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1. Introduction

In this paper I want to discuss the above proverb, known also as a Golden Rule in the 
Jewish tradition (Leviticus, XIX, 18)1. The original in Hebrew is a bit different. The 
exact translation would be: “You should love to your friend as yourself”. So we are to 
love to and not just love, and we are to love to our friend  rather than our neighbour.   
In fact, “neighbour” (as it appears in the English version) creates a misleading 
impression, as if we are to love people we intimately know, or with whom we are 
acquainted. Instead, the proverb teaches us that we should love our  ‘friend’ or ‘Re'a’
in Hebrew, often translated to ‘companion’, ‘fellowman’ or ‘Comrade’, to describe a 
rather larger group than neighbours. 

I shall therefore open with a comment about neighbours and friends and  relate to the 
proverb as it appears in Hebrew. The phrase, however, raises several questions. First, 
prima facie it lacks a justification, a rationale. I shall try to solve this problem. 
Second, I want to see what love means here. I shall ask whether love, or feeling of 
love, can be dictated. I shall argue that we cannot be obliged to love, and that our 
understanding of the Golden Rule should start from this assumption. Following this 
I’ll point to the term ‘love to’ which is used instead of the more common expression 
‘love’. I shall suggest that we can distinguish between two feelings of love: a feeling 
of warm personal attachment or deep affection on the one hand, and deep respect 
involving sometimes affectionate concern, on the other. I’ll argue that the latter relates 
to friendship and can be dictated. Finally, I shall discuss the morality of this phrase, 
namely that we are to deeply respect our friends because friendship is crucial for 
constituting one’s identity. 

However, I want first to put this discussion within its proper context. It is common to 
consider different regimes as reflecting, or even relying on, different notions of the 
‘self’ and (or alternatively) ‘community’. Daniel Bell, for example, argues that 
different regimes might be based on different notions of the self. He further argues 
that what seems to Westerners quite often as Eastern notions of anti-democratic and 
anti-human rights policies, are in fact policies that are meant to cater for individuals.2

Similarly, Brooke Ackerly argues that Third World feminist social criticism differs 
from mainstream Western liberal ones, partly because it is based on an alternative 
notion of the person3. I here want to suggest that a serious account of friendship – a 
notion that is often ignored by Western, individualistic political theory – can 
contribute to the understanding of our obligations to each other and to the way we 
shape our moral ‘self’. To see this I analyse the notion of ‘friend’ as part of the self. I 
suggest we read ‘friendship’ not as an ethical concept, but as a political one. 
Understood properly, it can serve as the basis for our political communities, which are 
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based on profound deliberation of our common norms and values. Or so I want to 
argue.

2. Love to your friend as yourself – clarifications and questions

2.1 Neighbours and friends

Why was it, that when the proverb was translated to English it was translated to 
‘neighbours’ rather than ‘friends’? I do not wish to offer a linguistic or historical 
explanation. Instead I shall make a comment, which I’d like to reader to carry with 
her while reading this essay. In the Biblical times it was perhaps obvious that one’s 
neighbours were also one’s best friends. People did not travel a lot, and they shared 
the same experiences with their neighbours. They were, perhaps, attacked by the same 
enemies, or their fields were hurt by the same floods. Nowadays people travel a lot, 
tend not to live as adults in the same neighbourhood where they grew up, and make 
new friends as they move from place to place, one job to another, and so on. Many 
would consider this as a social illness, or as a new form of alienation. In fact, a strong 
movement of ‘localism’ has emerged in the last ten or so years4: people feel that they 
want a more intimate relationships with their neighbours and that the fact that they do 
not know anything about, or do not share anything with, their neighbours reveals that 
something is morally wrong with the way they conduct their lives. 

In Nick Hornby’s novel How to be Good, a person called David and his friend 
GoodNews decide that they want to create a community out of their neighbours. They 
believe that if they invite all their friends to a party and suggest to them that they 
should all adopt homeless teenagers, the project would create a sense of togetherness 
and of a community.5 Some people meet the challenge with cynicism, others with 
suspicion, but most do come to the party and a few even decide to adopt homeless 
youngsters. The end I shall not tell – if you have not read the book I do recommend it: 
a brilliant book about altruism. The point I want to make is that when one reads this 
section of the book one wonders why is it, actually, that we cannot form such local 
communities with our neighbours.

