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Self-Interested Political Actors (Part 1) 
 

by John Cobin, Ph.D. for The Times Examiner 
November 23, 2005 

 

This column is the first segment of a two-part series dealing with the economic motivation of political actors. 
 

Economic theory tells us a lot about the nature of political actors along with the inadequacy of 
their knowledge in regulating society to bring about the common good.  All rational men act purposefully 
to remove uneasiness from their lives.  They try to maximize those things in life that give them the great-
est satisfaction (e.g., money, love, power, influence, charity, altruism, holiness, etc.). However, they also 
act in such a way that engenders cooperation with others, facilitating and exploiting mutually beneficial 
gains from trade.  Peaceful cooperation is the result of the operation of the market economy. People pur-
suing their own self-interest voluntarily cooperate to provide the needs and wants demanded in society. 

We must be careful to not equate self-interested motives with selfish ones. The former describes 
one’s economic motivation while the latter deals with one’s character.  For example, a person might have 
altruism or to “shepherd the flock of God” (1 Peter 5:2) as his highest goal.  He would thus pursue the 
self-interested agenda that he believes has the highest probability of attaining that goal. He might also 
pursue other things along with this objective, such as owning his home debt-free, raising four children, 
and taking his wife on an annual skiing trip.  But all these elements (and others we might think of) mix 
together into concerted, purposeful, self-interested action to attain the conglomerate goal. 

As economist Ludwig von Mises states in the opening chapter of Human Action: A Treatise on 
Economics (1966), men aim purposefully at ends. “Human action is purposeful behavior…aiming at ends 
and goals…[and] a person’s conscious adjustment to the state of the universe that determines his life.”  
Sane people do not act without reason, and they do not act unless they believe that their action will re-
move some uneasiness. This axiom can and must be squared with the Word of God: “the righteous God 
tests the hearts and minds” (Psalm 7:9; cf. Proverbs 15:11; 17:3; 24:12), noting that “Every way of a man 
is right in his own eyes, but the Lord weighs the hearts” (Proverbs 21:2).  Thus, the fact that human action 
is purposeful and aims at ends does not mean that such action is always righteous.  Indeed, the opposite 
may be true.  Men may think that they are doing justice and pursuing righteousness but instead actually be 
doing what is wrong.  Indeed, while self-interest is not necessarily selfish, its objective is always tainted 
by sin to some extent. 

The Scriptures indicate that all men are flawed in their judgments and choices.  The ends that men 
aim at are marred by sin, just as the Bible exclaims: “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned, 
every one, to his own way” (Isaiah 53:6).  While God has “put eternity in their hearts” still “the hearts of 
the sons of men are full of evil; madness is in their hearts while they live, and after that they go to the 
dead” (Ecclesiastes 3:11; 9:3).1  Consequently, men’s economic choices—like spiritual ones—are tainted, 
marred, and corrupted by sin.  We are left only to marvel when we think that under God’s common grace 
men of such character, pursuing their own self-interests, can produce peaceful social cooperation.  Capi-
talism and private property, especially when coupled with thrift, industry, and entrepreneurship, must be 
viewed as gifts from God that allow civilizations to rise and survive within a fallen world. 

A selfish person is one who is absorbed in himself to the exclusion of others.  He is self-interested 
too but his motivation is hamstrung by a character flaw.  The theory of self-interest is born out in the 
Scriptures, often evincing the selfish foibles of human nature.  We are told twice for instance that: “There 
is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death” (Proverbs 14:12; 16:25).  Young men 
are admonished to not pursue their unbridled thoughts and desires: “Rejoice, O young man, in your youth, 
and let your heart cheer you in the days of your youth; walk in the ways of your heart, and in the sight of 
your eyes; but know that for all these God will bring you into judgment” (Ecclesiastes 11:9)—just as err-
                                                 
1 As a result, “There is none righteous, no, not one; There is none who understands; There is none who seeks after God. They have all turned aside; They have 

together become unprofitable; There is none who does good, no, not one…Destruction and misery are in their ways; and the way of peace they have not 
known" (Romans 3:10-12, 16-17).  The natural man in his sin “devises wickedness on his bed; he sets himself in a way that is not good; he does not abhor 
evil” (Psalm 36:4). “Perversity is in his heart, He devises evil continually, He sows discord…A heart that devises wicked plans…For their heart devises vio-
lence” (Proverbs 6:14, 18; 24:2). Even sinful rulers “devise evil by law” (Psalm 94:20). 
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ing Lot did: “Then Lot chose for himself all the plain of Jordan, and Lot journeyed east” (Genesis 13:11)2 
as well as the foolish man in Christ’s parable who shortly after being satisfied with this world’s goods 
went to meet his frowning Maker.3 

Not all of the purposes of men are bad or selfish.  The Bible speaks of godly men purposing to do 
things too. For instance, “Paul purposed in the Spirit, when he had passed through Macedonia and Achaia, 
to go to Jerusalem” (Acts 19:21). The Bible also contrasts the vain purposes of “those who desire to be 
rich” (1 Timothy 6:9)—noting that “the schemes of the schemer are evil; he devises wicked plans to de-
stroy the poor with lying words”—with the good purposes of “a generous man [who] devises generous 
things” (Isaiah 32:7-8).  Furthermore, there are many biblical encouragements to pursue righteous ends: 
“Commit your works to the Lord, and your thoughts will be established” (Proverbs 16:33).4 Therefore, 
Christians ought to seek to align their self-interested purposes with the principles of the Word of God. 
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This column is the second segment of a two-part series dealing with the economic motivation of political actors. 
 

