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Reciprocity and the Golden Rule: 

Silver Rule gives way to Cooperation 

 

 

Introduction to the Silver Rule and the Golden Rule: Tit-for-tat and Cooperation. 

 

Despite affinity for the Golden Rule described in religious teachings
1
, many have 

grown up practicing a “mirror strategy”, which may be called reciprocation or Silver Rule. 

Hirshleifer and Martinez (1988) describe the Golden Rule as the use of a cooperative 

strategy, whereas tit-for-tat is called a Silver Rule strategy (p. 395). Though cooperation 

left on its own with predatory strategies will suffer, they showed that cooperation is a 

viable strategy in a system with tit-for-tat in the mix (p. 395). According to Parks and 

Rumble (2001), the tit-for-tat behavioral strategy is nice because it involves cooperating 

on the first move and is not easily exploited because it always performs exactly as its 

partner last performed.  It is forgiving because it always responds to a cooperative choice 

with cooperation regardless of prior partner actions, and lacks envy because it makes no 

reference to partner outcomes (p. 1301). Kouzes and Posner (2012) echo this, saying that 

"people who reciprocate are more likely to be successful than those who try to maximize 

individual advantage" because they invite cooperation and prevent exploitation (p. 226). 

Tit-for-tat was the most successful strategy of more than sixty in Axelrod’s (1980) 

Prisoner’s Dilemma tournament. It proved robust when Axelrod varied the presence of 

different strategies showing that tit-for-tat did not simply take advantage of any given 

strategy (p. 401). Impressively, it stayed on top in a simulation of survival of the fittest 

iterations in which weaker strategies were successively removed (p. 398). It is also 

noteworthy that no one designed a better strategy given the fact that all entrants in round 

two knew that tit-for-tat had won the first (p. 382). Despite all this, Axelrod did not think 

that tit-for-tat is the best strategy because it could have been beaten by a strategy able to 

identify and not cooperate with random and would have only come in fourth place if only 

top strategies had been present. “There is no best rule independent of the environment,” 

was his candid conclusion (p. 401). Axelrod noted that tit-for-tat’s “forgiveness helps 

restore mutual cooperation" (p. 403), but Parks and Rumble’s (2001) went further, 

showing that competitors concerned with maximizing their own gain must be handled 

more carefully than with a simple tit-for-tat strategy if we are to induce cooperation. 

Parks and Rumble successfully nurtured cooperation by reciprocating cooperative actions 

and tolerating some non-cooperation, demonstrating trustworthiness and sincere desire 

for cooperation. Their strategy begins with cooperation, always responds to cooperation 

with cooperation, and reciprocates non-cooperation only after multiple exploits (p. 1306). 

                                                         
1 The Declaration of a Global Ethics document was presented at the 1993 Parliament of 
World Religions and signed by leaders of all of the world’s major religions (Ontario 

Consultants on Religious Tolerance, n. d., para. 2). In this document, the Golden Rule is 

described as an imperative to “treat others as we wish others to treat us” (para. 14). 
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Discussing How to Nurture Cooperation and Limitations of Tit-for-tat Reciprocity 

 

Parks and Rumble’s (2001) were less successful in nurturing cooperation when 

facing individualists, those who constantly seek to maximize personal gain without 

regard for others (p. 1303). They suggest a response tailored to motivational orientations 

(p. 1308). We should be careful before jumping to negative conclusions regarding the 

motivational orientation of others, however. We must not to mistakenly assume that 

anyone is individualistic. Most people choose to benefit others when it does not involve 

much expense or loss. We must keep Dale Carnegie's (1981) advice in mind to assume 

the best in others (p. 170). If people extend at least some regard to others while seeking 

their own advantage, they can be classified according to Parks and Rumble’s competitive 

category, and can be encouraged to cooperate. By remaining optimistic that others can be 

nurtured in their cooperation, we effectively increase our chance of success in doing so. 

Next, even when we feel the need to respond to apparently selfish negative 

behavior, we would do well to keep tit-for-tat’s standard of forgiveness in mind, being 

forgetful of past transgressions in order to welcome future cooperation. The quote 

attributed to Ghandi in Attenborough's 1982 movie, "An eye for an eye only ends up 

making the whole world blind" impresses the need to look beyond strategies involving 

tit-for-tat retaliation in this day and age. There is new guidance for people today. 