In reality such initiatives are the LETS (Local Employment and Trade System) 
organisations.6 These are voluntary organisations of people who are already living 
together or nearby each other. They aim at limiting their use of money and reliance on 
real trade by forming local markets of exchange of services and goods. According to 
some research these people do manage to form a sense of community and friendship.7

Alas, one must remember that these people already have a lot in common 
ideologically speaking. They share many values and norms (often it is an 
environmental, or Green, outlook, and a strong belief in alternative lifestyles as a 
source of happiness, calmness, or simply a better life.) This is important to note, 
because what we often lack with neighbours in our contemporary societies is this 
shared beliefs. I emphasize this because as will be seen below, I see a shared belief 
system as an element that goes hand in hand with friendship. Put in other words, it is 
rather difficult to remain friendly with somebody whose values or norms you utterly 
reject.
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To summarise this comment about neighbours and friends: unlike in the Biblical 
times, when neighbours and friends were very often two terms describing the same 
person, in contemporary societies one does not necessarily become friends with one’s
neighbours and one does not necessarily have to live by one’s friends. This does not 
rule out the possibility that one’s neighbours become one’s friends and that people 
who share locality can find a lot in common to become friends. In fact, this could be a 
happy experience for all of them. But from an analytical point of view, the term I 
should use onwards is ‘friends’ rather than ‘neighbours’.

2.2 Your friend as yourself

What is meant by the demand to love to your friend as yourself? Should the word “as” 
indicate the amount (quantity), or manner (quality, or style), of love? It seems to me 
that this is implausible. I find three reasons for this.

Notice, first, that while one is obliged to love to one’s friend, one is to love to one’s 
friend as oneself (rather than as to oneself). Hence prima facie ‘as yourself’ relates to 
the person one loves (the friend) rather than to the feeling of love. That is to say that if 
we were to understand ‘as yourself’ as relating to the feeling of love, the proverb 
would have been “You should love to your friend as (you love) to yourself”. ‘As 
yourself’ thus refers to the friend: s/he is as yourself. I return to this below.

Second, if ‘as yourself’ were an indication of the amount or manner of love, it would 
imply that one can indeed ‘love’ oneself. This, though, seems odd. Human beings 
naturally desire the pleasures of life and despise suffering, but that does not amount to 
self-love8. Even the term ‘self love’ does not really relate to relationships and feelings 
of love. The Random House Dictionary, for example, defines ‘self love’ as the 
promotion of one’s welfare, or an excessive regard of one’s advantage9 (which, I 
guess, should be selfishness). In fact, I can pursue my interest, but I do not love
myself. I cannot experience with myself the desire to be with my loved ones, the 
excitement of seeing my loved ones, or the longing to them when I don’t see them for 
a long time. With myself I cannot experience those feelings precisely because a 
beloved ‘other’ is a precondition for sensing them. In other words, saying that I long 
to see myself or that I am excited to be with myself does not make sense.10

Third, and perhaps more important, I want to suggest that ‘as yourself’ stands here for 
a justification for this demand. Such a strong demand calls for a justification. If, 
however, ‘as yourself’ relates to the amount or manner of love then we lack here a 
justification for this strong ‘Golden Rule’. All we have is a description of the manner 
of love. However, we do have a justification if “as yourself” relates to the friend, or so 
I want to argue. Let me clarify.

One option for this justification is to read ‘as yourself’ as suggesting that your friend 
is a human being like yourself, for example, since s/he was born in the image of God 
just like yourself. The proverb would then read: You should love to your friend 
because s/he is as human as you are. While this may be a good reason, in the sense 
that most of us, human beings, share this thought, it seems not to be strong enough for 
such a demand. Any person was born in the image of God, or in other words, we are 
all human beings and we are all equal in that sense. But we are to ‘love to’ in the 
proverb’s terms, only our ‘friends’, not everyone. So in what sense are our friends so 
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different from every other human being? In other words, if the proverb’s author 
wanted us to respect somebody because they were equally human, why would the 
author use the term ‘friend’? Why not just everybody?

My suggestion for this justification is that “as yourself” could be interpreted as: “since 
[or, as if] your friend is part of you”. This would be consistent with other similar 
Biblical expressions. For example, the Israelites were ordered to treat the proselyte as 
citizens and to “love them like yourself” because “you were proselytes”.  (Genesis, 
XIX, 34). You yourselves, the Israelites were told, experienced the same feelings 
when you were a minority in other lands – Egypt for that matter: what the current 
proselyte feels is part of you because these feelings are part of you.11

Thus, while it is often understood as if the word “as” applies to the relationships of 
love, describing the sort of attitude one has to show towards one’s friend, it should in 
fact be interpreted as describing the object of love: “friend” then, is just as “you 
yourself”. Furthermore, while “your friend being ‘as you’” can be seen as “similar to 
you”, this phrase is better interpreted as stating something ontological: your friend is 
“as you” in the sense that it is part of you. I shall return to this below. 

