
Interpersonal Love versus Altruism 
 

Philip has suggested that “Love” belongs to the third axis of his moral “Triax”, the 

one identified with “being kind”. This is fair enough in his sense of love or kindness - 

of being concerned for the happiness/wellbeing of others. This is the sense in which 

one can speak of “love of one’s fellow (hu)man”. In many contexts, however, love is 

taken to mean something narrower - something that is focussed on particular 

identifiable individuals, in fact, whether friends, family or romantic partners. There is 

a potential conflict between such interpersonal love - I’ll call it Love (with a capital 

L) for short - and other motivations on the “be kind” axis such as altruism: a conflict 

that we need to be clear about. Admittedly, Love and altruism are both opposed to 

selfishness, which is what puts them on the same axis; but unlike Love, altruism 

involves kindness equally towards strangers irrespective of their particular 

individuality. Indeed, in the form of public spiritedness, it often involves no 

knowledge at all of those whose interests are hoped to be served. 

 

Furthermore, looked at from the strictest Utilitarian viewpoint (the school technically 

known as Act Utilitarianism), Love (as distinct from love) is not a moral attitude at all 

but merely an emotion. To seek the greatest good of the greatest number requires that 

all others should be treated on precisely the same terms in every action one takes. To 

pay particular attention to a particular other (that one loves) is unjust to everyone else, 

and while perfectly understandable is effectively a form of self-indulgence - of 

seeking self-satisfaction vicariously - or at best is justified only by the emotional 

benefit to the person showing the favouritism. 

 

Now, I am not saying that I defend “Act Utilitarianism”, in fact I would say that it is 

just such an implication of this outlook that shows its limitations, but this extreme 

view does serve to highlight the potential tension between Love and altruism. A better 

form of Utilitarianism, so-called “Rule Utilitarianism”, asks what rule would provide 

the greatest good of the greatest number if everyone followed it - and most would 

accept that a world in which people act with differential attention to those they Love 

has moral justification in those terms. 

     

The problem with Rule Utilitarianism, however, is that there is no end to the number 

of different rules that one might follow, and the perfect balance between Love & 

altruism is far from universally agreed. The classic situation where they are opposed 

is on the question of nepotism, as we tend to call it in Northern Europe, or showing 

loving support to the extended family as some other countries are reportedly more 

inclined to see it. (For example, Italy-based writer Tim Parks has argued that many 

Italians find the total proscription of nepotism in Anglo-Saxon countries unacceptably 

cold and inhuman).  

 

Other cases where a similar conflict occurs is the left/right debates over private 

education and inheritance taxation, where the “rights” of (affluent) families to 

exercise their Love amount to a right to perpetuate privilege and inequality.  

 

The common ground accepted by most on such questions is perhaps that Love of 

others is an integral part of human experience which cannot be proscribed without 

profound damage, but the exercise of that Love has to be appropriate as well as 

sincere. The demarcation of what is “appropriate” is an evolving, consensual matter 



which requires attention to how societies behave as well as what individual humanity 

is like - which leads me personally very much to the left analysis of the questions in 

the last paragraph. To put it briefly, Love trumps wider altruism on matters of face-to-

face relationships, but should take a back seat to public spirit (by compliance with 

consistent public rules) in wider social arrangements.       
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