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ABSTRACT: The Golden Rule (“what you want done [or not done] to yourself, do [or don’t do] to others”) is the most widely accepted summary statement of human morality, and even today it continues to have philosophical supporters. This article argues that the Golden Rule suffers from four faults, the first two related to the ethics of justice and the second two related to the ethics of benevolence. One, it fails to explain how to deal with non-reciprocation. Two, it fails to make clear that my obligations are obligations regardless of how I would wish to be treated by others. Three, it lacks any special value in explaining the right occasions for benevolence. And, four, it has no power to motivate benevolence.
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1. THE UNIVERSAL APPEAL OF THE GOLDEN RULE
The Golden Rule is by far the most generally acknowledged summary statement of human morality. Harry J. Gensler is right to call it “a global standard—endorsed by nearly every religion and culture.”1 Here are various expressions of the rule from classical sources.2 From the Upanishads: “Let no man do to another that which would be repugnant to himself; this is the sum of righteousness. . . .” In the Buddhist Dhammapada: “Doing as one would be done by, kill not nor cause to kill.” In the Analects, Confucius says: “What I do not wish men to do to me, I also wish not to do to men.” In the Laws, Plato says: “. . . do to others as I would they should do to me.” His contemporary Isocrates says: “Do not do to others that at which you would be angry if you suffered it from others.” In De Beneficiis Seneca says: “let us so give as we would wish to receive.” The Jewish rabbi, Hillel, teaches: “Whatsoever you would that men should not do to you, do not do that to them. This is the whole Law; the rest is mere commentary.” In the New Testament his contemporary Jesus teaches: “Do to others as you would have them do to you” (Luke 6: 31; Matthew 7: 12).

In modern times the moral standing of the Golden Rule has remained surprisingly durable. Thomas Hobbes holds that the rule is “one easy sum, intelligible even to the meanest capacity,” in effect a summary of all morality.3 John Locke calls it “that most unshaken rule of morality and foundation of all social virtue.”4 John Stuart Mill tells us that: “To do as you would be done by, and to love your neighbour as yourself, constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality.”5 Charles Darwin says that “To do good unto others—to do unto others as ye would that they should do unto you—is the foundation-stone of morality.”6 C. S. Lewis calls the rule a “summing up of what everyone, at bottom, had always known to be right.”7 According to Kurt Baier, the negative version of the Golden Rule sums up “the moral standpoint.”8 John Finnis says the Golden Rule is “a potent solvent and determinant in moral matters.”9 Jeffrey Reiman says: “That the Golden Rule is a nearly universally accepted test of morality strongly suggests that it corresponds to a natural tendency of reason, perhaps the very structure of conscience itself.”10 Hans Küng says that the Golden Rule “should be the irrevocable, unconditional norm for all areas of life, for families and communities, for races, nations and religions.”11 Jeffrey Wattles contends that “The rule is an expression of human kinship, the most fundamental truth underlying morality.”12 Michael Shermer tells us that “at its base lies the foundation of most human interactions and exchanges.”13 Richard Dawkins makes it the first commandment of his ten alternatives to the biblical Ten Commandments.14 Derek Parfit says: “By requiring us to imagine ourselves in other people’s positions, the Golden Rule may provide what is psychologically the most effective way of making us more impartial, and morally motivating us.”15 Gensler says the Golden Rule 
nicely captures the spirit behind morality. It helps us to see the point behind specific moral rules. It concretely applies ideals like fairness, concern, and impartiality. It engages our reasoning, instead of imposing an answer. It motivates us and counteracts our limited sympathies. And it doesn’t assume any one specific theoretical approach to ethics. If you had to give one sentence to express what morality is about, you couldn’t do better than [the Golden Rule]. In this sense the golden rule is the summary of morality.16

The point of this article is to question this widely shared point of view. My argument contends that the Golden Rule fails to summarize what we generally take morality to be on four counts. One, it fails to explain how to deal with non-reciprocation. Two, it fails to make clear that my obligations are obligations regardless of how I would wish to be treated by others. Three, it lacks any special value in explaining the right occasions for benevolence. And, four, it has no power to motivate benevolence.

2. SOME PRELIMINARIES
The Golden Rule is usually taken as a general guide to ethical action. That is, it is a principle from which all morally good actions can be deduced. However, the rule does not say: “Love your neighbor” or “Love your enemies.” It does not say: “Behave justly.” It does not say: “Seek peace and follow it.” It does not say, “Be kind to those who are in trouble or help those in need.” It does not say: “Do no harm.” It does not say, “Maximize happiness” or “maximize utility.” It says something very different from all of these familiar maxims: it tells me to “take into account what I would wish to be done to me.” As I interpret it, the Golden Rule must include the “as you would be done by.” It is this that makes the rule distinctive and must be preserved in any interpretation.