2.3 Love and Love to

Can love be dictated? Does one really love oneself? From the two questions it should 
be clear that “love” here does not mean affection, attachment and passion that we 
often associate with love, e.g. between a man and a woman, or a parent and child. 
Instead, I want to argue, it seems to mean ‘deeply and genuinely respect’12. I see four 
reasons for this.

The first reason is that a feeling of love cannot be dictated: even if one is ordered to 
love somebody, one cannot control one’s feelings such as love and hate and therefore 
one cannot be expected to obey this order. Respect, however, is an attitude that can be 
dictated or controlled. At least it can be said that one can try, or decide to respect, or 
at least come to the conclusion that s/he should respect a certain person, but one 
cannot ‘decide’ to love another person. Another way to put it is this: we can be 
dictated, hence obliged, to have a certain attitude to others only in matters that can be 
reflected upon (because we have to decide that we do as we are told). For example, 
my son can be expected to respect his high school teacher; in fact he even understands 
this request because he understands that this teacher is doing his best and is, in fact, 
rather successful in coping with, and handling an impossible group of teenagers who 
are rather rude and arrogant. So my son reflects about this demand and he respects his 
teacher; but he cannot be obliged to love him. He cannot develop any affection to this 
person. Or consider this: I can be asked – indeed be expected to – respect my 
colleague at work, who has always done better than me and was always promoted 
earlier than me, even though I can’t help not loving him.

The second reason why ‘love’ here stands for ‘deep respect’ (rather than love) is that 
the category of friends is too wide to embrace those whom we ‘love’. We usually 
have friends whom we like, and some friends whom we love.  If we were to love all 
our friends, love would lose its meaning as an exclusive emotion. Love is a superior 
relationship with a particular person, or persons, for whom one has special, 
exceptional feelings, above and beyond one’s feelings for everyone else. Love, then, 
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is based on particularity and exclusivity whereas our relationship with our friends 
involves less than that. Moreover, had friendship been based on love, it would be very 
difficult to sustain friendship. Everyone who has been through a relationship of love 
knows that you have to nourish and sustain these relationships. Love might fade away 
and die out if it is not nurtured. But can one be engaged in nourishing so many 
relationships as one has with all her friends?13

The third reason why ‘love’ here means no more than ‘respect’ – though a deep sort 
of respect – is related to what might be called the ‘community of friends’. I want to 
claim that it may even be unhealthy to construct a community of friends on love, or 
empathy, or any such emotion. It all depends, actually, on what we expect this notion 
of ‘community of friends’ to be. The very phrase ‘as yourself’ implies that this is a 
constitutive community. Sentiments as love are not sufficient for the creation of a 
constitutive community. This was clearly shown by Sandel, whose distinction 
between the constitutive and sentimental conceptions of community is somewhat 
neglected.14

Sandel echoes Hegel’s theory of three modes of relationships. In Sandel’s sentimental 
community, equivalent to Hegel’s description of relationships within the family, 
people share the sentiments of other people in their social environment, in a 
spontaneous manner, and are consequently unselfish in their attitude towards other 
members of this community. But this does not satisfy the requirements of a 
constitutive community (equivalent to Hegel’s state) because, for a society to be a 
community in this sense, it has to relate to norms, beliefs, and ethics.15 The latter 
cannot be based on spontaneous feelings of love. Instead they should be based on 
reason. So if we think of our community of friends as a constitutive community, that 
is, a community that constitutes our moral self, then we must bring in reason and 
some rational criticism16. Now, this does not rule out love as an additional sort of 
relationships between one and one’s friends – or at least some of them – but this does 
not imply that this community is based mainly on love. We could see it as a 
community that is based on reason or at least on reason as well.17

The forth reason why love means ‘respect’ in this proverb is related to the command 
to ‘love to’. ‘Love to’ relates to a different direction of attitude. Let us begin with 
‘love’ (without ‘to’). This is a transitive verb, directed towards a direct object. As 
such it describes an attitude that one feels towards somebody, and yet it describes 
something that happens within one’s mind. In other words, it is not necessarily a 
description of an interaction: I can even love somebody secretly. It is not necessary 
that the object of my love know about my love in order for me to love him or her. My 
love would not change due to the fact that they do not know about it. However, 
respect is something that has to be shown in order to be practiced and fulfilled. It is 
not crucial that the object of my respect knows that I in particular respect him or her, 
but it is important that either him or other people know that I respect him or her. Part 
of respecting him or her is that I show this and talk about it, thereby I help 
constructing an atmosphere of respect. We respect somebody at least partly in order to 
make an impact on how s/he is seen by others. It is therefore a transitive verb which 
may take an indirect object: respect to  (or for) him.  I therefore conclude that ‘love 
to’ your friend means ‘deeply respect’ your friend. 18
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3. Friendship: self and friend.

