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  Abstract 
Since Auguste Comte, altruism has been regarded as a central concept in ethics and 
political philosophy. This paper argues that there are two fundamentally distinct 
kinds of altruism: monistic altruism and altruism toward the other. The first, mo-
nistic altruism, is grounded in the assumption that any distinction between self and 
other lacks ultimate validity. A typical expression of this form can be found in the 
Mahāyāna Buddhist and Hindu traditions. For instance, Nāgārjuna’s doctrine of 
emptiness undermines any clear boundary between self and other, while Śaṅkara’s 
pantheistic view maintains that Brahman alone is the ultimate reality, thereby dis-
solving the individuality of beings within the one absolute. The second, altruism 
toward the other, is exemplified by the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas, which 
puts a significant emphasis on the irreducibility and ethical priority of the Other. 
Since this perspective regards the encounter with the Other as foundational to eth-
ics, it is generally critical of monistic views that seek to overcome or erase the dis-
tinction between self and other. Nevertheless, not all philosophies within the 
Mahāyāna tradition are undermined by such a criticism, for some of them are not 
committed to the form of monistic metaphysics. 
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1. Introduction 

The term altruism was first coined by the French philosopher and sociologist Auguste Comte (Comte, 2019). He was 
particularly concerned with how to cultivate altruistic behavior among French citizens, even after they had ceased to 
believe in the teachings and authority of the Catholic Church. Comte proposed the three developmental stages of 
human thought: the theological, the metaphysical, and the positive. He held that by the 19th century, even the meta-
physical stage had been overcome, and any metaphysical system had become obsolete and functionally irrelevant. 
Thus, Comte was not committed to the systems of Spinoza, Malebranche, or Leibniz. Instead, he advocated for the 
empirical observation of concrete social realities and the formulation of practical solutions to address them. Then, 
perhaps for him, metaphysical inquiries into the nature of the self or abstract speculation on ultimate reality would 
be seen not as progress, but as a regressive return to outdated modes of thought. 

Nevertheless, metaphysical discussions continue to occupy an important place in contemporary academic discourse, 
and this paper attempts to shed light on them. Whether altruism is inherently or universally good is, however, a 
separate question. For instance, the American thinker Ayn Rand rejected altruism, regarding it as morally wrong and 
even “evil” (Rand, 1961). A detailed examination of such anti-altruistic perspectives is beyond the scope of this study. 
The purpose of this paper is not to assess the overall moral value of altruism but rather to develop a typology of 
altruistic attitudes. 
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2. The First Type: Monistic Altruism 

What is the philosophical basis for the claim that we ought to be altruistic or strive to promote the good of others? 
One possible approach is based upon a Humean argument. According to David Hume, our future self is, in a sense, 
as alien to us as other people are (Hume, 2007). If this is the case, we lack a strong reason to prioritize the pleasures 
of our future self over the pleasures of others. Therefore, we may be led toward a version of altruism, according to 
which we should care about the well-being of others at least as much as we care about our own future interests. 

However, a further question arises: even if the future self is considered alien to the present self, does this reasoning 
undermine our motivation to pursue the present good? The pleasures and pains of the present self are vivid and 
immediate, whereas the pleasures and pains of others are not. This asymmetry may justify prioritizing the well-being 
of the present self over that of others. If so, the Humean argument may not be sufficient to establish a robust founda-
tion for altruism. Thus, we may wonder whether a stronger philosophical argument is required to justify why one 
ought to promote the good of others.  

Now, here is another argument for a stronger version of altruism. It is based on the idea that the so-called individual 
self lacks clear and absolute boundaries, and thus there is no compelling reason to prioritize one’s own good over 
that of others. In this view, egoism lacks a solid philosophical foundation. This line of reasoning could be found in 
the Western philosophical tradition, but it is even more prominent in various strands of Indian philosophy. 

The important term of Indian philosophy, karuṇā, is commonly translated as “compassion,” but its original mean-
ing conveys something more specific: the ability to feel another’s suffering as if it were one’s own. Some version of 
Buddhist ethics of compassion rests upon a particular metaphysical foundation, that is, the absence of a substantial 
distinction between self and other. In this view, there is no metaphysically rigorous or persuasive reason to privilege 
one’s own good over that of others.  