The Golden Rule may also be understood as a motive or prompt to action rather than a guide. It could serve as a motive because it moves us to see the other person as “another us,” rather than merely “an other.” In section 4 below this understanding of the role of the Golden Rule as a motive to good action is considered.

Another preliminary point is whether the Golden Rule is a single rule or two rules, one “positive” and the other “negative,” the positive version being an injunction to “do to others as you would have others do to you” and the negative version being “do not do to others as you would have others not do to you.” Amongst Golden Rule proponents, some prefer a maximalist ethics based on the positive version while others prefer the more minimal ethics of the negative version. Gensler’s view is that there is no valid distinction between these two positions: every positive statement can be reframed as a negative and vice versa.17 I say this just to put it aside, not to enter into the debate, though in fact I agree with Gensler on this.

The most common objection to the rule is the objection from diverse values. It was stated, bluntly, by George Bernard Shaw: “Do not do unto others as you would that they should do unto you. Their tastes may not be the same.”18 Or, more generally: their values may not be the same. The Golden Rule, such critics say, only works when there are shared values. Thus, if A values X and B values Y, and A applies the Golden Rule in determining how to act towards B, and A would wish for B to act to him so as to promote value X, the rule will require A to act towards B in a way that promotes value X and will not allow any force to the fact that B’s values include a preference for Y over X.

The crude version of this objection is what, following Gensler,19 might be called the broccoli problem. This is the claim that the rule requires us to serve broccoli to guests who dislike broccoli just because we like broccoli and we would like them to serve us broccoli if we were their guests. The more sophisticated statement is the claim that the Golden Rule has no place for acknowledging legitimate value differences.

The force of the objection turns on how much we think that people’s values and tastes do differ. If they differed not at all, the objection would fail. If they differed radically, then the Golden Rule would not have much application. Notice, however, that it would still have some application. To be fully successful the objection would have to suppose that there are no common human values and tastes. One might reply that very often we do not have to worry about value differences, and if the Golden Rule worked in those sorts of cases it could still be an important ethical precept. I’m not going to discuss the soundness of the different values objection. Whether or not it is sound, clearly it is limited in its scope.20 The focal question here is: How well does the Golden Rule work when we have common values and tastes? It is on that question that I wish to focus.

3. JUSTICE AND THE GOLDEN RULE
In this section I consider the relation between that Golden Rule and justice. I contend that the rule conflicts with what we understand as justice on two grounds.

My first contention concerns the place of reciprocity in ethics. I’ll approach it through an imaginary scenario. Consider the case of two neighbors, Flanders and Simpson. Flanders tries to live by the Golden Rule. He wants his neighbor to treat him well, and he believes that the rule requires him to treat his neighbor well just because he knows he wants to be treated well by his neighbor. But the neighbor, Simpson, is of a different disposition. Simpson is happy to take his neighbor’s help, the more the better, but he has no interest in giving anything in return. Why should he? Let Flanders be as neighborly as he wishes—that’s his problem. He, Simpson, has better things to do than worry about how to help out Flanders with his troubles.

The problem here concerns the attitude that Flanders should take towards his non-reciprocating neighbor. What does the Golden Rule now require him to do? And how does that compare with morality as understood without the aid of the rule? Clearly, the rule requires that Flanders carry on as before. Simpson’s non-reciprocation is no escape clause exempting Flanders from the requirements of the rule. Nothing in the rule mentions the response of the neighbor as even relevant to the ethics of Flanders’ behavior. And this puts the Golden Rule at odds with what I will call common sense morality. Common sense morality says that Flanders has no obligation to treat well a neighbor who will not treat him well in return. Flanders can say, “Alright, if that’s how you feel, I’ll keep my distance and offer my services to those who will appreciate them better.” He has seen that his attempts at good neighborliness are not appreciated. The point here is not that Flanders must give up on helping Simpson; it is that he may quite reasonably and ethically choose to do so. Nothing is now morally required of him.

On this view, the moral landscape involves a crucial distinction. Some things are required of a good person, as a matter of justice and cooperativeness; other things are not required, and they are matters of freely given benevolence. Benevolence to those in need is one thing; benevolence to those who are not in need, or who are not well-meaning, or who will not reciprocate when they can, is quite a different thing. But the Golden Rule, taken at face value, makes no allowance for any such distinction.