So far we have been engaged in first trying to find out what the author of this proverb 
meant and then what love might mean. Now I would like to elaborate about the 
morality of this phrase, namely that the partition between “self” and “friend” is 
arbitrary and artificial.

By ‘self’ I mean not only body or merely the mind, but rather the entire experiences, 
thoughts, expectations, and memories, that a person has in her lifetime and their 
relations to a certain body and bodily continuation. Thus one’s experiences, 
expectations, thoughts, intentions and goals are not simply “one’s own”, but rather the 
‘self’ of that person herself. ‘Self’ then implies the abolition of a partition between 
what is ‘mine’ and ‘me’, where ‘mine’ does not signify a relation only to material 
objects or property, but also to characteristics, ideas, and so on.19

And so, ‘my thoughts, intentions, expectations’ – let us for the sake of convenience 
relate to them as ‘my ideas’ - are also ‘me’. This sounds simple. But what are ‘my 
ideas’? What is built into them? “Ideas” involve critical reflections on values and 
standpoints. An ‘idea’ encompasses two elements: one declarative, the other 
argumentative, contentious, or even polemic. The latter provides the rationale, 
explanation, and defence of the former. For example, when I claim that ‘post-
modernism is false’ I declare a position that immediately calls for an explanation and 
defence. It is therefore impossible to separate the declarative element from the 
argumentative, because if we do, the declarative element loses its status as an ‘idea’, 
collapsing into a groundless, and in that sense superstitious, belief. Indeed, one may 
claim to ‘hold ideas’ only after a process by which one gets to ‘hold ideas’. “Ideas”, 
thus, are the fruits of this process.  

Now I want to claim that the process by which one gets to ‘hold’ ideas must involve 
one’s friends. (The following will also relate to my previous claim about the 
constitutive community of friends.) To see this, let us first recall that holding an idea 
means not only to believe, but to know, that this idea is true and valid.  To reach such 
a situation one must challenge this idea against all possible criticisms, analyse it, 
weigh it against other ideas, and so on. If this process does not take place these ideas 
can be nothing but a prejudice or a superstition, because the person holding them does 
not know why she holds them. 

Second, in order to challenge an idea intensively one must put the idea to the critique 
of other people because s/he her/himself might fail to see all possible challenges. We 
often tend to take no notice of such challenges, unless they are raised by others. This 
could be either because we fail to distinguish between our well grounded arguments 
and what is merely intuitive, or because without the mechanism of critical 
deliberation -- this vivid exchange of reasoning, this debate -- ideas remain frozen, or 
dead, and so we fail to critically scrutinize them. Reflection is usually a social practice 
that relies on an exchange of views.20

Now why should one put these ideas to the critique of one’s friends rather than just 
any person? There are two reasons for this. The first has to do with what friendship is 
all about; the second is that part of the confirmation of these ideas’ validity involves 
looking at who holds them.21
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The process, as described, involves people trying to find out about rival ideas, 
pinpointing counter arguments, and trying to dismiss them. Friends are of great help 
here because they are likely to help one by testing one’s ideas without any ill intention 
of deceiving or manipulating her. As Aristotle taught us, ‘perfect friendship’ is when 
people wish well alike to each other qua good’ or, in other words, when people wish 
well to their friends for their sake (…) by reason of their own nature and not 
incidentally.’22 Genuine friends, then, have no ill intention to deceive or manipulate 
their friends in their search for virtues. However, friends help each other even 
unintentionally, by the very fact that they constitute a moral environment, which 
defines what is and what is not meaningful for one’s identity. If I claim that I am who 
I am by, for example, being the only person who has this or that number of hairs on 
my head, people around me would be astonished that I find this bizarre fact to be what 
makes me unique.23 Following this, and similarly, if I define myself according to 
parameters such as race, ethnicity, gender and the like -- parameters on which neither 
me nor other people have any control or impact, -- then my friends cannot accept this 
as something which constitutes my identity in any meaningful moral sense, because 
these parameters do not involve choice.

If, however, I define myself by, for example, a combination of my ethical and 
political standpoints – parameters on which I do have control – people would have a 
better idea of who I am as a person, and would be able to choose whether to become 
(or remain) my friends. Again, when I claim to choose between alternative moral 
standpoints, I can do so because my friends – the people I care about and about whose 
opinions I am concerned – regard these alternatives as morally meaningful. If I claim 
to be a person who’d rather chew a gum than have a cup of coffee, I may be saying 
something about my diet but not about my morality (unless people define having 
coffee as immoral, say, because the coffee industry exploits Third World workers.24

But even more important; friends are of great help because when we wish to confirm 
the validity of certain ideas it is important to see who holds them. In everyday life this 
is so: whenever one looks for guidance one looks for the wise person (e.g. in case of a 
philosophical dilemma), the experienced person (as in a case one plans a journey to 
the Himalayan mountains) or the skilful person (e.g. when one has to fix one’s car). If 
a person who has never been to the Himalayan Mountains offers his advice how to 
plan my journey I may discount the value of his advice, not because of the content of 
this advice but because of the person: “What does he know? He has never been there”. 
And if my brother, who happens to be a very wise person, tells me how I should fix 
my car’s engine, I would tend not to trust his advice, because he is not skilful in any 
relevant way. 