Nāgārjuna, a central figure in Mahāyāna Buddhism, did not explicitly advocate a monistic metaphysics. He did not 
claim that all things are reducible to a single substance or divine being, such as Brahman. On the contrary, he rejected 
the existence of Brahman as traditionally conceived in Vedic philosophy. Nevertheless, his doctrine of emptiness 
(śūnyatā) raises profound challenges to the notion of individual identity (Nagarjuna, 1995). Nāgārjuna questioned the 
existence of a clear and enduring boundary between the self and others. For instance, if we consider the skin as a 
boundary between one’s body and the external world, it becomes difficult to determine where that boundary ulti-
mately lies. Some skin cells are already dead, lacking the nutrients and water necessary for life, blurring the distinc-
tion between the living body and inert matter. Moreover, from a temporal perspective, the body is in a constant state 
of flux. Substances continuously enter and exit the body through breathing, eating, excreting, and other processes. In 
such a dynamic system, it becomes unclear which particles truly belong to the self and which to the external world. 
This undermining of a fixed self also has ethical implications. If the boundary between oneself and others is ultimately 
indeterminate, there is little justification for privileging one’s own well-being at the expense of others. Thus, concern 
for the good of another is not merely a moral ideal but a natural consequence of realizing the emptiness of the self. 
Compassion arises not from a self-centered calculation, but from the recognition that the distinction between self and 
other is provisional and conditioned. 

A more explicit form of monistic metaphysics can be found in the Hindu tradition. Śaṅkara, who lived after Nāgār-
juna, rigorously defended the view that everything we ordinarily experience is an illusion (māyā), whereas brahman 
alone constitutes ultimate reality (Shankara, 2023). This more overtly monistic framework may offer a compelling 
rationale for compassion: if all individual selves are manifestations of the same underlying reality, then prioritizing 
oneself over others becomes philosophically unwarranted. 

We also find significant versions of monistic metaphysics within the Western tradition. Michael Della Rocca, a 
leading scholar of Spinoza, has recently published a monograph devoted to the theme of monism, introducing the 
thought of both Spinoza and Parmenides (Della Rocca, 2020). In this work, he offers a robust defense of a form of 
monism within the context of contemporary philosophy. Della Rocca argues that any serious commitment to ration-
alism, especially to the Principle of Sufficient Reason, leads to a monistic worldview, one that undermines the notion 
of substantial distinctions between individual entities. Although he doesn’t have a lot of discussions about compas-
sion and altruism, his defense of Monism is very interesting in relation to what we are concerned about here. Indeed, 
Della Rocca exhibits a clear interest in Buddhism and Nāgārjuna, even though he does not undertake a systematic 
study of them. 

To sum up, we can propose an argument in defense of altruism based on the rejection of a substantial distinction 
between self and other. Suppose someone seeks to pursue what is genuinely good for himself. If there is no substantial 
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metaphysical difference between oneself and another person, then the good of the other is not fundamentally distinct 
from the good of the self. Therefore, if one has a good reason to pursue one’s own good, one likewise has a good 
reason to pursue the good of another. This line of reasoning provides a philosophical foundation for altruism by 
showing that concern for others can be grounded in the very same rational commitment to one’s own good. 

However, there is a possible objection: even if we accept that there is no reason to privilege one’s own good over 
that of others, what if a thoroughgoing nihilist denies that any good, whether one’s own or another’s, has genuine 
value? Let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that all things are interconnected and that, from a metaphysical 
standpoint, only a single unified reality truly exists. Even if this monistic view is granted, it does not predetermine 
what an individual agent will regard as the appropriate aim or ethical orientation within that unity. One might strive 
to promote the flourishing of the One, seeking to enhance its coherence, beauty, or vitality. However, another might 
adopt a radically different stance, desiring the extinction of the One, believing that existence itself is a mistake and 
ought to be undone. Another might pursue the deterioration, rather than annihilation, of the One, aiming to allow or 
even encourage the proliferation of disorder, suffering, or apparent evil within it. It seems that metaphysical unity 
does not entail a specific ethical vision, leaving a plurality of possible attitudes toward the whole.  

