
what goes around comes around

what goes around comes around is a timeless adage that reflects the universal principle
of cause and effect in human behavior and life events. This phrase encapsulates the idea
that one’s actions, whether good or bad, ultimately return to affect the doer in kind. Rooted
in various cultural, ethical, and philosophical traditions, the concept emphasizes
accountability, justice, and the interconnectedness of actions and consequences. In
contemporary society, the saying often serves as a moral reminder that kindness and
integrity are rewarded, while harm and deceit may invite repercussions. This article
explores the origins, interpretations, and applications of the phrase “what goes around
comes around,” along with its significance in psychology, ethics, and popular culture.
Through detailed analysis, readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of this
powerful maxim and how it influences personal behavior and social dynamics.
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Origins and Historical Context

The phrase “what goes around comes around” is deeply rooted in historical and cultural
traditions that span centuries. Its core message aligns closely with the ancient concept of
karma found in Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism, where the moral quality of one’s actions
directly influences future experiences. Similarly, Western cultures have embraced parallel
ideas through proverbs and religious teachings emphasizing moral retribution.

Early Cultural References

In many ancient societies, the principle that actions have consequences was integral to
maintaining social order and encouraging ethical behavior. For example, the Bible contains
verses such as Galatians 6:7, stating, “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man
reaps what he sows,” which conveys a comparable message. Likewise, indigenous
philosophies often stress the importance of harmony and balance, reflecting the idea that
mistreating others ultimately leads to personal detriment.



Evolution into Modern Usage

Over time, the phrase evolved into a succinct proverbial form used in everyday language.
“What goes around comes around” gained popularity as a straightforward and relatable
expression of justice and karma, especially in English-speaking countries. Its adaptability
allows it to be applied broadly in social, legal, and personal contexts, reinforcing the belief
that justice prevails through natural consequences.

Philosophical and Ethical Interpretations

Philosophically, “what goes around comes around” embodies the principle of moral
causality, wherein ethical behavior influences future outcomes. This idea intersects with
various ethical frameworks, including consequentialism, virtue ethics, and deontological
theories, each offering unique perspectives on the relationship between actions and
consequences.

Consequentialism and Moral Responsibility

Consequentialism judges the morality of actions based on their outcomes. From this
viewpoint, “what goes around comes around” underscores the importance of considering
the repercussions of one’s behavior on oneself and others. It promotes accountability by
suggesting that harmful actions generate negative consequences while positive deeds lead
to beneficial returns.

Virtue Ethics and Character Development

Virtue ethics focuses on cultivating moral character traits such as kindness, honesty, and
fairness. This approach aligns with the phrase by emphasizing that consistently practicing
virtues fosters a positive environment that eventually benefits the individual. The cyclical
nature of “what goes around comes around” reflects the ongoing development of character
through reciprocal social interactions.

Deontological Perspectives

Deontological ethics prioritizes adherence to moral duties and rules. From this stance, the
phrase serves as a reminder that fulfilling one’s ethical obligations is essential regardless of
immediate outcomes, as moral law ensures eventual justice. It reinforces the concept of
inherent moral order governing human conduct.



Psychological Perspectives on Reciprocity

Psychology offers valuable insights into the mechanism behind “what goes around comes
around” through the study of reciprocity and social exchange theories. These frameworks
explain how interpersonal relationships and social behavior are influenced by expectations
of mutual benefit and fairness.

Reciprocity Norm

The reciprocity norm is a social rule that obligates individuals to respond to others’ actions
with similar behavior, whether positive or negative. This norm supports the idea that kind
actions encourage kindness in return, while harmful deeds may provoke retaliation or social
sanctions. Understanding this norm helps explain why “what goes around comes around”
functions effectively in human interactions.

Social Exchange Theory

Social exchange theory posits that human relationships are formed based on cost-benefit
analyses, where individuals seek to maximize rewards and minimize losses. The principle of
“what goes around comes around” aligns with this theory by suggesting that cooperative
behavior leads to reciprocal benefits, creating a balanced and rewarding social
environment.

Impact on Mental Health and Well-being

Belief in karmic justice, as expressed by “what goes around comes around,” can influence
mental health by fostering a sense of fairness and hope. It may encourage individuals to
engage in prosocial behavior and reduce feelings of helplessness when facing injustices,
contributing positively to emotional resilience.

Applications in Everyday Life

The practical implications of “what goes around comes around” are evident in various
aspects of daily life, including personal relationships, workplace dynamics, and social
justice. Recognizing the cyclical nature of actions and consequences can guide decision-
making and behavior towards more ethical and constructive outcomes.



Personal Relationships

In interpersonal relationships, the phrase highlights the importance of treating others with
respect and kindness. Positive behaviors such as empathy, trustworthiness, and support
tend to foster reciprocal goodwill, strengthening bonds and enhancing mutual satisfaction.

Professional Environment

Within the workplace, “what goes around comes around” serves as a reminder that ethical
conduct and collaboration contribute to a positive organizational culture. Acts of fairness
and integrity can lead to career advancement and professional respect, while unethical
behavior often results in reputational damage and lost opportunities.

Social and Legal Implications

The concept extends to broader social contexts, where justice systems and societal norms
reflect the idea that wrongful actions should be met with appropriate consequences. It
underpins many legal principles and restorative justice models, emphasizing accountability
and rehabilitation over mere punishment.

