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Introduction

Ethical egoism is the normative view that a person ought to pursue that person’s own good, and
applying it to teaching exposes both a useful insight and a serious limit. Teachers have legitimate
interests in health, income, professional growth, reputation, meaningful work, and personal
boundaries. A profession that treats exhaustion as proof of commitment can harm educators and
students alike. Yet teaching is also a relationship of trust in which one person holds authority over
grades, recommendations, discipline, access to opportunities, and classroom attention. Students may
be children or adults whose futures are affected by those decisions. Ethical egoism therefore cannot
be evaluated in teaching as if the teacher were making only private choices. The central question is
whether self-interest can remain a defensible guide when another person’s educational rights depend
on the teacher’s judgment. The theory becomes most plausible when personal flourishing aligns with
excellent teaching and least plausible when the teacher can gain by exploiting power, concealing
information, manipulating assessment, or neglecting students whose needs bring no obvious personal
reward.

Self-Care Is a Legitimate Professional Interest

A broad account of self-interest can defend forms of teacher self-care that are often wrongly
described as selfish. Rest, healthcare, preparation time, contractual leave, psychological safety, and
reasonable limits on unpaid work can protect judgment and reduce burnout. A teacher may also seek
advanced qualifications, research opportunities, leadership roles, or specialist expertise because
those activities improve salary, status, intellectual satisfaction, or career mobility. These interests can
benefit students when they increase subject knowledge, instructional skill, patience, and stability. The
internal link between personal well-being and professional responsibilities is therefore important:
caring for oneself can sustain the capacity to care well for learners. However, the argument does not
prove that self-interest should be the ultimate moral standard. Other ethical theories can justify
healthy boundaries without making the teacher’s good supreme. Once self-interest is defined so
broadly that it always includes community, integrity, and relationships, ethical egoism also begins to
resemble theories of mutual flourishing rather than the narrower claim that one’s own welfare has
final priority.
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Professional Power Creates Duties Beyond
Personal Gain

The distinction between psychological egoism and ethical egoism prevents a common mistake.
Psychological egoism claims that people are always motivated by self-interest, while ethical egoism
claims that they ought to act from self-interest. Even if a teacher receives satisfaction, status, salary,
or relief from guilt when helping a student, those motives do not establish what the teacher should
do. People often act from mixed reasons that include duty, compassion, professional identity, habit,
institutional expectation, and personal benefit. More importantly, the teacher-student power
relationship creates duties that continue even when no reward follows. A teacher who inflates grades
to avoid complaints, favors popular students, withholds help from difficult learners, or shares
confidential information for social advantage may benefit personally while violating fairness and trust.
Professional authority is justified because it serves an educational purpose, not because it gives the
stronger party opportunities for gain. Ethical egoism must therefore explain why exploitation remains
wrong when it is profitable, hidden, and unlikely to damage the teacher’s reputation.

When Teacher and Student Interests Align—and
When They Do Not

There are many cases in which personal and educational interests align. Teachers gain professional
satisfaction when students understand difficult material, improve attendance, complete qualifications,
or become more independent. Collaborative schools can also make cooperation rationally self-
interested because shared planning, mentoring, and resource exchange reduce isolation and improve
classroom practice. A Spinozist version of egoism develops this point by treating human flourishing as
relational rather than competitive: one person’s capacity can grow through relationships that
strengthen others. The difficulty appears when interests diverge. Accurate grading may trigger
complaints, supporting a struggling student may consume unpaid time, protecting confidentiality may
prevent a teacher from defending against gossip, and reporting a colleague may create social cost.
Professional ethics needs standards that remain binding in these inconvenient cases. Fair assessment,
confidentiality, safeguarding, and consistent support should not depend on whether the teacher
expects personal return. Mutual benefit is desirable, but a profession cannot rely on incentives alone
when students are vulnerable to decisions made by adults who possess institutional power over them.

Ethical Egoism Beside Other Moral Frameworks

Comparing ethical egoism with other frameworks shows what it can miss. Utilitarianism asks how a
decision affects the overall welfare of students, staff, families, and the institution; deontological ethics
emphasizes duties and rights that cannot be traded away simply because misconduct benefits the
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teacher; virtue ethics asks what honesty, fairness, courage, and practical wisdom require of a good
educator; and care ethics emphasizes dependency, relationship, responsiveness, and the particular
needs of learners. None of these approaches is mechanically sufficient. Consequences are uncertain,
duties can conflict, virtues require interpretation, and care can become partial. Using several
perspectives, however, prevents self-interest from becoming the only lens. A classroom decision
about grading, confidentiality, discipline, or additional support can be tested by asking who benefits,
whose rights are involved, whether similar students would be treated consistently, what kind of
professional character the choice expresses, and whether the decision would remain defensible if the
teacher received no personal reward. Ethical egoism contributes one question—what does this do to
the educator—but professional practice requires several others.

A Practical Boundary Test for Educators

A practical boundary test can help teachers distinguish legitimate self-interest from convenience
disguised as self-care. The educator should identify the decision, relevant policy, affected students,
power differences, available evidence, and realistic alternatives. The next question is whether the
action could be explained openly to a student, parent, colleague, administrator, or professional body
without hiding the teacher’s personal advantage. Similar cases should be treated consistently unless
a relevant difference justifies another approach. Conflicts of interest should be disclosed, and some
decisions may need to be reassigned when personal relationships or financial interests compromise
impartiality. The teacher can also reverse roles mentally: would the rule seem acceptable if another
educator used it against the teacher or the teacher’s own child? Finally, the educator should ask
whether the decision protects both sustainable personal boundaries and the educational purpose of
the role. This process does not eliminate self-interest. It places self-interest within a structure of
rights, transparency, accountability, and duties that arise from professional authority.

Conclusion

Ethical egoism offers a valuable correction to the idea that good teachers must continually sacrifice
their health, time, and personal development. Educators are moral agents whose own flourishing
matters, and many self-interested goals—competence, stability, reputation, intellectual growth, and
satisfaction—can reinforce excellent teaching. The theory becomes inadequate, however, when
personal benefit is treated as the final standard in relationships marked by unequal power and
professional trust. Students cannot ensure that every ethical act will reward the teacher, yet they
remain entitled to fair assessment, confidentiality, consistent support, and protection from
exploitation. The most defensible position therefore allows self-interest without making it supreme.
Teachers should seek forms of flourishing compatible with student development, institutional honesty,
and public responsibility. When interests align, mutual benefit is ethically welcome. When they
conflict, professional duties provide boundaries that personal advantage cannot erase. Ethical
teaching is sustainable neither through limitless self-sacrifice nor through egoism without restraint,
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but through a balanced practice in which educators protect their own well-being while using authority
for the purposes that justify it.
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