
THE RIGHT TO KNOW, RIGHT TO WITHHOLD, 
AND RIGHT TO LIE, I I  

The right of the Executive to withhold from its citi- 
zens a large part of the raw information it possesses 
is only one aspect of a complicated situation, and 
when public officials place an undue emphasis on 
such withholding they do so at their ultimate peril. 
There is also the Executive’s obligation of keeping 
Americans informed of its general purposes in the 
area of foreign policy, and this responsibility arises 
from the requirements of practical politics as well as 
from democratic principles. This responsibility oper- 
ates on two different levels, although in practice 
they can hardly be neatly delineated. The govern- 
ment should present its general view of the world, 
tlie alternatives open to it in the field of foreign and 
military affairs, the arguments for and against these 
alternatives, and an estimate of the burdens that 
are likely to be involved. It need not, and probably 
in many cases should not, go into great ,detail on 
these matters, although it should provide consider- 
ably more detailed information to Congress than 
it does when addressing the American people di- 
rectly. Indeed, in many cases its efforts to obtain 
Congressional understanding and support will be 
a key element of its campaign to win general public 
support. In general, these are tasks for the President 
and his senior advisers, and a President who under- 
stands their importance and can perform them skill- 
fully is truly worth his weight in gold to the country. 

However, there will be many occasions when gen- 
eral statements-and by general I do not mean vague 
-will not be adequate. Sometimes this will occur 
when the policy toward a particular area or problem 
assumes crisis proportions and the discussion about 
America’s position and policy becomes a topic of 
current controversy. Then these same senior officials 
will have to assume an added task of public persua- 
sion. Another type of situation where more detailed 
information must be made available occurs when 
groups within the United States have a special in- 
terest in policy toward a particular area or with 
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regard to a particular problem. This was always the 
case to a degree because of America’s ethnic diversity, 
but with the growth of American involvement in the 
world such situations have multiplied several fold. 
The responsibility for informing the public on these 
matters generally falls on the shoulders of officials 
below the top level, and however much the officer 
at the Brazilian desk in the Department of State be- 
lieves in an informed electorate, he must at  times wish 
that the Women’s Club of Wichita had picked a dif- 
ferent subject than U.S.-Brazilian relations to study 
when they descend upon him. 

The most obvious reason the government has the 
obligation to inform the people has been mentioned 
earlier: so they will be able to judge the issues in- 
volved and make their decisions as to the policies 
the country should pursue. Acceptance of this prin- 
ciple should not lead us to fall into naive and senti- 
mental idealization of the people or of the democratic 
political phcess in this country-though there is little 
danger of the latter in 1968. Many public opinion 
surveys have revealed a striking ignorance of what 
would seem to be the most essential facts about for- 
eign policy on the part of a large number of Americans 
-twenty-five per cent of the people did not know 
that Mainland China had a Communist government; 
a similar percentage had never heard of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization, and of those who had, 
only fifty-eight per cent knew that Russia was not 
a member. This type of ignorance has led some stu- 
dents of government to conclude that little more than 
half the American people are adequately informed 
to assume an intelligent role as citizens in the for- 
eign policy process. Yet the information they lack, 
it should be noted, is not information withheld by 
the government, but rather basic facts available to all. 

Startling as these figures are, they probably repre- 
sent an improvement over earlier eras. n e  general 
increase of education, the development of communi- 
cations, and the expansion of trade and travel have not 
only increased the interdependence of nations and 
peoples but have also, though perhaps more slowly, 
increased popular awareness and knowledge of other 
peoples. Yet even if such an explanation is essentially 
accurate, the stark figures remain; and the only 



remedy lies in expanding our efforts at public educa- 
tion so that the trend toward increased knowledge 
continues. 

At least as important a reason for informing the 
people about the major directions of foreign policy 
is to obtain their consent to these moves and thus 
have them assume an element of the responsibility for 
our policies, In an article in the July 1968 issue of 
Foreign Affairs which dealt with the Vietnam war, 
Bill Moyers observed that “War is clearly one of those 
questions on which a government-a democratic gov- 
ernment-dare not act without evidence of genuine 
support. In this case, that support was not deliber- 
ately withheld-it simply was not sought. And it was 
not sought because few if any officials anticipated the 
war would ever reach the proportions that would 
require a declaration.” This is not the whole reason 
for the widespread opposition to our military involve- 
ment in Vietnam, but it is an important reason. 