The same is true for ethical positions. If, for example, our friends -- people we 
appreciate as moral people in general, or with whom we often agree when it comes to 
moral dilemmas -- tend do dismiss or oppose certain ideas, then at least on the face of 
it we might re-think whether these ideas are appropriate and valid. In other words, we 
should seek an even stronger philosophical support for them, because prima facie 
there is something “fishy” about them: the fact that people whom we often consider to 
be moral people, people on whose moral judgement we can count, oppose these 
ideas.25
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And so, while prima facie it seemed that the term “one’s ideas” is equivalent to “what 
one believes in”, we now realise that one’s ideas reflect more than that. In fact, one’s 
ideas are (to a great extent) the product of an endless exchange between the person 
and her friends.26 To illustrate this, consider the following. In March 2002, a doctorate 
student in our department received a letter from the Israeli military forces, ordering 
him to join a military reserve service in the occupied Palestinian territories. He 
thought that he should refuse to do so for moral and political reasons, and was ready 
to be sentenced to twenty eight days in military prison. Such an act would involve, 
though, various dilemmas. Among them: 

(One) Should a citizen break the law when she finds the law to be morally 
repugnant? 

(Two) If he personally serves in the occupied territories he will probably treat 
the local population with more respect and care than most other soldiers; if 
he refuses and others serve, this might imply even greater suffering for the 
local population.

(Three) His wife had given birth to their first child only two months earlier. If 
he did serve he would be out of home for ten to fourteen days; if he 
refused and went to jail he would be out of home for twenty-eight days. 
Would it be fair? 

This student wanted to examine whether he was right to hold this idea that people in 
his position should refuse to serve in the occupied territories. He told me about his 
way to find out about it. His starting point was that serving in the occupied territories 
in the current situation did not go hand in hand with his image of himself as a person. 
But he wanted to discuss this with his friends.27 He explained why he thought refusing
to serve in the occupied territories was a good idea. He was frank enough to show 
them where his hesitations derived from. Next, one of his friends raised other doubts. 
Another one dismissed these challenges, but put forward new ones. Some of those he 
consulted encouraged him to refuse. This student hesitated. He thought about what 
these friends had said. He was especially concerned about one ex professor of his, 
whom he always admired, and who advised him not to refuse. He thought why it was 
important for him what this lecturer had said. In answering this question this student 
related both to this lecturer’s arguments and to his friendship with this person. It 
especially bothered him because he thought so highly of this person. It made him 
think maybe he was wrong. Eventually he decided to refuse and was sentenced to 
twenty eight days in prison.

The point I want to make is that we do not reflect upon an idea in a vacuum. Instead, 
we reflect upon an idea with relation to, and in the context of what other people whom 
we appreciate  -- friends -- think of it, and why it is important for us to know what 
they think.28

Notice that it is significant for us to know what they think not only because we respect 
their wisdom and trust their analytical ability, but rather because we want to be their 
friends; or we want them to be our friends. In other words, one’s friends and one’s 
relationships with them become part of what constitutes the value and validity of this 
or that idea for this person. Consequently, since ideas are part of one’s ‘self’, and 
since one’s friends and one’s friendship with them become part of one’s ideas, one’s 
friends become part of one’s “self” as well. As the saying goes in Hebrew: “Tell me 
who your friends are and I’ll tell you who you are”.
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We could call the described process ‘profound moral confirmation’ because it is the 
process, by which a person confirms the validity of the values and ideas she holds. It 
seems to be that with respect to this process of moral confirmation a debate exists 
between individualists and communitarians29. The debate is between the heroic and  
prosaic images of this process. Individualists have in mind a very heroic image of this 
process. They claim that even if the process of evaluation involves a stage in which a 
social debate takes place, and even if an exchange of ideas between the person and 
her social surroundings must occur, at the end of the day it is the person herself who 
has to face the challenge, as it were, and reach a decision with regard to her values. In 
that sense communitarians hold a rather prosaic image. They say that even if one 
starts the process with an autonomous and independent critical reflection on one’s 
values, and even if the person does have the intellectual capacity to do so, one needs 
social confirmation of the conclusions one reaches.

