
SELF - SUSTAINED ALTRUISM: BRINGING SOCIETY TOGETHER 

 

On Tuesday 18 October 2011 on SBS television at 8:30 pm. I watched the BBC, All Watched Over 

By Machines Of Loving Grace: Episode 1Love and Power. Ayn Rand's philosophy in her novel, Atlas 

Shrugged, highlights an end point on a continuum I have been interested in for some time. 

 

Imagine you are considering buying or hiring the work of a skilled person, who could earn far less 

than you and could be living in poor conditions. Which one of the following would be your preferred 

approach to negotiating the price? 

 

(A) Evaluate how much the work is worth to you. If the asking price is lower, buy at asking price. If it 

is higher, offer what it is worth to you.  

 

(B) Negotiate to find the lowest they will accept. If that is acceptable to you, find out how they would 

use extra money. If you approve and can afford it, give them extra. 

 

(C) Negotiate to find the lowest price they will accept. If it is acceptable to you, buy at that price. 

 

(D) If the asking price is acceptable to you, buy at that price. If it is not, leave it. 

 

INTERPRETATION OF YOUR ANSWER. 

 

(A) Altruistic rational: this item would self-sustain if your position is already self-sustaining. You 

would pass over any excess value to seller. This is charitable but may not bring adequate self-

sustenance after other items are considered.  

(B) Self-sustaining altruism or 'selfaltruism': first you look after your own interest, as well as you can, 

and then if you are self-sustained, give to this approved interest an amount at your discretion. This is 

espoused in the novel, The Grass Is Always Greener. 

(C) Selfish rational: you look after your own interest only. This is the Ayn Rand philosophy in 'Atlas 

Shrugged'. 

(D) Altruistic irrational: you do not evaluate how much the work is worth to you. You may buy, 

accepting any amount of excess in the price that the seller imposes. You do not give the seller the 

opportunity to lower his/her price.  

 

PHILOSOPHY OF SELF-ALTRUISM 

 

Philosophers have long been intrigued by the extent to which humans pursue lives of selfishness or 

suppress their own needs for the good of kin, a living group, or larger collective. Looking at nature, 

they have found little evidence of the 'altruism' that is agreed to glue collectives together. 'Altruism' is 

unselfish concern for or devotion to the welfare of others (opposed to egoism). When elephants take 

care of an injured member of their group, it is kin selection, or 'the selfish gene', at work rather than 

altruism. 

 

Altruism has been deemed the 'human characteristic', to contrast with bestial selfishness in other 

species. Its presence in humans has been denied by others, such as Ayn Rand, who is able to interpret 

most human giving as benefitting the giver. 

 

Usually, choice between the two is presented as a dilemma, but it is false dilemma because there is 

some of both selfishness and altruism in all of us. However, compromise between the two does not 

have a series of, or even one, discrete form of management. There is the private enterprise firm at one 

end, the goal-decomposed public bureaucracy at the other and in between...nothing at all. There are, it 

is true, some intermediate forms but these tend to be agglomerations of aspects of both rather than 

having a distinct form with its own flavour. However, I am now identifying selfaltruism that enables 

selfishness and altruism to be pursued under one roof. It has a form of organisation that includes 

voluntary work outside of employment. 



 

How these opposite philosophies would change our lives is usually presented to Australians by 

contrasting USA individualism with Soviet or Chinese communism. The way this is done is rather 

like comparing transport by a sports' car versus a crashed train. Communism has gone off the rails. On 

one hand, "selfishness" looks best for above-average earners in a rich society. On the other hand, 

collectivism looks best for average or poor people in a society facing hardship. When Cuba could not 

afford crude oil, it survived through devolved collectivism and selfaltruism. I have posted my notes on 

a movie about the Cuban energy crisis on my blog. 

 

Nations that plan centrally by selfishness or collectivism are almost indistinguishable. They have 

government control, of inputs, processes and outputs. Although many people have learned not to 

believe that "the government will fix it," there are many Australian industry organisations and 

businesses who count government relations as their most valuable asset. They have a management 

priority of currying government favour to develop their businesses, maintain them and save them from 

bankruptcy. These Australians are accustomed to receiving handouts for disaster damage, corporate 

financial mismanagement, business failure, job retrenchment and even for withdrawal of government 

support. There are national guidelines implemented by the courts for job skills, building safety and 

school curricula. 

 

These are all evidence of centralized collectivism in Australia at National and State levels. The 

Australian method of government by favour is counterproductive because it produces conformance 

that stifles innovation and risk taking. For example, when I worked for a mining company, my 

engineering skills were used in financial modelling to show the government the effect on profitability 

and employment of government concessions. I rarely was called on to use my design skills. This 

canker seems inevitable with central planning. For this reason, decentralisation has been proposed in 

economic models of planning as follows: 

 

CENTRALISED 

Price + Quantity Guided 

Price Guided 

 

Quantity Guided 

 

 

In a price-guided economy, investors are led by the price of money. In the USA in the 1990s, Alan 

Greenspan, a friend of Ayn Rand, tried to keep the economy simmering by adjusting the interest rate. 