There is a tendency for those in govemment to 
feel that informing the public and gaining their sup- 
port are the only reasons for assuming what really 
is a heavy burden for busy and harassed public offi- 
cials. This reflects the widespread view inside gov- 
ernment that the responsibility fdr the making of 
foreign,policy should rest more in the hands of the 
country’s leaders and foreign policy specialists than 
would be proper for domestic affairs. While this view 
is partly a simple reflection of the self-confidence 
of these men and their awareness of the complexities 
of foreign affairs, it also grows out of the earlier 
postwar reactions against the past American tenden- 
cies toward Iegalism, moralism, and amateurism. But 
this reaction, necessary and healthy to a degree, be- 
comes dangerous if carried too far. This is not only 
because the Executive needs the support of Congress, 
the press, and the people, but also because these 
groups have something positive to contribute to the 
conception and execution of American foreign policy. 
There is no need to over-emphasize the help they can 
provide or under-emphasize the difficulties they can 
cause to conclude that their contribution can be 
vaIuable. I am convinced that the Executive Branch 
of govemment, with its sense of responsibility, its 
pool of trained and experienced talent and its myriad 
sources of information is right much more often than 
most of its critics, but I am equally convinced that the 
record is not so outstanding and that of intelligent 
and responsible critics in Congress and in private 
life so poor that the Executive has nothing to learn 
from them. 

Moreover, in c“rying on this dialogue the govern- 
ment should present its case honestly, setting forth 
the liabilities as well as the benefits that a particular 

course of action is likely to bring. (The remarkable 
public response to Senator Muskie’s campaign role 
and statements are an indication that a clear and 
forthright presentation of the issues can yield im- 
mediate political dividends as well as restore a 
measure of self-confidence in their political system 
to a troubled people.) Obviously, discretion will 
have to be observed in many cases, particularly when 
discussing the capabilities and weaknesses of other 
governments and other national leaders, but this 
seldom need be a critical limitation. 
e 

But if the government must as a general practice 
conduct an honest dialogue with its citizens, is it 
obliged to be honest in any and all circumstances? 
Six years ago, in the wake of the Cuban missile crisis, 
Arthur Sylvester, the Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Public Affairs, made two assertions on the sub- 
ject. One was that “the generation of news by actions 
taken by the government becomes one weapon in a 
strained situation.” The other was that “it’s in the 
government’s right, if necessary, to lie to save itself 
when it’s going up to nuclear war.” Mr. Sylvester 
later argued that he did not mean that the govem- 
ment had the right to lie to its own people. It did 
have the right, he maintained, to deceive an enemy 
even if that deceived the American people as well. 
Attacks and considerable controversy followed on 
the subject of management of the news as well as 
on lying, often quoting Mr. Sylvester with a journal- 
istic license that left a far from accurate impression 
of what he had said. Part of the outcry that arose was 
due to the rather provocative manner of Mr. Sylves- 
ter’s statements. If he had claimed that the govem- 
ment had chosen the lesser of two evils, the public 
reaction might have been less vocal - although say- 
ing one act is a lesser evil than another does not 
automatically justify the first. (This episode and some 
of its implications were considered by Ben H. Bagdi- 
kian, “Press Independence and the Cuban Crisis,” 
Columbia Jortrnalistn Reuiew, Winter 1963; and by 
Martin Gershen, “The Right to Lie,” CJR, Winter 
1966/67. ) 

Despite the brief outcry, his words were not seri- 
ously damaging to the Administration then in power. 
The present Administration, by contrast, has never 
asserted its right to deceive the people, although 
many claim it has often done so. A cynic might 
suspect that the relative lack of concern caused 
by the earlier statement was closely connected to 
the fact that we “won” in Cuba, and that the present 
intense opposition is equally closely connected to 
our failure to win in Vietnam. I think that there is 
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an element of this in the different reactions, but I 
suspect that a more important factor is the wide- 
spread pubIic feeling that the present Administration 
has misled the nation too often. 