Furthermore, we might consider another form of moral philosophy—one that, although morally motivated, appears 
deeply problematic. In this view, “the good” is not grounded in individual well-being as conceived by oneself or 
others. Instead, it is seen as the abstract good of the whole which the morally committed individual feels compelled 
to realize, even through extreme or violent means. In such cases, pain and sacrifice were seen as necessary and even 
virtuous components of a larger vision of collective good. Now, historical outcomes suggest that, despite being driven 
by strong moral passion, such actions did not always lead to the welfare of humanity or the nation. In fact, many of 
these individuals, though animated by idealistic motives, could reasonably be regarded as terrorists, and the mere 
invocation of a transcendent good does not guarantee moral legitimacy or beneficial consequences. This kind of 
radical skepticism about value presents a deeper challenge, one that cannot be dismissed lightly.  

The preceding discussion does not entirely invalidate the initial argument for altruism based on the metaphysical 
indistinguishability of self and other. However, it does show that the argument is not immune to serious objections, 
particularly those from nihilistic or totalizing perspectives. These challenges invite us to consider whether an alter-
native foundation for altruism might be available.  

3. The Second Type: Altruism for the Other 

What, then, is another possible argument? One promising direction is to consider the structure of conscious experi-
ence itself. Phenomenologists have emphasized that consciousness is inherently intentional since it is always directed 
toward something beyond itself. In particular, the experience of another person is not merely something that is vividly 
confirmed by an abstract inference, but a fundamental and immediate dimension of conscious life. This orientation 
toward the other can serve as the foundation for ethical concern and altruistic behavior, rooted not in metaphysical 
speculation but in the lived reality of human experience. According to Martin Heidegger, Dasein is always being-in-
the-world (In-der-Welt-sein) (Heidegger, 2023). Dasein is not a detached subject observing the world from a distance 
but is always already involved with others and with its environment. As such, it is inherently structured by care 
(Sorge), which includes solicitude (Fürsorge) for others. For Heidegger, solipsistic skepticism that only oneself exists 
is implausible and misguided. It represents a retreat from one’s own existential structure, a denial of the very way in 
which Dasein discloses itself through its involvement with the world and with others.  

The discussions of “the Other” in the context of French continental philosophy have been even more fruitful for 
deepening our understanding of the relationship between self and other. Emmanuel Levinas, in particular, argued that 
an authentic phenomenology must recognize the primacy of the Other (Levinas, 1980). According to Levinas, the 
Other is not a derivative or secondary phenomenon but is fundamental to human experience. The presence of the 
Other cannot be reduced, ignored, or eliminated from the structure of consciousness. To overlook the ethical signifi-
cance of the Other is not only philosophically mistaken, but ethically irresponsible, for it is precisely in the face of 
the Other that the self is called into question and summoned to responsibility. 

It is worth noting that Emmanuel Levinas regarded Immanuel Kant’s Critiques as canonical works of the 18th 
century that remained highly relevant in his own time. Although Kant’s philosophy is not identical to Levinas’s, his 
reflections on personhood and on how we ought to relate to others are insightful for our present concerns. In the 
Critiques, Kant did not commit himself to a monistic metaphysics (Kant, 2015); rather, he maintained that the other 
person, as a noumenal being, stands beyond the phenomenal realm and thus deserves profound respect. 
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Turning to the Indian tradition, at first glance, the foregoing discussion may suggest that Mahāyāna Buddhism 
lacks a philosophical basis for an ethics that demands sincere engagement with the other. However, insightful inves-
tigations by Wing-Cheuk Chan offer a compelling counterpoint to this view (Chan, 2022). Chan has argued that 
fundamental insights about the nature of time can be found in the Yogācāra (Recognition-Only) school, particularly 
in the writings of Asaṅga and Vasubandhu. These insights are closely tied to the school’s distinctive approach to 
practical philosophy. The Yogācāra tradition reveals that time is not merely an abstract concept but is intimately 
bound up with the operations of consciousness. This perspective not only enriches our understanding of the temporal 
structure of experience but also sheds light on how the other emerges within the phenomenal realm. Within this 
framework, every process of consciousness is conceived as a kind of action. An action directed toward the other, 
therefore, can be understood as a particular modality of such consciousness-based action. In this sense, the Yogācāra 
perspective opens a way to conceptualize an act toward the other as grounded in the very dynamics of consciousness 
itself. 

