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ROBERT SOLOMON

Ask yourself Solomon’s first question: Is it ever right to lie? Do you
answer that immediately, from your gut, with no? Most of us would
instead offer qualifying comments, then say that (generally) we think
it is a bad idea. Now, do you expect advertisers to lie? Do you answer
yes immediately? Maybe. Many of us take advertisements with a
grain of salt, and Solomon addresses this phenomenon.

Is it ever right to lie?

No.

Now, let’s get down to business.

It may never be right to tell a lie, but nevertheless it is often prudent, preferable, and—
if the way people behave is any indication at all of morals—popular as well.

Consider the familiar dilemma of HGT sales representative John G., who is asked
whether his product is in fact as good as a Xerox. One curious fact is that John G. owns a
Xerox himself, but another not insignificant fact is that he is employed by the HGT com-
pany to sell their line of products, not to express his personal preferences or conduct a neu-
tral survey of product quality. What does he do? What can he do? Of course, he says,
“Yes—and better besides.” Is he lying? Or just doing his job? He is doing both, of course,
but should we say that he is thereby doing wrong?

“Truth” and “falsehood” are evasive qualities even in an academic seminar or a scien-
tist’s laboratory; they are even more so in the real world. Is a lover lying to himself when he
says that his love is the “most wonderful woman in the world”? Is a salesman lying to a cus-
tomer when he praises an imperfect product? To be sure, there is such a thing as outright de-
ception—the standard case in which a used-car salesman insists that an old convertible is in
excellent mechanical condition, knowing full well that the unhappy new owner will be lucky
to get the heap off the lot. But one can also argue that shopping at certain used-car lots (the
kind advertised by a hand-painted sign that says,—“Honest Harry Has the Bargains™) car-
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ries with it the knowledge of risk on the part of the buyer, risking a trade-off for the bargain.
What counts as “honest” is already put into question. Of course, there are outright lies—fal-
sification of the odometer reading or the false claim that the engine was overhauled 3,000
miles ago, but there is a certain latitude in lying that depends on the context, the customer,
and the costs. Not only lying but giving misleading information is intolerable in the health-
care industry—for example, not mentioning the side effects of a new drug. Showing hyper-
dramatic demonstrations of “action” toys to children or giving technical information to
people who cannot possibly understand it may involve neither false nor misleading infor-
mation but nevertheless may be morally dubious (given the huge proportion of the adult pop-
ulation that can be swayed by mere adjectives such as “scientific” or “natural”). Cost counts,
too. Exaggerated claims for the cleaning powers of an inexpensive soap product or the con-
venience of a household gadget advertised on TV for (inevitably) $19.95 are more easily for-
given than even mildly bloated praise for the value of a new house or bulldozer. On the other
hand, it is clear that it is not only self-defeating but cruel to tell a customer everything horri-
ble that might befall him with his product. (Imagine the warnings that would have to ac-
company even such a simple household appliance as a food processor.)

Lying may always be wrong, but some lies are much more wrong than others. Truth
may always be desirable, but the “whole truth and nothing but the truth” is just as likely to
be a nightmare.

To say that it is never right to lie is not the same as to say that one should never lie. It
is rather to say that a lie is always a later resort, a strategy that is not a first choice. If the
salesman could sell his wares by saying nothing but the truth, he could, should, and would
do so. But one must always excuse a lie, by showing that some greater evil would result
from telling the truth or, most often, simply by showing that there is minimal harm done by
lying and that, in this context, the lie is not wholly inappropriate. The one thing that a per-
son cannot do is to think that telling a lie—any lie—is just as good or right as telling the
truth, and so needs no special justification for doing so.

Lying has almost always been considered a sin or an immoral act. In a best-selling
book, Sissela Bok has argued that lying is always wrong because, in a variety of ways, it al-
ways has bad consequences—worse, that is, than if the lie had not been told. Common ex-
perience indicates otherwise, perhaps, for the general attitude both in business and in
society is that lies have a perfectly proper social place. Indeed there are clearly contexts in
which it would be wrong not to lie. Lies can prevent family fights and quarrels among cou-
ples. They can prevent bad feelings and help avoid misunderstandings. And, often, they can
help an employee keep his or her job. (“I was caught in traffic” is a transparent lie but some-
times an acceptable excuse for being late; “I hated the idea of coming to work so much that
I forgot to set the alarm” is, though true, utterly unacceptable.)

We can all agree, looking only at short-term and immediate benefits, that the harm done
by some lies is considerably less than the harm that would be done by telling the “unvar-
nished truth.” An employer forced to fire a mediocre worker is certainly not to be blamed
for saying that “financial exigencies” have forced him to lay off several low-seniority per-
sonnel, instead of telling the truth, which is that the fellow borders on incompetence and
doesn’t have either the charm or the imagination of a pocket calculator. An advertiser would
be judged an idiot, not honest, if he baldly stated that this pain remedy is no more or less
effective than any other on the market, though its packaging is prettier. Nevertheless, there
are reasons for saying that lying is always wrong.
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The first reason has to do with the enormous amount of effort involved in telling a lie—
any lie. The truth—even the incomplete truth—is an enormously complex network of in-
terlocking facts. Anyone who has found himself caught in the nervous web of fabrications
involved in even such a simple lie as, “We don’t know a thing about what our competitors
are doing” (“Then how do you know that. . .?”) knows how many seemingly disparate facts
can come crashing in when a lie has torn just a small piece out of the truth. As recent na-
tional politics has so prominently displayed, the cost of a cover-up is often many times more
than the damage done by the lie itself, even if the cover-up is successful.