To many, the mere raising of the question of 
whether a government has the right to lie will be 
shocking if not absurd. For them, the answer is 
simple. Lying is intrinsically wrong. For the religious 
man it is wrong because it contravenes the Divine 
injunction against bearing false witness against one’s 
neighbor, and this command implicitly forbids any 
form of lying. On a natural level, lying is wrong be- 
cause it is an abuse of the faculty of speech by not 
expressing what is in one’s mind. Moreover, on a 
practical level, how can a people trust anything its 
leaders say if these same leaders periodically lie about 
their conduct of official business? If a government 
is not trusted by its citizens, how can it secure the 
necessary popular support for the great foreign 
policy endeavors of the nation? Have not the events 
of recent years taught us the great cost to a nation 
when many of its citizens no+longer believe in the 
veracity of their leaders? And will other nations be- 
lieve what our leaders say in these circumstances? 

These questions have been asked with anguish and 
outrage by a growing number of Americans ranging 
from the proverbial man in the street through journal- 
ists and intellectuals who concern themselves ex- 
tensively with foreign policy. Indeed, the impact of 
this sense of shock and dismay has been so great 
as to have a major effect on the American poIitical 
scene, and one which is unlikely to disappear soon. 

But the same period that has seen a sense of shock 
on the part of the American citizen concerning the 
veracity of his government has also seen a revolt 
against absolute standards of behavior. Indeed, my 
impression is that many of those most adamant that 
honesty and openness prevail in the political arena 
are those most vocal in their criticisms of the rigidi- 
ties of old systems of morals, and who call for a 
“more flexible and liberating moral code.” This re- 
volt against moral absolutes is not confined to youth 
or laymen. Many theologians have also adopted a 
similar stance, and out of their thinking has arisen 
the system of situation ethics. So far, the work of 
these thinkers has been confined almost entirely to 
matters of medical and sexual ethics, but their denun- 
ciation of absolute rules and standards of conduct 
seems broad enough to apply to other matters as well. 

If there are great and obvious dangers involved in 
a government telling anything less than the truth to 
its citizens, it would be unwise to dismiss the whole 
matter with emotional denunciations rather than to 
analyze calmly and clearly just what is involved. 

Perhaps part of the confusion comes over differences 
of view as to what is meant by lying. There would 
seem to be at least three separate types of situations 
which bring forth against public officials the charge 
of lying. The first of these involves a specific honest 
misunderstanding, which often arises out of the dif- 
ferent backgrounds and knowledge of the people 
involved. For example, when Secretary McNamara 
testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Com- 
mittee in 1964 on the Tonkin Gulf resolution, he 
stated that certain U.S. ships were on routine duty. 
When it later became known that these ships were 
engaged in electronic intercept activities he was 
accused of dishonesty for labeling such activities 
routine. Yet to an official who knows that the United 
States has a number of ships constantly engaged in 
this work, the word routine could seem to be an 
accurate characterization of their activities. 

Other situations evoking charges of dishonesty are 
those which essentially involve matters of judgment, 
and most of the situations that give rise to charges 
of dishonesty probably fall into this category. The 
Administration’s statements on the situation and trend 
of events in Vietnam, the Iconsequences that would 
flow from a sharp reduction of foreign aid, or the 
chances .of success in carrying out a policy once it 
has been adopted are typical examples. It is crucial 
to recognize that honest differences of opinion can 
be involved here, particularly when dealing with 
forecasting the future. And.it is difficult to know when 
a politician is being deliberately deceptive, although 
the temptation to think he is grows when he is 
proclaiming what one thinks is nonsense. Yet the 
line-up is seldom the government vs. the public, for 
even the best-informed citizens can and do hold 
diametrically opposed views on such issues. The 
danger here, of course, is that governments and 
private citizens alike often believe what they desire to 
see happen, and once they take a public position con- 
siderations of pride as well as the need for consistency 
cause them to seize upon those developments which 
support their position while filtering out - or at  least 
playing down - embarrassing facts. 

