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Golf Etiquette:
The Unwritten Rules

Where did they come from,
and what do they mean?

Who we are:

 Dr. Paul Miller –
Senior Lecturer in Golf
Studies, Elmwood
College, Fife, for 15
years
– Masters dissertation on

‘The Modernisation of
Golf’ (2005)

– Member at ‘The New
Golf Club’, St Andrews
since 1999

Who we are:

 Mr. Kevin Fish - Club
Manager at ‘The Glen
Golf Club’, North
Berwick, East Lothian

– R&A qualified golf
referee

– Golf Club Secretary of
the year, 2005

– Represented Scotland
on Rules of Golf Quiz in
St Andrews
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Palimpsest

Golfers’ Origins

 Who was playing?
 What were their values?  What is the

legacy?
 How were these manifested in the way

they played – their customs (or indeed in
the ways they didn’t play?)

 Can knowledge of this enhance our
understanding of golf now, in 2008?

The First Written Rules – Why?
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Tell me please, why
do you play golf?

The Unwritten ‘Rules’

 There are now 34 written rules, but how
many unwritten rules are there?

 Is there more to be learnt in what is not
written down than in what is?

 If so, what is there to learn, and how will
it help you personally, and help your club?

“There is a written and an unwritten law.
The one by which we regulate our
constitutions in our cities is the written
law; that which arises from custom is the
unwritten law”

Diogenes Laertius, AD200
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“We acknowledge the restraint of reverence;
we are obedient to whomsoever is set in
authority, and to the laws, more especially
to those which offer protection to the
oppressed, and those unwritten ordinances
whose transgression brings shame.”

Thucydides, 460 – 400 BC

The Big Questions

 What is the cost of ignorance of the
unwritten rules?  A shot or two, or more
than that?

 Can our understanding of behaviour on
the course enhance our reputation off it?

 Is it important that golf etiquette is
maintained as the game grows globally?

Golf Etiquette Challenged

 Significant geographical spread
 Significant social spread

 Development in isolation from the original
values and customs

 Where will golf go from here?
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….from your new understanding
what imprint, legacy,

palimpsest will you bequeath
to your club?