Let’s now suppose that the neighbor is a really nasty piece of work. Do we really think that Flanders should treat such a person as he would wish that person to treat him? In the extreme case, following that Golden Rule will amount to aiding and abetting evil. Once we take the story that far, it should be obvious that common sense morality has a serious point. Being nice to those who are nasty is in effect not being nice at all.

So the key question is this: If A follows the Golden Rule in his treatment of B, but B does not follow it in her treatment of A, must A continue to follow the rule in his treatment of B? If our answer is yes, then why? The Golden Rule seemingly requires doing good to those who do ill as much as it requires doing good to those who will properly value the offer to cooperate or the offer of a helping hand. It has the effect of rewarding or aiding the wrongdoer. Interpreted in this way, the rule has the effect, though not the intention, of promoting injustice.

If the answer is no—that is, if we are permitted to discriminate between beneficiaries on moral grounds—then the Golden Rule is not the general moral rule it appears to be. It requires a second rule, one that will show us how to draw the distinction between beneficiaries. That distinction would seem to require a justice-type criterion. Interpreted in this highly qualified way, the Golden Rule by itself would be applicable only to those situations where both parties follow the rule. This interpretation reduces the rule to a mere endorsement of mutual benevolence.

Gensler comes close to addressing this question. He distinguishes the Golden Rule from what he calls its near cousin, the Doormat Fallacy. This is the mistake of supposing that the Golden Rule requires us to always do what others want us to do. This is a mistake because the rule “lets us say no [to unreasonable requests], if we’re willing that others say no to us in similar circumstances.” The Golden Rule, he says, “works best if you love yourself and care about how you’re treated.”21 This may be true, but it doesn’t answer the objection, which is not about unreasonable requests, but about failure to reciprocate.

Some have pointed out that if the Golden Rule is a rule for A’s behavior towards B, it is also a rule for B’s behavior towards A. This is true; it is a rule for anyone. But this does not imply that A can rely on B following the rule, even if he follows it himself.

Curiously, more than a few commentators think of the Golden Rule as a “rule of reciprocity.”22 Marcus Singer, for example, interprets the rule as a rule of reciprocity in this way:
anyone who applies to another a standard of which he would complain if it were applied to himself has no moral grounds for his complaint. He is being both immoral and illogical. It follows, then, that the Golden Rule formulates a fundamental requirement of justice, that everyone’s conduct must be judged by the same standards, and that no one has, in general, any warranted claim to a special or privileged position. It is therefore at the basis of the Principle of Justice, that what is right or wrong for one person must be right or wrong for any similar person in similar circumstances.23
All this is true, but anyone who fails to grasp that “what is right or wrong for one person must be right or wrong for any similar person in similar circumstances” is lacking an understanding of justice, and teaching them the Golden Rule will be of no assistance in correcting that lack. The rule, if interpreted as Singer interprets it, merely says: Behave justly. Archbishop Whately was right about this: the Golden Rule is “far from being designed to impart to men the first notions of justice. On the contrary, it presupposes that knowledge; and if we had no such notions, we could not properly apply the rule.”24 

Singer admits that “the Golden Rule by itself does not unambiguously and definitely determine just what these ‘standards or principles’ should be,” but, he thinks, “it does something towards determining this, and it is not necessary that it do everything.”25 As far as I can see, the rule does nothing to determine what the content of the standards is. In Singer’s approach, interpersonal ethical standards have been brought in to make sense of the rule. But having brought in these standards what need is there for the rule? The standards, not the rule, are what define how we should act.

Reciprocity involves a two-way exchange from which both parties benefit. Today, I give and you benefit; tomorrow, you give and I benefit; and we each understand that over time things work out with a rough equality, so that we think of it as a fair and just arrangement. In an ethic of reciprocity, we understand that if one of us defaults from the arrangement, the other is released from his or her required contribution. The Golden Rule, very strikingly, presents itself as indifferent to the moral significance of defaulting on a cooperative agreement.

Given the importance of justice and given the ethical prestige of the Golden Rule it is natural to want to reconcile the two. Jeffrey Reiman is one who has attempted to do this. According to Reiman,
Treating others as you would have others treat you means treating others with mutual respect, because adopting the Golden Rule as one’s guiding principle implies that one counts one’s rights to impose one’s desires on others as no greater than their right to impose their desires on one.26
But “treating others with mutual respect” is not something a single person can do. I can treat others with respect, but nothing I can do alone will count as treating others with mutual respect. Reiman is reinterpreting the Golden Rule beyond recognition.