The government practice of managing the news is 
often included in discussions focusing on the govem- 
ment’s relations with the press or the public. The 
vehemence of press attacks on the subject are only 
matched by the injured innocence of the politician’s 
denials of such a practice. Such denials spring partly 
from differing definitions of news management, but 
to a degree the press charges are true-or rather 
the charges are true in varying degrees in different 
administrations. But the practice is one of ancient 
origin. It began with George Washington, who leaked 
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a copy of his Farewell Address to a favorite publisher 
to try to insure it a favorable response, and it will 
continue in one way or another with every President. 
The real problem here is how it is done. Some types 
of news management are relatively innocuous and 
others are dangerous. Lack of space makes it impos- 
sible to discuss this problem in depth, but in its more 
damaging forms it is a practice that usually works 
less effectively the more frequently it is used. 

As stated previously, it is important that the gov- 
ernment’s dialogue with its citizens be an honest 
one. It will do well to admit the drawbacks of its 
proposals and at  least some of its past mistakes not 
only to convince people of its sincerity but also to 
keep in mind its limitations and fallibility. 

At this point, anyone who has participated in the 
often bitter struggles involving the formation and 
execution of foreign policy might well throw up his 
hands in exasperation and say: “This is all very well 
if you are discussing these problems in the abstract 
with no direct responsibility for the outcome of 
events, but this is not the real world as I know it. 
Granted that I have a normal desire for power and 
success, I am also thinking in terms of my country’s 
interests. I cannot say as much for my poIitical op- 
ponents or some of the men of the press, whose 
prime interest seems to be to advance their interests 
by doing me in. I am constantly battered by bureau- 
cratic pressures between organizations with different 
interests. Compromise rather than clarity or consis- 
tency are the end result of this process, and under 
these circumstances one struggles as best he can 
with whatever arguments are at hand to put across 
his point of view. How many scholars list their 
weaknesses as well as their abilities (and overstate 
the later) when applying for a grant? How many 
editorials really give both sides of an issue? Even 
our judicial system is based on adversary pro- 
ceedings.” 

In these circumstances, it is difficult indeed for n 
member of the administration to tell Congress it 
should vote a certain amount of foreign aid without 
adding some rhetorical exaggerations about the bene- 
ficial impact such aid will have or the damaging 
consequences that will flow from any reductions. It 
would be as much of a mistake to expect officials to 
adhere to impossibly high standards as it would be to 
accept continual and substantial exaggeration or dis- 
tortion in these and similar cases as the natural and 
inevitable norm. What is required is a sense of pro- 
portion. Given the extent of political competition 
that exists in this country, the division of power be- 
tween the Executive and Legislature with its built-in 
competition, and a press corps congenitally suspicious 

of the claims of politicians, most exaggerations are 
likely to come under attack quickly, through unfortu- 
nately not always successfully. 

Any debate on this subject will revolve around the 
practical effects of lying as well as its morality. Those 
taking the position that this is an inadmissable type of 
behavior will argue that the damage caused, at least 
in the long run, will outweigh any benefits derived 
in the short run. Such a conviction will be buttressed 
by the belief that a government which attempts to 
deceive others often ends up believing what it says 
and thus is involved in a dangerous process of self- 
deception as well. This danger is obviously much 
greater when distortion rather than an outright lie 
about a known fact is involved, and suggests that 
in practical terms the latter may be less dangerous 
than the former. 

e 

An impressive case can be made that in practical 
terms honesty really is the best policy for a nation. 
However, it is hardly a conclusive case in all circum- 
stances. Sometimes, of course, politicians lie for per- 
sonal advantage, and this cannot be justified. More 
often perhaps, it is because short-run considerations 
loom so large in the calculations of all public officials. 
In fact, few of us reaIize how much we act on the 
basis of short-term considerations however much we 
proclaim Iong-term goals as being our guiding stars. 
We live in the present and have to deal with the 
immediate problems that cross our paths each day. 
Yet for a large nation with many interests and activi- 
ties throughout the world, it is particularly important 
not to let our reactions to an unending series of im- 
mediate problems be the ultimate determinants of 
our polices instead of concentrating a substantial 
part of our thought and effort on devising a general 
strategy and attempting to follow it. There is little 
danger that such a course is likely to cause us to 
neglect the day-to-day problems, for they will force- 
fully intrude on our consciousness with an insistent 
demand for attention, and will take more of our time 
and effort than we will want to admit. 