Key Benefits of Embracing the Principle

Encourages ethical decision-making and personal accountability

Promotes healthier interpersonal and community relationships

Supports social harmony and reduces conflict

Fosters long-term trust and cooperation

Enhances emotional well-being through belief in fairness

Representation in Popular Culture

The phrase “what goes around comes around” has permeated popular culture, appearing in
literature, music, film, and social media. Its universal appeal and relatability make it a
compelling theme for storytelling and artistic expression.



Music and Lyrics

Many artists across genres have incorporated the phrase or its variations into song lyrics to
convey messages about justice, karma, and personal growth. These songs often reflect
narratives of overcoming adversity or witnessing the consequences of others’ actions,
resonating with a wide audience.

Film and Television

In film and television, the concept is frequently used as a plot device, where characters
face repercussions for their deeds, reinforcing moral lessons. Storylines centered on
revenge, redemption, or poetic justice draw heavily on the principle that what one does
eventually returns.

Social Media and Everyday Use

On social media platforms, “what goes around comes around” is commonly quoted in
discussions about fairness, karma, and justice. It serves as a succinct expression of hope
that wrongdoing will be rectified and kindness rewarded, often shared in the context of
personal experiences or social commentary.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'what goes around comes around'
mean?
The phrase means that a person's actions, whether good or bad, will eventually have
consequences that affect them in return.

Is 'what goes around comes around' similar to karma?
Yes, it is similar to the concept of karma, which suggests that good or bad actions will result
in corresponding positive or negative outcomes for the individual.

Can 'what goes around comes around' be applied in
everyday life?
Absolutely. It serves as a reminder to treat others with kindness and fairness because the
way you behave can influence how others treat you in the future.



Are there any scientific explanations supporting 'what
goes around comes around'?
While not a scientific law, social psychology supports the idea through concepts like
reciprocity and social exchange theory, where people tend to respond to actions with
similar behavior.

How can understanding 'what goes around comes
around' improve relationships?
By recognizing that your actions impact others and may eventually impact you, you are
more likely to act with empathy and respect, fostering healthier and more trusting
relationships.

Can 'what goes around comes around' encourage
personal accountability?
Yes, it encourages individuals to take responsibility for their actions, knowing that negative
behaviors can lead to negative repercussions, and positive behaviors can lead to positive
outcomes.

Is 'what goes around comes around' found in different
cultures?
Yes, many cultures have similar proverbs or beliefs about reciprocal justice or karma,
emphasizing the universal human understanding that actions have consequences.

Additional Resources
1. The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini
This poignant novel explores themes of guilt, redemption, and the consequences of past
actions. Set in Afghanistan, it follows the story of Amir, whose childhood betrayal haunts
him into adulthood. The narrative reveals how the reverberations of one’s choices can
come full circle, impacting lives years later.

2. Crime and Punishment by Fyodor Dostoevsky
A classic exploration of morality and justice, this novel delves into the psychological
torment of Raskolnikov, a man who believes he can transcend moral laws. However, his
actions set off a chain of events that force him to confront the inevitable consequences of
his crime. The book underscores how actions, good or bad, inevitably return to affect the
doer.

3. Othello by William Shakespeare
This tragic play centers on jealousy, trust, and betrayal, illustrating how deceit and
manipulation lead to downfall. Iago’s treacherous plotting against Othello exemplifies the
destructive power of malicious intent. Ultimately, the story reflects the idea that harmful
deeds often rebound on the perpetrator.



4. East of Eden by John Steinbeck
A multi-generational saga, this novel examines the struggle between good and evil within
families. Characters grapple with inherited sins and choices that echo through generations,
demonstrating the cyclical nature of human behavior. The story highlights how past actions
influence present and future outcomes.

5. Atonement by Ian McEwan
This novel explores how a single false accusation irrevocably changes several lives. Briony
Tallis’s youthful mistake leads to a lifelong quest for forgiveness and understanding. The
narrative poignantly illustrates the ripple effect of actions and the possibility of redemption.

6. Les Misérables by Victor Hugo
Set against the backdrop of revolutionary France, this epic tale follows Jean Valjean’s
journey from prisoner to moral hero. The novel weaves themes of justice, mercy, and the
social consequences of actions. It powerfully conveys how compassion and cruelty alike
shape destinies.

7. The Count of Monte Cristo by Alexandre Dumas
A gripping story of betrayal, revenge, and ultimate justice, this novel charts Edmond
Dantès’s transformation after wrongful imprisonment. His elaborate plan to right the
wrongs done to him exemplifies the principle that what one puts out into the world
eventually returns. The book is a masterful exploration of cause and effect in human
relationships.

8. Macbeth by William Shakespeare
This dark tragedy reveals how unchecked ambition and treachery lead to destruction.
Macbeth’s murderous rise to power is met with inevitable consequences that unravel his
life. The play serves as a cautionary tale about the inescapable nature of moral retribution.

9. The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde
This novel delves into vanity, corruption, and the supernatural consequences of a life lived
without accountability. Dorian Gray’s portrait ages and reveals the true cost of his immoral
actions while he remains outwardly unblemished. Wilde’s work illustrates the concept that
inner deeds ultimately manifest externally, embodying the idea of karma.
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