Eventually judicious investment was overtaken by buying of unsound derivatives and the bubble 

burst, which turned off the inward flow of money. In Australia, Glenn Stevens, Governor of the 

Reserve Bank has the same role, keeping a watchful eye on USA interest rates.  

In the USSR in the 1980s, Brezhnev's grandiose quantity-guided plans came unstuck due to 

overemphasis on military and industrial expenditure, lack of investment in consumer goods and food 

shortages. The bureaucratic behemoth lacked responsiveness to demand. Like an octopus in the dark 

feeling a threat with its tentacles .The stimulus hurdles its way between the synapses, to and from the 

brain, too slowly to respond effectively. By the time a movement occurs a different one is wanted. 

The soviet tentacles blindly lashed around, out of control and the USSR disintegrated. 

Computers have brought change to management structures. At first they were used to cause 

centralisation by sucking up data by increasing the power to process data for central planning. But this 

merely kept the books while creative projects moved into the interstices between the departments as 

power plays. Computers now empower employees and customers. Markets are better planned. These 

changes all meet selfish needs and ego growth. For this reason, corporations and nations have been 

moving to the political right. In previously collective nations the change has been dramatic. 

Not all change brought by computers has been a lurch to the right. It used to be that hierarchies were 

necessary to coordinate many processing steps, but they can now be done by computer e.g. 

http://wp.me/p1z4yo-1


publishing. As a result people doing the top management job are now in the middle. (my unpublished 

novel, The Top Is In The Middle) They set an example of self-altruism by spending time extending 

their employer's business to support community concerns, especially in humane care of employees 

and their needs.  

Local collectives have seldom been able to decide much anywhere. Under the communist regimes 

planning was centralised; in the west planning is by individual choice. Thus each of us has to compete 

for space, shelter, water, food, energy, uncommon health treatments and personalised education. 

Public provision is minimal. Collectivisation to share the costs and benefits is not encouraged and 

may even be discouraged. A communal residential development decided by participants over many 

years may not be feasible within existing planning laws, because to gain approval a developer is 

required to specify land and building uses in advance. Government regulation, framed on the selfish 

model, locks our lives into habitation cells that are independent of neighbours and isolated from the 

community. Because of resource scarcity and maturing of our personalities from independent frontier 

people into urbane socialites with extended families who share, the cellular planning system must give 

way to a devolved and diversified case-by-case approach.  

Under an Australian central government, local governments would bid under the criteria below for 

resources to provide for: 

1. Population numbers, according to housing, water, roads, health, schools 

2. Water storages, according to ecosystem sustainability 

3. Immigrant numbers, according to jobs, housing, water, schooling, G.P.s  

 

The main obstacle to planning reform is inertia backed by politicians. In my book I propose a 4th 

pillar of the Australian Constitution, scientifically managed planning tribunals, to be appointed by the 

national Parliament. Tribunal bosses would be politically appointed scientists who would apply the 

values of the local parliament. The difference would be that unqualified politicians would be kept 

from meddling in planning. 

 

At present, we cannot expect the national government to adopt self-altruism. For example, 

environmental activists in Australia operate under central altruism. They are ineffective in achieving 

real change because they: 

1) pursue environmental matters centrally; 

2) do so collectively instead of by individual and local actions; 

3) set a negative example of collective action through preoccupation with supposed causes of 

pollution rather than proven effects and rigorous causality; 

4) do not themselves volunteer to behave the way they try to force others to behave i.e. they are 

hypocritical. 

 

 

The problem that remains is that there is no widely accepted model that compromises between 

"selfishness" and "altruism." I propose self-sustaining altruism or selfaltruism as a distinct mid-

position. After a person has sustained his or her own position, he or she is expected to work to sustain 

others. 

 

SELFISHNESS SELF-ALTRUISM ALTRUISM 

individualism diversified devolution collectivism 

e.g. Ayn Rand "The Grass Is Always Browner" e.g. Mao; Stalin 

 

In my novel, The Grass Is Always Browner, national and state government powers are devolved to 

159 local governments. Local governments (parliament; executive; judiciary; planning tribunal) look 

after a diversity of communes. The impact of their adopting selfaltruism is that people with time to 

spare after sustaining their self-sufficient lifestyles are expected to help others in the community to 



achieve self sufficiency. They are expected to volunteer to apply their professional skills or care, 

manage, educate, build or grow food for others. 

 

Selfaltruism will improve our lifestyles. Act now and work to make your lifestyle sustainable; then 

call your local government or its agencies and volunteer your skills and experience.  

 

 

 