So far, we have examined several possible indications that support altruism. I will now turn to some potential 
problems that this understanding of altruism raises and that require further consideration. One fundamental problem 
resembles the concern discussed above. It may indeed be the case that another person appears within the horizon of 
one’s experience—that is, the other is present as a phenomenon in the lived world of the subject. However, one may 
suppose, this phenomenological fact alone does not completely determine what kind of attitude should be taken for 
the other, since the mere presence of another within one’s field of experience does not in itself justify the imperative 
to love or care for that person. Why should this presence give rise to compassion rather than hostility? Here, by 
integrating insights from existential philosophy with considerations of common sense, it may be argued that sincerity 
constitutes an indispensable element in our orientation toward the other. Deliberately inflicting harm upon another 
person without sufficient justification would, in effect, nullify this sincerity. Admittedly, while the claim appears 
intuitively plausible, it resists precise formulation within the framework of a strictly logical argument. 

Another problem, slightly derivative and yet worth considering, is the potential for misunderstanding or misjudging 
what constitutes the good of another person. Human beings are often ignorant or fallible in discerning what truly 
benefits others. Even when an agent sincerely attempts to promote another’s well-being, the outcome may differ 
substantially from the intended result. Consider the case of someone who tries to cure a friend by offering what he 
believes to be a medicinal substance. In reality, however, the substance has no curative properties, and the friend 
remains uncured. In this case, the agent’s intended state of affairs—the friend’s recovery—is not realized. Moreover, 
there are cases where the intended outcome is achieved, but it turns out not to be genuinely good for the other person. 
For instance, imagine a mother who earnestly encourages her son to study the C programming language, believing 
that it will secure him a stable job in the future. The son diligently acquires this skill, but it later becomes clear that 
C language proficiency is no longer valued in the job market. Although the mother’s intention was fulfilled, the 
outcome failed to deliver the anticipated benefit. This raises the question of whether she succeeded in promoting her 
son’s good behavior at all. 

Modesty is often regarded as a moral virtue in many cultural and ethical contexts. To be sure, strictness can some-
times be interpreted as a sign of moral virtue, especially when it is exercised with the intention of guiding others 
toward the good. This notion fits with patriarchal moral frameworks, in which those of lower status, such as children, 
subordinates, or marginalized individuals, are expected to accept moral guidance or discipline from those in positions 
of authority. Within such frameworks, moral leadership is often portrayed as both a duty and a right of the higher-
status individual, while obedience and receptiveness are expected virtues of the lower. This paternalistic perspective 
can be contrasted with a more egalitarian view, according to which all individuals are, in the final analysis, funda-
mentally equal. From this standpoint, even teachers and parents are regarded as fallible and contingent, and thus they 
have compelling reasons to remain modest, even before their students and children. Such a view resonates with the 
egalitarian spirit of Mahāyāna Buddhism, which maintains that everyone possesses the potential to attain Buddhahood, 
as well as with central themes in both Christianity and Islam, where all believers are considered equal before God. 

4. Conclusion 

We have thus distinguished between two versions of altruism. Considering the etymology of the term, which inher-
ently involves the notion of otherness, one might be tempted to regard the second version of altruism toward the other 
as more authentic than the first. Although this interpretation is understandable, it would be premature to conclude 
that ancient Indian philosophy, or even the broader Mahāyāna tradition, undermines this conception of otherness. 
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Setting aside the issue of foundational metaphysics, both versions of altruism can yield morally fruitful outcomes. 
From a practical standpoint, each approach can serve as an effective and functional basis for guiding action and 
fostering compassion. 
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