Yet there are situations when it seems to even the 
most intelligent and conscientious statesmen that the 
price of telling the truth, or not lying, is greater than 
can be bome. How frequently do such situations arise, 
and how should they be handled? I make no pre- 
tense to extensive knowledge of the ethical and 
theological principles involved. However, as I under- 
stand our religious and moral traditions they agree 
that lying is morally wrong. They also recognize that 
in certain weighty situations a person cannot remain 
silent and yet must not reveal secret information he 
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possesses. In general, Catholic doctrine has relied on 
the idea of mental reservation in such circumstances 
-the use of words which express the interior 
thought and could be known to express it if the 
hearer were sensible, prudent, reasonable and knew 
the circumstances. Other religious groups tend to de- 
fend a direct lie in extremely difficult circumstances 
as being justified, sometimes on the basis that the 
hearer has no right to the information. I am sure 
that intelligent and conscientious men have devoted 
considerable thought to these issues before reaching 
these conclusions. Yet in all frankness I confess that 
i see little practical difference in these two ap- 
proilches, and I find no reason to prefer what appears 
to be the devious deception of the one or the honest 
dishonesty of the other. 

What we would like to discover is a rule or prin- 
ciple that is not absolutely rigid but that is of more 
use than simply saying that people should do what 
they think is right under the circumstances -which 
is no help at all but an invitation to rank personal 
interests and short-term considerations inordinately 
high, Our ideal principle should also have the 
practical effect of discouraging dishonesty in all 
but the most extreme circumstances in view of the 
many problems that flow from it. I confess that I am 
not able to formulate such a rule. My only consola- 
tions for this failure are that I know of no one who 
has been able to do so, and that the practical 1 essity 
- as distinct from the temptation - for lying arises 
so seldom that it is not a crucial problem. 

There are some theologians who believe they have 
at least a general answer to this problem. Dr. Joseph 
Fletcher contends that an adequate solution is pro- 
vided by situation ethics, which accepts general 
norms of conduct but rejects both absolute rules on 
the one hand or the impromptuism or existential 

. method which rules out all general moral rules on 
the other. He has said that he accepts the Ten Com- 
mandments, but would modify their prohibitions by 
adding the word “ordinarily.” One’s view of the 
adequacy of such a position will depend to a degree 
on how he interprets it: if lying is justified in any out- 
of-the-ordinary situation this seems to me far too lax 
and open to abuse, but if what is meant is that 
lying is justified only in extraordinary and extreme 
circumstances it would seem to be closer to the kind 
of rule that is most desirable. 

Turning to the practical aspects again, when has 
lying been deemed necessary by our government? 
One situation concerns its handling of covert intelli- 
gence operations. I refer not to the operations them- 
selves but to what is said when the cover of secrecy 
is unravelling and public accusations are flying back 
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and forth. The pattern in the past was to deny the 
charges at once. Sometimes this ended it, but on 
occasion enough evidence came to light to force the 
government to admit the truth, thus getting itself 
into the worst possible position. The government has 
already shifted away from a policy of virtually auto- 
matic and instant -denial toward one of refusing to 
comment on such charges - whether they are true or 
false. This should become the general practice, mak- 
ing clear from the outset that this is a basic shift in 
government information policy. 

One problem here would be whether or not such 
a position should be maintained if the evidence 
reaching the public was overwhelming that a particu- 
lar operation-say the 1960 U-2 flight-had taken 
place. In rare cases it might be necessary to admit 
such a charge, but this should happen at most once 
every several years, and in no case should a denial be 
issued. This obviously requires a considerable amount 
of self-restraint, especially when the charges are cre- 
ating a furor in another country, but the long-run 
advantages would seem to be worth the occasional 
burdens involved. 
e 

Shifting our focus for a moment. One of the cardi- 
nal rules of international financial management is 
never to admit that you are going to devalue your 
currency until the moment you do so. No country 
likes to devalue its currency, and many of the state- 
ments of its leaders that they are determined not to 
devalue are accurate statements of their intentions. 
However, sometimes the moment arrives when they 
recognize that this distasteful course of action must 
be followed and they begin to take the necessary 
preliminary steps. They find it particularly important 
to conceal their intentions from the public during this 
period lest financial speculators start a massive run 
against the currency and the nation be burdened with 
extremely heavy obligations. The cost of the truth 
here might equal the amount of foreign currency a 
country could accumulate by several years of hard 
effort. One could argue that a country that mis- 
manages its financial affairs deserves no better. Yet 
denial is standard behavior when devaluation is in- 
volved, and no one seems to expect anything d8erent. 
Indeed, I know of no great outrage that has been 
expressed after a ’country has devalued because of its 
attempt to maintain up until the last moment that it 
did not intend to do so. Thus from a practical point 
of view there seems to be little damage done to the 
relationships between the government and its citizens 
in such an instance. 

