Sissela Bok teaches philosophy and ethics at Harvard. The following passage appears in Lying,
Moral Choice in Public and Private Life (1979).

What if all government officials felt free to deceive provided they believed the deception
genuinely necessary to achieve some important public end? The trouble is that those who make
such calculations are always susceptible to bias. They overestimate the likelihood that the
benefit will occur and that the harm will be averted; they underestimate the chances that the
deceit will be discovered and ignore the effects of such a discovery on trust; they underrate the
comprehension of the deceived citizens, as well as their ability and their right to make a
reasoned choice. And, most important, such a benevolent self-righteousness disguises the many
motives for political lying which could not serve as moral excuses: the need to cover up past
mistakes; the vindictiveness; the desire to stay in power. These self-serving ends provide the
impetus for countless lies that are rationalized as "necessary" for the public good.

Consider the following situation and imagine all the variations on this theme being played in
campaigns all over the United States, at the local, state, or federal level:

A big-city mayor is running for reelection. He has read a report recommending that he
remove rent controls after his reelection. He intends to do so, but believes he will lose the
election if his intention is known. When asked, at a news conference two days before his
election, about the existence of such a report, he denies knowledge of it and reaffirms his strong
support of rent control.

In the mayor's view, his reelection is very much in the public interest, and the lie concerns
questions which he believes the voters are unable to evaluate properly, especially on such short
notice. In all similar situations, the sizable bias resulting from the self-serving element (the
desire to be elected, to stay in office, to exercise power) is often clearer to onlookers than to the
liars themselves. This bias inflates the alleged justifications for the lie--the worthiness,
superiority, altruism of the liar, the rightness of his cause, and the inability of those deceived to
respond "appropriately" to hearing the truth.

These common lies are now so widely suspected that voters are at a loss to know when they
can and cannot believe what a candidate says in campaigning. The damage to trust has been
immense.

Many refuse to vote under such circumstances. Others look to appearance or to personality
factors for clues as to which candidate might be more honest than the others. Voters and
candidates alike are the losers when a political system has reached such a low level of trust.
Once elected, officials find that their warnings and their calls to common sacrifice meet with
disbelief and apathy, even when cooperation is most urgently needed. Lawsuits and
investigations multiply. And the fact that candidates, should they win, are not expected to have
meant what they said while campaigning, nor held accountable for discrepancies, only
reinforces the incentives for them to bend the truth the next time, thus adding further to the
distrust of the voters.



Political lies, so often assumed to be trivial by those who tell them, rarely are. They cannot
be trivial when they affect so many people and when they are so peculiarly likely to be
imitated, used to retaliate, and spread from a few to many. When political representatives or
entire governments arrogate to themselves the right to lie, they take power from the public that
would not have been given up voluntarily.

Essay Topic:

In The Prince (1513), Niccolo Machiavelli argues that rulers must be willing to lie to govern
effectively. Sissela Bok disagrees. What do you think about the position she takes here? Draw
on your own experience, observation or reading to develop your essay.