Without relating now to whose image – “prosaic” or “heroic” – is right, it is clear that 
this way or another, sooner or later, the process of confirmation should involve a 
stage, in which our friends become a crucial factor in the confirmation of the values 
and ideas that we hold, and therefore of who we are. We think highly of people if they 
hold certain ideas, but we also think highly of ideas if they are held by people we 
appreciate, in particular our friends.30

The latter might raise three difficulties. First, it may blur the distinction between 
being convinced, and being confident. Second, it might imply that if I fail to see that a 
friend has changed and he is now holding wrong beliefs, I’ll adopt his wrong beliefs 
just because he is my friend whom I appreciate. Third, one could claim that looking 
for the source of the argument rather than the argument itself, is likely to lead us to a 
system whereby there will be authoritarian moral leaders. Others will tend to escape 
from the need to face moral dilemmas and think for themselves: people will lose their 
positive liberty, in Berlin’s terms31, or will tend to escape from their liberty, in Erich 
Fromm’s terms. I want to answer these three challenges. 

First, I am aware of the fact that the theory I have advanced may blur the distinction 
between being convinced (by an argument) and becoming confident (by seeing that 
people whom we appreciate hold these ideas as well). In reply let me first claim that 
being confident in one’s ideas due to the fact that they are held by other people whose 
moral judgements one appreciates is indeed very rational, and therefore it is not so 
distant from being convinced by a rational argument. Moreover, the fact that this blurs 
the distinction does not mean that it should not work this way. In fact, this should not 
be surprising if you accept that the self and her ideas are one entity, that who I am and 
the ideas I hold are the same. In the context of our discussion here, however, this 
indicates that friendship is an important factor in the social confirmation of one’s 
values and ideas, and therefore in the constitution of one’s “self”. 

I am not arguing that under no circumstances should one distinguish between being 
convinced and being confident. In many cases we do want to search for a rationale 
that is impersonal, namely that it is detached from the person who puts forward this 
rationale. In several cases I am not interested in the moral personality of the person 
who puts forward this or that argument to support a moral position. I personally 
confess not to know, at least intimately, most moral and political philosophers whose 
books and works I have been reading. This is true about authors who are already dead, 
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but also about many authors who currently write and publish. Often this does nto 
bother me: I might find an argument convincing even if I do not know the person. 

However, it is also true that when I do know the person, or when I do know enough 
about him or her, I might suspect (or tend to accept) his or her arguments because 
they are who they are. And the more important the discussions are, the more this is 
relevant. In other words: the more we feel that the issue at stake is crucial, that it is 
not a marginal moral question, but rather something that constitutes our moral identity 
and personality, the more we want to look for ‘something extra’ – we want to be 
confident, not only convinced. The best way to achieve this confidence is to look for 
who is saying what is being said. Let me explain.

I have said that this is not irrational. One reason for this could be simple. If person A 
is a friend because in the last ten years we have been sharing a lot in common, in 
terms of moral beliefs, then simple statistics indicate that he might be ‘right’ again, or 
that we might be sharing views again. The other reason has to do with what we mean 
by ‘moral identity’. When one declares to be a ‘socialist’ or an ‘atheist’ or a 
‘nationalist’ or what have you, one does not only say that she holds this or that view, 
but also that she belongs to a group of people who hold similar views. In fact you can 
know a lot about my ethical positions by my declaration that I am, say, a ‘socialist’, 
because you already know a lot of other people who are socialists. “Aha” you may 
say, “ I know Mr. Smith and Ms. Jones who are socialists; so you must be holding 
similar views”. So we find that indeed moral identities do have to do with personal 
ties and other people32. It is therefore not irrational to look for what other people who 
have always been like me think about this or that issue. When I have known this 
people – when they are my friends – it is even more so. Friends, thus, become part of 
one’s “self”. 

The second challenge is that if being confident (by seeing that people whom we 
appreciate hold these ideas as well) is so crucial to one’s moral personality, then one 
might fail to take into account the need to be convinced (by an argument). One then 
might fail to see that the person on whose moral values one has been counting has 
changed and is not to be trusted any more. Admittedly, these things do happen, even if 
rarely: egalitarians become chauvinists, cosmopolitans become nationalists, and so on. 
However, the answer to this challenge is rather simple. I am not claiming that in this 
process of ‘profound moral confirmation’, being confident is more important than 
being convinced. One must not, that is, follow one’s friends blindly. One should be 
critical of one’s friends in the sense that s/he should listen to what they claim and how 
they justify their positions. In other words, being convinced and being confident are 
two necessary, but not sufficient conditions, for being confirmed about one’s beliefs. 