 

Wisdom is Required in Practicing the Golden Rule 

 

Jesus sets out a high standard for us, as written in the King James Version (1987), 

“resist not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other 

also” (Matthew 5:39) and “love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them 

that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you" (Matthew 5:44). Eerdmans 

(1982) Bible Encyclopedia reads, "Christ taught that forgiveness is a duty ... and it must 

be granted without reserve." Forgiveness restores "to its former state the relationship that 

was broken" that volume continues, yet is not required of us if the offender does not 

repent. In such case, one must "seek to bring the wrongdoer to repentance" (p. 341). 

The need for repentance might explain McNulty’s (2011) findings that easily 

offered forgiveness of aggressive spouses was correlated with continued offenses (p. 778). 

McNulty states that offenders will stop offending by the principle of operant learning if 

they expect unwanted responses (p. 772), such as anger, criticism, and rejection (p. 770). 

Negative behaviors, thus, can “motivate necessary changes in the partner" (p. 779). 

Society plays an important role in protecting its members from certain behaviors, as do 

we. ‘Abdu’l-Bahá explains the wisdom required in practicing the Golden Rule, 

 

Strive … with all your heart to treat compassionately all humankind—

except for those who have some selfish, private motive, or some disease 

of the soul. Kindness cannot be shown the tyrant, the deceiver, or the 

thief, because, far from awakening them to the error of their ways, it 

maketh them to continue in their perversity as before. No matter how 

much kindliness ye may expend upon the liar, he will but lie the more, 

for he believeth you to be deceived… (p. 158). 
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The Case for Communication, Trust and Progress toward the Golden Rule 

 

A strong appeal can be made for communication and cooperation. Lindskold and 

Collins (1978) showed that sharing intent and available choices, and retaliating for 

exploitation, fostered more cooperation than tit-for-tat without communication (p, 679). 

Next, Axelrod (1980) described Champion's mixed strategy. It cooperates for 10 turns, 

plays tit-for-tat for 15 turns, thereafter always cooperates if its partner just cooperated, 

and still cooperates when its partner does not unless it calculates that the partner is 

frequently non-cooperative. This strategy was second only to tit-for-tat, and just as robust 

(p. 394). Axelrod also noted that the more forgiving strategy tit-for-two-tats would have 

performed “better than tit-for-tat in the environment of the first round” (p. 395). 

Parks and Rumble (2001) discuss the problem, if everyone is selfish then all “are 

worse off than if all had acted for the collective good" (p. 1301). This is, in effect, John 

Nash’s 1994 Nobel Prize-winning discovery. Illustrated in Grazer’s (2001) movie, A 

Beautiful Mind, Nash advised his friends that they not all try for the same beautiful girl 

but instead commit to a fair plan: no one go for her! They all ended up with a girlfriend 

as a result. The importance of communication and trust shook the world of Economics. 

Nash’s contribution also provides us with a strong case for why the peoples of the world 

should rise above the popular materialistic seeking after short-term selfish benefits and 

commit to the collective good. This will provide for everyone’s long-term best interests. 

Covey (2004) advises that we avoid blaming, “complaining, criticizing or being 

negative; be especially wary of absolving yourself from responsibility” (p. 140). By 

looking inward, we have the ability to make change. Covey suggests we focus on the 

needs and concerns of others, and hold fast to principles (p. 89). We build relationships 

with emotional deposits by: clarifying expectations; being honest, open, kind and loyal; 

thinking win-win; receiving feedback gracefully; giving feedback with “I” messages; 

apologizing or forgiving as needed (p. 165); listening empathically (p. 192). Overcoming 

our ego is not easy, but prerequisite to these healthy behaviors. This involves a sacrifice 

which will be easier if we are “deeply, spiritually and emotionally connected to a cause or 

a calling or a serving of another. Service above self is the ethic of all great religions” and 

time-tested philosophies (p. 317). Service-oriented leadership is represented by the eagle
2
. 

 

Conclusions for Educational Leaders 

 

School leaders must be motivated to focus on efforts holding greatest potential to 

improve schools, such as Frost’s (2009) aim to build a new discourse about leadership 

for learning (p. 67). Leaders should be wise, and focus on how they can ameliorate the 

situation and nurture cooperation, rather than get caught up on negative things. School 

leaders must: protect "teachers from issues and influences that would detract from their 

teaching time or focus"; maintain focus, keeping goals "at the forefront of the school's 

attention"; monitor and evaluate "the effectiveness of school practices"; communicate and 

operate "from strong ideals and beliefs about schooling"; build relationships through 

quality interactions, aware of staff needs and school undercurrents, in order to address 

current and prevent possible problems (Marzano, Waters and McNulty, 2005, pp. 42-43). 

                                                         
2 Find out more about the eagle reference at https://sirblois.wordpress.com/about/. 

https://sirblois.wordpress.com/about/
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