Another case in which governments almost auto- 



matically resort to deception involves war-time mili- 
tary operations. A part of most major battles is an 
effort to deceive the enemy as to where one intends 
to strike. Where the stakes were really high, as they 
were in the World War I1 Allied landings in Europe, 
elaborate exercises were conducted to deceive the 
Axis powers as to the likely invasion target. These 
efforts were sometimes successful, saved the lives of 
many Allied soldiers, and probably shortened the 
war. Deception and dishonesty were clearly involved, 
but if killing is permissible in war-time, is it immoral 
to lie in order to make less killing necessary? 

Indeed, some serious students of international af- 
fairs would claim that in the above two situations 
the government has not only the right but the obliga- 
tion to lie in view of its responsibilities to its people 
(and to those of some other nations) to be successful 
- provided its general goals are just. 

A final case is that cited by Arthur Sylvester, where 
our govemment deliberately tried to deceive the 
Soviets as well as hide certain actions from them 
because it feared the danger of nuclear war would 

increase if it acted otherwise. Our political leaders 
recognized that this involved deceiving the American 
people as well, but believed the stakes justified what 
they did. 

It would be possible to construct a few other 
scenarios similar to these, but not very many. Mare- 
over, they are happily not situations that arise with 
great regularity. Thus the most important lessons 
to be drawn seem to me to be practical ones: If a 
government is going to lie, it can rarely do so for 
more than a short period before charges will fill the 
air accusing it of deceiving the public. In such cir- 
cumstances the govemment normally should can- 
didly admit what it did and give the reason why. 
For it is continual exaggeration and distortion rather 
than the individual lie that is really damaging to a 
society. Thus if one is convinced he must lie on rare 
occasions -not as a matter of right but as the lesser 
of two evils-he may be justified in doing so in a 
specific situation, but he should be wary of sustained 
distortion and exaggeration. And if this rule is less 
than ideal, so is the world in which we live. 

THE RELEVANCE 
VIOLENCE AND THE PEACE MOVEMENT: 

OF CAMUS 
Robert Pickus 

Onlv he who has measured the dominion of 
[uioience] and knows how not to respect 
it, is capable of love and justice. 

S h o n e  Weil, “The Iliad” 

We can count on injustice in human affairs; on the 
presence of privilege, exploitation and violence. 
Violence, which in its ability to turn a human being 
into a thing, a corpse, offers the final unalterable 
injustice. 

But we can count, too, on men and on social move- 
ments to challenge, and by challenging to limit, this 
grim reality. In one time a revived religious or poli- 

Mr. Pickus, who makes his first contribution to 
worldview with this article, has long been active in 
peace organizations. Thie essay will appear as the 
introduction to a new edition of Albert Camus’ 
“Neither Victims Nor Executioners,” to be published 
by the World Without War Council. 

tical tradition, in another a movement of the op- 
pressed, but in every time, men affirming dignity and 
brotherhood and the superiority of the human person 
over all the political, economic and social mechanisms 
which oppress him. 

There is a special tragic moment in history when 
such men and such movements lose their bearings; 
when the spirit and goal that characterized them 
fundamentally alters; when an accurate statement of 
their spiritual health would be Niekche’s: “I have 
forgotten why ever I began.” 

Something like that has happened to the anti-war 
movement in America. 

In the shadow of Hiroshima there was, in America, 
a clear goal and a moral commitment to sustain it. 
The goal was an end to war. The moral commitment 
was the refusal to legitimize murder. “Not,” as Camus 
put it, “a world in which murder no longer exists 
(we are not so crazy as that), but rather one in which 
it is no longer legitimate.” We had passed, it seemed, 
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