This brings me to my second main contention. The Golden Rule conflicts with our common understanding of justice in another way. Consider the following scenario. I owe you $100. I try to follow Golden Rule ethics. I ask myself: How would I wish to be treated by you if you owed me $100? I find that I don’t care whether you pay me the money and I’d be quite happy if you didn’t repay me. I conclude that, following the golden Rule, I don’t need to repay you the $100 that I owe you.

In common-sense ethics one should pay what one owes just because it is what one owes. If I don’t try to pay what I owe when I have the means to do so, I am behaving unjustly and displaying the vice of injustice. In common-sense ethics I have a right to waive the payment of what is owed to me, but not to waive the payment of what I owe to another. In Golden Rule ethics both kinds of payment may be waived. Of course, the point here applies to much more than monetary debts. It applies to any obligations.

Gensler, defending the Golden Rule by subjecting it to qualifications, contends that the rule works but only if we don’t have “flawed desires.” Flawed desires, he says, can arise in three ways: they can be immoral (like wanting others to cooperate with you in doing evil), they can be psychologically unhealthy (like wanting everyone to hurt you), and they can be based on false information.27 But none of these seem to apply to me in this story. My not caring whether you repay me the money you owe me may be none of these things. It could arise from a carefree attitude to material possessions, for example. I might wish to live as free as a bird, not laying up treasures on earth, etc. Or it may be that I am a generous person who puts others’ interests ahead of my own. Either of these impulses is morally fine and involves no flawed desires.

The problem described here arises from my failure to see that what I wish for is quite irrelevant to whether I should pay others what I owe them. And if that is so, then the Golden Rule, even in Gensler’s modified version, seems to be a failure. Of course, the point applies to any sort of debt, not just monetary debts. Obligations have objectivity; the Golden Rule does not recognize this objectivity.

4. BENEVOLENCE AND THE GOLDEN RULE
My argument so far has been that the Golden Rule conflicts with our generally-accepted sense of justice in two ways: it has the effect of aiding and abetting the wrongdoer; and it fails to recognize that how one wishes to be treated is irrelevant to whether one should meet one’s obligations.

I now consider the credibility of the Golden Rule as a rule of benevolence, putting aside any questions of justice. Here I contend for two claims: that the rule lacks any special value in explaining the right occasions for benevolence, and that it can have no role in reforming people who lack benevolence. I contend that Gensler is mistaken on both counts when he says that the rule “motivates us and counteracts our limited sympathies.”28

By “benevolence” what I mean is this: any action or disposition in which seeking the good of the other person is the primary goal and motivation of one’s action. Benevolence encompasses generosity, kindness, compassion, sympathy, friendliness, altruism, magnanimity, goodwill, helpfulness, hospitality, and some kinds of charity, philanthropy, and caring.

Does the Golden Rule offer any insight into the practice of benevolence? Taken as a guide to benevolent action, the Golden Rule asks us to consult our own wishes and thus to see what light this sheds on how we might help others. Let’s assume here that the problem of differing values and tastes does not arise. How then can the rule help? I wish to act helpfully; I consult what I would count as helpful if it were done to me; I then transfer this to the case in hand; I then do what I would have done to me. The story makes sense, up to a point. But why go by this roundabout route? Is it being assumed that we can’t see what the other person needs by just focusing on his or her situation? What is added by considering the case of what I would want done to me? My case is, surely, just another case. I could just as well consult the case of some third person, asking myself what would be best for them, and then apply that to the case in hand. Nothing suggests to me that one can see that someone is in need only by applying the Golden Rule.

On my view, one can be misguidedly benevolent, and would-be benevolence can go horribly wrong. There are some obvious common-sense ethical limits on what counts as benevolence. One should not be benevolent to aggressors or wrong-doers. One should not be generous with other people’s money or goods. One should meet one’s obligations before attempting to be benevolent. If we think of the Golden Rule as a statement of our highest ethical priority, and read it as a rule of benevolence, we will miss out on these restrictions on our benevolent impulses. The only restriction that the rule would impose is that we do as we would be done by.

What, then, of the Golden Rule as a source of moral motivation? The idea here is that I can see what the other person needs, but I can’t bring myself to do what is needed, but if I reflect on how I would wish to be treated, I can then summon up the motivation. My wish to be treated well will generate in me a wish to treat others well.