The third challenge, though, is much more serious. According to it, being autonomous 
– critically reflecting on one’s values and positions and deciding about them by 
oneself – is often a too heavy demand. People look for opportunities to escape from 
this demand, or so goes this challenge. They do so for various reasons. The 
psychologist Erich Fromm thought that the main motivation to escape from liberty 
was people’s desire not to feel alone; when they subjected themselves to others they 
gained a sense of belonging. Conformity and being subject to authority were therefore 
rather common even in liberal democracies, argued Fromm.33 This is a challenge to 
the theory advanced here because if we are told that we should look for external 
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sources (other people, friends) to our beliefs, this tendency which Fromm describes is 
likely to be strengthened. 

Once again, the answer lies in seeing the two – being convinced and being confident –
as closely related, and as two inseparable aspects of the philosophical process I have 
called ‘profound moral confirmation’. I should not trust my friends blindly, and I 
should not turn a blind eye to who holds the values at stake. But I must do the two at 
the same time. I should consult and trust my friends, but I should suspect their 
arguments. I should trust a good argument, but I should be careful about who is 
holding it. 

Summary

The Golden Rule should therefore be read: You should deeply respect your friends 
because they constitute your ‘self’, in the sense that they help you be your moral 
‘self’. Interpreted this way, it can point to the political importance of friendship. 
Politics, many would agree, is not only about interests, but also about our values, 
beliefs, and ways of life, and moreover, about how we deliberate about them. When 
we enter a deliberation about our values and beliefs, we want to hold firm beliefs; we 
want to feel that our beliefs can be justified in a way that would appeal to as many 
people as possible. In other words, we want to take part in a deliberation, which is 
meaningful and challenging.34 Contemporary societies, with their cultural and ethnic 
pluralism, undermine the possibility of a shared background for these deliberations. 
Citizens might enter the debate with no sense of self-confidence about their values 
and beliefs. Friendship, it seems to me, might help. It can provide this sense of 
confidence, what I have termed ‘being confident’ (as distinguished from ‘being 
convinced’), because it allows individuals to examine their set of beliefs and norms 
through a profound exchange of criticism. 

This is not to say that this is the only value of friendship, nor is it to suggest that there 
is no other way to arrive at self confidence about one’s norms and beliefs. However, I 
hope to have offered a way to combine the two, a way which, I believe, ties in with a 
proper understanding of this proverb.
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 Endnotes
                                                          

1  I would like to thank Gideon Calder, Jonathan Seglow and the participants of the 2002 annual 
conference of the Association for Legal and Social Philosophy for their fruitful comments and 
suggestions. I should make it clear that my discussion of this proverb is analytical and philosophical, 
outside the context of Jewish philosophy.
2 Bell, Daniel. East Meets West. Human Rights and Democracy in East Asia. Princeton University 
Press. 2000; Bell, Daniel. “The East Asian challenge to human rights”. Human Rights Quarterly 18 (3) 
1996.
3 Ackerly, Brooke. Political Theory and Feminist Social Criticism. Cambridge University Press. 2000
4 By which I refer to regional radios, local newspapers, neighbourhoods organising to offer solutions to 
problems which the government or the city authorities fail to provide (e.g. reducing the speed limit in 
the neighbourhood’s streets), or simply because these neighbourhoods’ residents wish to create an 
atmosphere of ‘belonging’. The latter yields local politics, e.g. neighbourhoods’ committees, local trade 
organisations, and schools’ governing bodies.
5  Hornby, Nick. How to be Good. Penguin. 2001

6  About LETS see de-Shalit, Avner. The Environment: Between Theory and Practice. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000, pp. 119-122
7 See, for example, Lamb, Robert. Promising the Earth. London: Routledge. 1996.
8  I thank Jeremy Bernstin for this.
9   Stein, Jess (ed.). The Random House Dictionary of the English Language, The Unabridged edition, 

N.Y., 1967, p. 1294.
10  I may, sometimes, have a desire to be alone, but this is not a desire to be with myself, at least not in 

the same way that I desire to be with my wife, children, or some of my best friends. It is not a positive 
feeling of longing for somebody but rather the opposite: a negative feeling of wanting not to be with 
anyone else.

11  I cannot escape a political comment: I somehow regard this idea as one of the most important and 
most highly relevant Biblical moral ideas. One should add that the term ‘Re’a’, (comrade, fellowman) 
seems to embody this understanding already. For example, in the book of Deuteronomium. XIII, 7, it 
says “your friend, which is like your own soul”. Notice that the pronoun used for the non-restrictive 
relative clause describing “friend”, is “which” rather than “who”. This may imply that a friend 
(“Re’a”) is not an absolutely separated person (if it were the pronoun used would be ‘who’), but rather 
‘friend’ is an abstract concept describing an entity that is not necessarily external to you. Instead, it is 
part of you: in fact this part is like your own soul. Hence the use of ‘which’ rather than ‘who’.
12 Genuine respect is the attitude which regards the other as autonomous and of inherent value. See 
Margalit, Avishai. The Decent Society. Harvard University Press. 1996; Nussbaum, Martha. 
Cultivating Humanity. Harvard University Press, 1997.
13 Arguably, relationships with friends whom one does not love need to e nourished as well; however, 
since the relationships are less intensive and of different character altogether, the energy and efforts 
demanded are not quite so intensive.
14  Especially by those who attacked Sandel for being too conservative.
15  Sandel, M. Liberalism and the Limits of Justice. Cambridge University press, 1982, p. 173.