The second reason looks beyond the short-term benefits of lying to the longer-term
damage, which may be harder to see. Every lie diminishes trust. A lie discovered is guar-
anteed to undermine faith in the liar, but, more subtly, telling a lie diminishes one’s trust
in others. (“If I'm lying to them, they are probably lying to me as well.”) Most Ameri-
cans now look at television advertising as if it were nothing but a tissue of lies—ironi-
cally making the more successful ads just those that ignore substantial content and
concentrate on memorable associations and effects. A businessman may make many a
profit through deception—for a while—but unless one wants to keep on the road for the
rest of one’s life (sounds good at twenty, not so good at forty), deception almost always
catches up and destroys just the business it used to ensure. As long-term investments, lies
are usually a bad risk. :

The third and strongest reason for thinking that it is never right to lie was suggested by
Kant. He asked himself the question, “What would happen if lying were generally ac-
cepted? For example, “What would happen if it were an everyday and unexceptional fea-
ture of the business world that one person would borrow money from another with no
intention whatever of repaying the loan?” His answer was that telling the truth and, in the
example, borrowing money would both become impossible, so that if I were to approach
you and ask for a $10,000 loan, which I would promise to repay on the first of the year, you
would simply laugh in my face, since everyone by then would know that such promises
were not to be taken seriously. Lying, in other words, must always be wrong, since to treat
lying as acceptable undermines just that trust that makes telling the truth meaningful.

Does this mean that one should never lie? Well, no. But it does mean that it is never
right to tell a lie; that telling a lie always requires extra thought and some very good rea-
sons to show that this cardinal violation of the truth should be tolerated.

 This said, perhaps we should clear up a few common misconceptions about the place
of lying in business. It is sometimes suggested that advertising is always a lie, since it tells
only one side of the story and that side, needless to say, in the best possible light. But now

it is important to distinguish—in facing any such accusation—among the following:

1. telling less than the whole truth;

2. telling a biased truth, with one’s own interests in mind;

3. idealizing one’s products or services;

4. giving misleading information; that is, true statements that are intended to be misun-
derstood or misinterpreted;

5. stating obvious falsehoods;

6. stating vicious falsehoods.

An obvious falsehood, for example, is the displayed claim of some toothpaste manu-
facturers—that use of a certain gel will overnight convert Shy Sam or Plain Jane to Fabu-
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lous Fred or Super Sally, the heartthrob of the high-school prom. One might object to other
aspects of such advertising, but “It isn’t true” seems too silly to say.

Vicious falsehoods, on the other hand, are those that are not at all obvious and are a de-
liberate and possibly dangerous form of deception. Saying that a product will do such and
such when it will not is vicious deception, as is intentionally withholding information—for
example, the flammability of children’s pajamas or the side effects of a popular over-the-
counter drug. Misleading information can be as vicious as false information—indeed it is
only a matter of logical nuance that allows us to distinguish between the two.

It is impossible to tell the “whole story,” especially in the limited time of a fifteen-sec-
ond radio or TV slot or in the small space available on a paper package. But advertising is-
n’t supposed to be a scientific study, even if it utilizes some (more or less) scientific
evidence on the product’s behalf. Of course advertising expresses a bias on the behalf of the
product. Of course it idealizes the product in its presentation. But neither bias nor idealiza-
tion is lying, and it is surely foolish to insist that advertising, unlike almost every other as-
pect of social life, be restricted to the simple, boring truth—that is, that this product is not
much different from its competitors and that people have lived for hundreds of thousands
of years without any of them.

It is often challenged—these days with Orwellian overtones—that advertising in gen-
eral and TV advertising in particular have turned the American consumer into something of
a supermarket zombie, without a will of his or her own, without judgment, buying hundreds
of innocuous but sometimes tasteless products that no one really needs. But the zombie im-
age contradicts precisely what lies beneath the whole discussion of truth—namely, the con-
fidence that we are, more or less, capable of making value judgments on our own, and that
if we buy or even need to buy products that are of no particular cosmic importance, this does
not signal either the end of civilization or the disintegration of the human mind. Encourag-
ing someone to buy a product that is only a fad or a mark of status is not deception, and to
call it that tends to undermine the ethical distinction that is of enormous importance—be-
tween vicious falsehoods and any number of other “varnishings” of the truth. These may be
vulgar. They may encourage us to compete for some pretty silly achievements—the shini-
est (and most slippery) floor, a car that can win the grand prix (to be driven in bumper-to-
bumper traffic up and down the freeway), a soap that makes one speak in a phony Irish
brogue. But to condemn all advertising is to make it impossible to attack vicious advertis-
ing and thus to bring about the logical conclusion imagined by Kant—an entire world in
which no one believes anything, in which advertising serves at most as a source of amuse-
ment and seduction of the feeble-minded. ‘

Let’s end our discussion of lying by commenting once again on Alfred Carr’s sugges-
tion that business is like poker, that it has its own rules, which are different from ordinary
ethics. One of these rules, supposedly, is the permissibility of lying. But business (like
poker) forbids lying. Contrary to Carr, a generally accepted practice of lying would under-
mine the business world faster than any external threat that has ever faced it. Promises and
contracts, if not good faith, are the presuppositions of all business. The exact nature of truth
in advertising may be controversial, but advertising in general must be not only based on
fact but believable and truthworthy. If it were not, the commercial world in America would
be about as effective as the provocations of Hari Krishnas in America’s airports—an an-
noyance to be ignored as we all go on with the rest of our lives.

Honesty isn’t just the best policy in business; it is, in general, the only possible policy.



