduce to self-love, sensory pleasure, and
physical survival. Motahhari, by contrast, distinguishes the “lower
self” from the “superior self” and, emphasizing the divine fitrat as the
source of authentic moral inclinations, explains two levels of altruism:
calculative (oriented toward self-perfection) and loving (oriented
toward the good of another without any personal motive). Hobbes’s
egoism is not a comprehensive description of human nature but a
product of confining existence to matter and denying the metaphysical
dimensions of the human being. Motahhari, by accepting the gradation
of existence, the substantial motion of the soul, and the distinction
between fitrat and nature, offers a justified account of altruism.
Hobbes’s egoism therefore leads to ethical relativism, whereas
Motahhari’s innate altruism grounds a universal and stable ethics.

Introduction

The question of what fundamentally motivates human action lies at
the heart of moral philosophy. Psychological egoism holds that all
human actions, even seemingly altruistic ones, are ultimately
reducible to self-interest, pleasure, or survival, whereas psychological
altruism maintains that human beings possess genuine, irreducible
inclinations toward the good of others. This article examines the two
positions through the philosophical systems of Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679) and Morteza Motahhari (1920-1979). Hobbes developed
one of the most rigorous theories of psychological egoism in Western
philosophy. His mechanistic materialism, rejection of the immaterial
soul, and individualism produced a pessimistic view of human nature:
in the state of nature, human beings are driven by competition,
diffidence, and glory, and even the social contract arises not from
innate sociability but from the rational calculation that peace better
serves self-preservation. Motahhari, a leading representative of Neo-
Sadrian philosophy, draws on Mulla Sadra’s transcendent philosophy
to reject materialist reductionism. Distinguishing the “lower self”
from the “superior self,” and nature (tabi'a) from fitrat (innate human
nature), he locates the source of authentic moral inclinations,
including genuine altruism, in fitrat. The central question is whether,
on Neo-Sadrian foundations, “loving altruism” can be justified as a
genuine level of human action in which the agent is motivated solely
by the good of another, free from any personal interest, even the desire
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for self-perfection, and whether such an account constitutes a
compelling critique of Hobbes’s reductive egoism.

Literature Review

Although egoism and altruism have been widely discussed in both
Western and Islamic traditions, no focused comparative study of
Hobbes and Motahhari exists. In the Western tradition, works such as
Feinberg’s “Psychological Egoism” and Frankena’s Ethics provide
rigorous analyses of egoism. Persian studies by Asgari and
Ghanbarian, Heydari, and Sharifi and Bagheri engage with egoism
and refer to Hobbes, but largely neglect his ontological and
anthropological foundations. Studies in Islamic ethics, such as those
of Hosseini and Khavas and of Alavijeh, examine the compatibility of
egoism, altruism, and theism and distinguish the “superior self” from
the “lower self,” recognizing that love of one’s higher self can be a
condition of moral development. Yet they offer no systematic
reconstruction of Motahhari’s theory of altruism from his scattered
writings, and rarely bring his views into direct engagement with
Hobbes. The most important gap is the absence of a rigorous critique
of Hobbes’s reductionism that draws on the explanatory resources of
Neo-Sadrian philosophy; in particular, the possibility of loving
altruism as a serious philosophical alternative has been neglected. The
contribution of this article lies in moving beyond description to assess
whether loving altruism can be realized in opposition to Hobbes’s
instrumental egoism.

Methodology

The study is fundamental-theoretical in purpose and analytical-
comparative in method, with a critical approach. Data were gathered
through library research from the primary works of Hobbes and
Motahhari; material on the levels of self-love, the motives of human
action, egoism, and altruism was collected, classified, and
systematized. The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, Hobbes’s
egoism is reconstructed on the basis of his ontological and
anthropological foundations. Second, Motahhari’s view of the two
dimensions of human nature, self-love, and the two levels of
calculative and loving altruism is explained. Third, the foundations of
the two positions are compared and critically assessed, with attention
to their points of convergence and divergence.
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Conclusion

The study shows that Hobbes’s egoism, grounded in mechanistic
materialism, the denial of an immaterial soul, and individualism,
portrays human beings as inherently selfish: all their actions, even
seemingly altruistic ones such as seeking reputation, escaping
psychological distress, or hoping for reward, ultimately return to self-
love, sensory pleasure, and physical survival. Its fundamental
weakness is ontological reductionism. By confining reality to matter
and motion, Hobbes cannot explain genuine acts of self-sacrifice, such
as risking one’s life to save another without any hope of reward,
reputation, or survival. His egoism is therefore not a comprehensive
description of human nature but a product of his ontological
presuppositions, and it leads to ethical relativism, since good and evil
become functions of variable individual desires.

Motahhari, drawing on the gradation of existence, the substantial
motion of the soul, and the distinction between nature and fitrat, offers
a more comprehensive account. Accepting self-love as the strongest
innate tendency, he shows that human beings can transcend the lower
self by cultivating the superior self. He distinguishes two levels of
altruism: calculative altruism, in which the agent benefits others while
ultimately seeking self-perfection, and loving altruism, in which the
agent acts solely for the good of another, without any material or
spiritual self-interest, even self-perfection. His distinction between the
motive of an action and its necessary result is decisive: the pleasure
that accompanies a good deed is its necessary consequence, not its
goal, which undermines the egoist claim that pleasure in helping
others proves hidden selfishness. His analysis of imitation (muhakat)
further shows that love of a sublime person or value can move a
person to act without any calculation of personal gain.

The study concludes that Motahhari’s theory of loving altruism
offers a successful critique of Hobbes’s reductive egoism and provides
a foundation for a universal and stable ethics: human beings are not
one-dimensional profit-seekers but are capable of transcendence,
sacrifice, and unconditional love.

Keywords: Egoism; Calculative Altruism; Loving Altruism; Fitrat;
Self-love; Motahhari; Hobbes.
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