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Controversy over Current Issues

Can Reciprocity Be the Principle of a Global Ethics?

Peter Jonkers

Abstract: According to the Declaration Towards a Global Ethic, the global ethic rests on the principle
of reciprocity, more commonly known as the ‘Golden Rule': “What you do not wish done to yourself,
do not do to others.” This principle serves as the foundation of a number of ethical directives that
are concretizations of the idea of human dignity, which is generally regarded as absolute, inevitable
and unconditional, and reveals the diversity of human experience behind the profound inherent
unity. Nevertheless, this Declaration and the principle of reciprocity on which it 1s founded, has met
with fundamental criticism: Firstly, the effort to formulate a unified global ethic loses the richness
and concreteness of the various religious and secular traditions out of sight; Secondly, it ignores
the problem of how to make the transition from universal principles to concrete moral actions 1n
specific cultural contexts; Thirdly, it only adjusts the people between symmetric relations, rather than
asymmetric relations. Against the background of these critiques, the ethics of reciprocity needs to be
complemented by economy of gift and particular ethical traditions, in order to go beyond the principle
of reciprocity, and to prevent the principle of reciprocity remains a dead letter. On the one hand, the
economy of gift helps to explain many asymmetric relations in human realities, which disorients the
principle of reciprocity and anyway staves off its self-interested misuse, but also reorients it towards
the 1dea of the good; on the other hand, the stress of particular ethical traditions helps to bridge the
gap between universal moral norms and specific sources of morality. High ethical principles need
strong sources, in other words, they need to be nourished and substantiated by the experience of the
good life. But these moral sources are inevitably particular, bound to the specific way of life of a given
community. The real challenge of global ethics 1s to understand how particular ethical traditions are
linked to universal ethical principles. Therefore, in the practice of ethical life, practical wisdom can
be introduced as a solution to the problems of reciprocity. Practical wisdom faces the framework or
horizon of the moral meaning, opens to reconsideration, and has to be made in a context of plurality.
Practical wisdom leads to “moral judgment in situation”, which does not aim at transcending ethical
plurality by referring to formal, universal principles, but tries to discover universality of a true moral
judgment at the bottom of particular situations. Therefore, the universality that is reached as a result
of practical wisdom is inevitably potential or inchoate. If so, the principle of reciprocity can be the
principle of a global ethics, and highlight the enormous versatility of this principle in vanous moral
traditions, which can orient human lives as a true human value in a pluralistic world.
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@ Yu Zhiping (£74E) , “Philosophical reflection on the Universal Ethics: In the case of Confucianism ‘Golden Rule’”, Diversity in
Unity: Harmony in a Global Age (Washington: Council for Research in Philosophy, 2015) , 33, 36-37.

(@) Tmmanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals [1785] (Publisher: Hackett Publishing Company,1993), 30. A {47 &
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(@ Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (Boston/New York: Houghton. Mifflin Company, 2006), 216f.
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(D Tohn Rawls, Political Liberalism. Expanded Edition (New York, Columbia University Press, 2005) ,16.

@)@ Rawls, Political Liberalism. Expanded Edition, 17. 35.

@ PETEENZ, OB A2 A S i R, R N B, AT R A A (principle
of recognition) —MEEAMEA, MBRHATR, KT ANERER. tHE, HOENRTEREE —FHE, HEAEHE
ERERRRY, ARG . R, AT R R A B A R B AR RE R R B R P B SRR DR I g Rk
Erm A A FEE T A EEN A EEAAH . BNEEES ERNSEME, T2 RHH. Ritter, Gegenseitigkeit. In: J.
Ritter a.o. (eds.) Historisches Worterbuch der Philosophie, Band 3 (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1974) , 119-129.

(5 Tosé Casanova, “The Sacralization of the Humanum: A Theology for a Global Age” . International Journal of Politics, Culture and
Society 1 (1999) :21-40.

® Declaration Toward a Global Ethic, 4 September 1993, Chicago, U.S.A.

() Declaration Toward a Global Ethic, 1.
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(1) Declaration Toward a Global Ethic. 1; Hans Kiing. “Global Politics and Global Ethics: Status Quo and Perspectives”, Seton Hall
Journal of Diplomacy and International Relations Winter/Spring (2002) : 11.

(2) Hans Kiing, “Global Politics and Global Ethics : Status Quo and Perspectives”, 18.

@@ Declaration Toward a Global Ethic, 11

(B Hans Kiing, Global Responsibility: In Search of a New World Ethic (New York: Crossroad Publications, 1991) , 59.
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(D Paul Ricoeur, “Entre philosophie et théologie I: la Régle d’Or en question” , Lectures 3. Aux frontiers de la philosophie (Paris: Seuil,
1999) , 274.

()@ Emmanuel Levinas, “An Eye for an Eye”, Difficult Freedom. Essays on Judaism (London: Athlone Press, 1990) , 146, 147.

(@ Paul Ricoeur, “The Golden Rule. Exegetical and Theological Perspectives” . New Testament Studies 36 (1990) , 394.

(&) Declaration Toward a Global Ethic. Principles.

(® Declaration Toward a Global Ethic, 11I: Irrevocable directives.
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(D Yu Zhiping (4:4°E) . “Philosophical Reflection on Universal Ethics™”, 45.

(2) Emmanuel Levinas, Humanism of the Other (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2003) , 48.
(3 Paul Ricoeur, “Entre philosophie et théologie™ . 276. Paul Ricoeur. “The Golden Rule” . 392f.

@(® Paul Ricoeur. “The Golden Rule”, 394, 396f. 397.
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