Here is my fourth contention: adherence to the Golden Rule cannot change a person’s motivation to make them more benevolent. Suppose I am a selfish person. I do wish very keenly that others would treat me well. But how does my recognition of this lead me to wanting to treat them well? My problem is that I only really care about myself. How will that be changed by reflection on the rule?

There are two ways in which a selfish person might be persuaded to become less selfish. One is through the realization that selfishness is self-harming. On this view, becoming less selfish is seen as a pathway to greater personal happiness or satisfaction. But the Golden Rule says nothing of this sort. It promises no such benefits to the person who follows the rule.

A second way is through the realization that other people are worthier than the selfish person had assumed. The selfish person, we can suppose, is not entirely selfish. He or she realizes that other people are worthy to some degree. Given this, it might be possible for him or her to be shown how others are more worthy than they had supposed. But the Golden Rule does not attempt to show this.

One might try to argue that acting benevolently will, as a matter of fact, pay off even for a selfish person. In one place Gensler considers the objection that following the Golden Rule is foolish, since adherents of the rule can be taken advantage of. His reply to this is that “People mostly treat us as we treat them. So it pays to treat others well.”29 This, if true, might seem to motivate even a selfish person to act benevolently. But it is open to the obvious counter-argument that it is not always true, and therefore we should treat well those who do in fact treat us well but not those who treat us badly. A moderately rational but selfish person would quickly make this calculation and see it as the smarter policy.

As we saw, Parfit contends that “By requiring us to imagine ourselves in other people’s positions, the Golden Rule may provide what is psychologically the most effective way of making us more impartial, and morally motivating us.”30 For him, then, the value of the rule is, in part, that it motivates moral behavior. The motivation comes from “imagining ourselves in other people’s positions.” What is unclear in this is how the rule requires such imagining. All it requires is that we think about how we would have others do to us. This is directed at one’s own wishes, not at the other’s position. 

The pathways by which the Golden Rule might help improve our dispositions or our conduct are not at all clear. But is any such rule necessary or helpful? Benevolent people, I suggest, do not usually go through any such processing of their actions or their motives. They can see clearly enough that help is needed—it is often obvious. And they find in themselves the motivation to help the other person, without any appeal to how they would wish to be treated. In saying this I am not trying to describe any rare or special cases; I am not talking about saints and heroes. This is how many people are much of the time. We are not paragons of benevolence, but we are also not such rational egoists or emotionally self-centered or borderline psychopaths as to be in need of some extra guidance or motivation for simply helping out others to some degree when help is needed. Recognizing that help is needed is necessary to seeing the need for helpfulness. But recognizing that you would want to be helped adds nothing to recognizing that anyone would want to be helped.

I conclude that the Golden Rule does not offer any special insight into what benevolence is in practice, nor can it make us less self-centered if we are lacking a naturally benevolent disposition.

5. CONCLUSION
In summary, the Golden Rule, taken as a general guide to moral action, suffers from four faults. One, it fails to explain how to deal with non-reciprocation. If we make it a general policy to follow the rule would-be wrongdoers would seem to get equal treatment with those who would do what is good and right. Two, it fails to make clear that my obligations are obligations regardless of how I would wish to be treated by others. Justice requires that I pay my debts, even if I would overlook the debts that others have to me, but the rule seemingly won’t allow this. These are problems in the relation between the Golden Rule and justice as commonly understood. Three, the Golden Rule seems to add nothing to our understanding of the proper occasions for benevolence, and so is not a good guide to benevolent action. Four, there is no plausible story about how a person lacking in benevolent dispositions would be motivated by the rule to become benevolent. To sum up, the Golden Rule, taken as a general rule for ethical behavior, is a failure. Morality, at least as it is commonly understood, is conceptually independent of what a person would have done to them.

The popularity of the Golden Rule is a puzzle. Admirers of the rule generally think of it both as excellent morality and as common morality. Lewis, for example, as we saw, thinks of it as a “summing up of what everyone, at bottom, had always known to be right.”31 Reiman, as we also saw, claims similarly that “the Golden Rule is a nearly universally accepted test of morality.”32 My arguments proceed by contending that the rule is quite at odds with “common sense morality.” In claiming this I have not tried to defend what I take to be the commitments of common sense. If I am wrong about these, I may be wrong about the morality of the Golden Rule. 

The Golden Rule may be interpreted in a way that makes it subordinate to common morality. The reinterpreted version would go as follows: “Do to others those acts of justice and benevolence as you would have done to you.” This would relieve the rule of the burden of articulating common morality. Its widespread appeal would be more readily intelligible. Whether it makes better sense as an interpretation of the rule is another matter.33
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