16 This is a normative demand, rather than a description of communities. Some communities claim to 
be constitutive but do not allow rational criticism. However, as I argue elsewhere, these communities 
cannot reasonably claim to constitute their members, since the very act of constitution involves 
reflection about membership and identity. See de-Shalit, Avner. Why Posterity Matters. London: 
Routledge, 1995
17  This might lead me to a definition of love, something I am trying to avoid in this paper for lack of 

space. Suffice it to claim that if A bases his relationships with B on reason, this does not mean that they 
cannot feel love to each other. I elaborate on the relationships between friends and one’s moral self 
below.
18 In fact, this can be based also on the Biblical terms – the verb ‘to love’ appears also in the famous 

Deuteronomic verse (11;1) in which Man is ordered to love God. Again, it makes no sense to command 
man to love God, since such a feeling cannot be dictated. Indeed, we are not to love God in the sense 
that one loves one’s husband or wife, or children. We are to deeply respect God. However, as claimed 
above, this essay is not written within the framework of Jewish philosophy, so I shall not further 
develop this claim here.
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19   See also Avineri Shlomo and Avner de-Shalit, ‘Introduction’ in Avineri and de-Shalit (eds.), 

Communitarianism and Individualism. Oxford University Press 1993. And Sandel, Michael, Liberalism 
and the Limits of Justice, Cambridge University Press, 1982, p. 55
20  Admittedly, this might go against Kant’s view that an idea is yours only if you adopted it after an 

autonomous reflection. For a critique of Kant’s position see Williams, Bernard, Ethics and the Limits 
of Philosophy. Fontana, 1985; Chapter 4 and pp. 169-170.
21  Before elaborating on these reasons, let me remark immediately that this theory is not an empirical 

description of what happens when people assert that they hold ideas. Rather, it is a normative theory 
about the necessary condition for one to know that one holds ideas in a profound sense, to wit, a more 
than intuitive sense. In other words, it is a theory about how to shift from a state whereby ideas seem 
intuitive to a state whereby they seem reasonable.
22 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, book viii, number 3.
23   I follow and develop Charles Taylor’s theory about meaningful criteria for identity, in his The 

Ethics of Authenticity, pp.30-37
24  It is in that sense that Paul Wadell claims that friendship is an important factor in enabling people to 

acquire virtues, simply by encounter with another person we learn about virtues. See his Friendship and 
the Moral Life, University of Notre Dame Press, 1989. This is, of course, an Aristotelian theory. See 
book VIII of the Nicomachean Ethics.
25  Notice that this does not imply that the ideas are wrong; our friends may be wrong as well. But it 

calls for a yet another test for these ideas.
26 To be precise, one’s ideas are also a result of one’s upbringing, education, and wider social milieu. 
However, my point is that when one reflects profoundly about one’s ideas the weight of this exchange 
with friends becomes much more significant.
27  It is important to note that his friends were simultaneously engaged in a process of finding out about 

their ideas, with regard to various other moral dilemmas. This can often intensify and enhance such 
debates.
28  Even philosophers, I allow myself to add, want to consult their friends and fellow philosophers, 

about their ideas, which is why they often put forward these ideas in conferences, seminars, and so on, 
before they publish them.
29 Avineri Shlomo and Avner de-Shalit, ‘Introduction’ in their (ed.) Communitarianism and 
Individualism. Oxford University Press. 1992.
30  This is a psychological fact that is discussed by Bernard Williams in his Ethics and the Limits of 

Philosophy, Fontana, 1985, p. 170.
31 Berlin, Isiah. Four Essays on Liberty. Oxford University Press. 1969.
32  One could claim that the group of socialists does not consist of personal ties; I would reject this 

claim: it is often the case that moral communities consist of personal ties and relationships. If the 
reader is not convinced by this example, I suggest the example of ‘academics’. Many of my colleagues 
define their moral personality as ‘academic’, among other things. They believe that they share certain 
values as academics. This, though, goes hand in hand with having certain personal relationships with 
their colleagues.
33 Fromm, E. Escape from Freedom. 1947.

2000, MIT Press. Complexity and Democracy, Pluralism: Public Deliberation. James, hman See Bo34