Does the nature of man change on account of the ballot box or a political appointment?  For years 
scholars in disciplines like political science and history have taught so.  The basic idea is simply that a 
man who succeeds in being elected to office would reasonably be the “cream of the crop”—able to govern 
his fellow man with virtue—and subordinating his own self-interest motives for publicly-spirited ideals. 
Paradoxically, the mass of self-interested and often selfish voters would evidently elect such a virtuous 
man from their own dissolute ranks. Democratic processes and majority voting may thus bring about op-
timal social results, especially when “the voice of the people” has been heard through large voter turnouts.   

However, this questionable notion has come under extensive attack by economists during the last 
several decades.  Inspired by the libertarian-leaning writings of Nobel laureate Friedrich Hayek, and espe-
cially Austrian economist Ludwig von Mises, “public choice” economists such Gordon Tullock, James 
Buchanan, and Robert Tollison—as well as many “hybrid” economists espousing aspects of both the Aus-
trian and public choice schools—began to promote a simple, but radical new idea.  They extended the 
work of Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations (1776) and other economists to conclude that being elected 
or appointed to office does not affect man’s nature.  Men still pursue their own self-interest in the political 
arena just as men in the private sector would. And why would any Christian think otherwise? The Bible 
never indicates that the nature of political actors is different than other men.  Surely the fact that rulers 
like Nero and Herod are “ordained by God” (Romans 13:1) does not mean that they had human natures 
with less corruption! 

Consequently, relying on both public choice economic theory and the Bible, we can safely con-
clude that there are never truly any “statesmen”.  Rarely, if ever, is a man so publicly-spirited that he is 
able to subordinate his self-interest in favor of the “public interest”. Most men desire public office primar-
ily on account of self-interested motivations (e.g., money, power, or prestige). Few men today come close 
to exhibiting the public servant ideals of the Founders in their vision of establishing limited government. 

Moreover, economists in the Austrian school tradition have long pointed out the impossibility of 
men to accomplish public interest projects (whether socialism or other proactive policies).  No man—or 
even a committee of brilliant men with a thousand computers and aides—can possibly harness the requi-
site knowledge to plan or regulate the economy in order to promote the public interest.  On the one hand, 
                                                 
2 God can and does turn the bad actions of men into blessing at times.  For instance, Joseph told his brothers “you meant evil against me; but God meant it for 

good” (Genesis 50:20). Paul “was consenting” to the death of Stephen (Acts 8:1) but God likewise turned his foul play into great benefit for His people. 
3 So he purposed: “‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build greater, and there I will store all my crops and my goods.’ And I will say to my soul, 

‘Soul, you have many goods laid up for many years; take your ease; eat, drink, and be merry’” (Luke 12:18-19; cf. 1 Corinthians 15:32; Ecclesiastes 8:15). 
4 Two other related passages include: “The steps of a good man are ordered by the Lord, and He delights in his way” (Psalm 37:23), and “Trust in the Lord 

with all your heart, and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, And He shall direct your paths” (Proverb 3:5-6). 
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there is no public interest.  There are only individual interests.  One man may like five aircraft carriers but 
another man only one. One man may like student loan programs and another may not. There is no way to 
aggregate individual preferences. Thus the term public interest is merely a euphemism for the preferences 
of a political party, a special interest group (or coalition), or any particular ruler making a decree. 

On the other hand, no man (or junta) has enough knowledge by himself to produce anything. Even 
something as inexpensive and common as a pencil requires the cooperation of thousands of individuals 
with specialized knowledge to produce: graphite and brass mining and refining, forestry and woodwork-
ing, fine painting and lacquering, transportation, marketing, and much more.  There is simply no way that 
any man (or any committee) would know what is needed to produce even the most basic goods. Thus, 
planners and regulators face an impossible task on account of this “knowledge problem”.  The most that 
can ever be expected of a man as a governor, representative, judge, juror, or sheriff—none of which qual-
ify as statesmen—is to provide for the reactive functions of defending constituents from predators and 
providing a system of criminal justice. 

Accordingly, economists have developed a two-pronged general critique of economic regulation 
and planning.  First, if rulers and planners were angelic or nearly altruists with hearts of gold—being pub-
licly-spirited and full of good intentions—they will still fail to plan correctly or efficiently on account of 
the knowledge problem. Second, if rulers and planners were not like angels, but instead serve their own 
self interests (rather than mainly the public interest) like the rest of humanity, they will fail to plan cor-
rectly or efficiently on account of public choice problems.  Hence, good theory would lead us to conclude 
that proactive policies will fail to serve their stated purpose and instead only serve to benefit the state and 
political actors.   

If economic theory and what the Bible teach about human nature are correct, then no Christian 
should be in favor of maintaining public enterprises or permitting public policies designed to change peo-
ple’s way of thinking and behavior or to redistribute wealth. The best people can hope for in government 
is to limit its sphere and scope to protecting them from the dishonest, treacherous, and inordinate actions 
of others. And Christians should have no other purpose than to see this end achieved. 


