
THE PERFECTLY
HONEST CITY

A thought experiment about truth, deception, privacy,
and the ownership of information

V O C A B O R  S I L E N T I I

"No citizen speaks what they know to be false."
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I. The First Procedure

In a certain city, every citizen undergoes a procedure shortly after reaching adulthood. The procedure does not make  
people  omniscient,  rational,  or  morally  good.  It  does  not  prevent  confusion,  prejudice,  self-deception,  faulty 
memory, or sincere error. It does only one thing:

It makes deliberate falsehood psychologically impossible.

Whenever a citizen attempts to assert something they believe to be false, they experience an involuntary cognitive  
interruption. Their speech stops. Their hand cannot finish the sentence. They cannot sign the document, send the  
message, or knowingly arrange another person's words to communicate the same false claim on their behalf.

The  procedure  compares  a  person's  intended  assertion  with  that  person's  own  beliefs.  It  does  not  compare  the  
assertion with reality. A citizen who sincerely believes an error may state it freely. A citizen who knows the truth  
cannot knowingly assert its opposite.

Fiction remains possible because author and reader understand that no factual claim is being asserted. Jokes remain  
possible when the audience is expected to recognize the joke. Metaphor, speculation, uncertainty, and imagination  
remain untouched. Citizens may say, "I do not know," "I refuse to answer," or "That is none of your concern." They 
may remain silent. They may change the subject. They may answer only part of a question.

They simply cannot lie.

The city's leaders call the procedure the Veracity Constraint.

At first, its effects appear almost miraculous.

Perjury  disappears.  Contracts  become  shorter.  Investigators  no  longer  need  to  determine  whether  a  witness  is  
consciously fabricating a story. Public officials cannot deny taking bribes when they know that they did. Merchants  
cannot knowingly misrepresent damaged goods. Employers cannot promise benefits they have already decided not to 
provide. Citizens no longer need elaborate systems for verifying whether another person means what they plainly say.

Trust increases. Litigation declines. Elections become calmer. Corruption falls sharply.

The city begins calling itself perfectly honest.

Its official motto becomes:

No citizen speaks what they know to be false.

For a generation, the motto seems sufficient.

Then people learn how to deceive without lying.

II. The Age of Technical Truth

The earliest abuses are small.

A child who has been forbidden to eat the cake is asked, "Did you touch it?"

The child answers, "I did not touch it with my hands."

The answer is true. The child used a fork.

A man returning late at night is asked by his spouse, "Were you with Mara?"

He answers, "I worked until nine."

That statement is true. He met Mara at ten.
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A  company  advertises  that  ninety  percent  of  participants  improved  after  using  its  medication.  The  number  is  
accurate, but the company does not explain that the statistic comes from a small subgroup chosen after the trial was  
completed. The full study showed little benefit.

A politician  announces  that  violent  crime decreased  in  three  districts.  She  does  not  mention that  it  increased 
throughout the rest of the city.

A military commander reports that no civilians were intentionally targeted. He omits that he authorized an attack  
despite knowing civilian deaths were nearly certain.

None of these speakers makes a statement they believe to be false. Each selects a fact that encourages someone else to  
form a false conclusion.

Citizens gradually become experts in what comes to be called  semantic compliance: saying only what is literally 
defensible while controlling the larger impression created by the statement.

Speech changes.

People stop asking, "Is that true?"

They begin asking:

"What are you not telling me?"

A new profession emerges. Communication advisers teach officials and corporations how to produce statements that 
survive the Veracity Constraint while minimizing disclosure.

A politician is advised never to say that a policy succeeded. She is told to list whichever measurements improved and 
allow the audience to supply the conclusion.

A criminal suspect is advised not to deny committing the offense. He is told to describe the portions of the evening 
during which he was elsewhere.

A company accused of contamination is advised not to claim that its product is safe. It announces that no regulation 
has yet required a recall.

Every sentence is true.

The overall message is false.

Contracts,  which  had  briefly  become  simple,  grow  complicated  again.  They  now  contain  completeness  clauses 
requiring parties to disclose not merely accurate information but all facts that might alter the other party's decision. 
Courts struggle to determine what counts as relevant, material, foreseeable, or necessary.

The city's schools begin teaching children the difference between answering a sentence and answering a question.

Parents complain that the procedure has produced a generation incapable of lying but highly skilled in evasion.

The city remains free of explicit falsehood. It is no longer free of deception.

III. The Trial of Soren Vale

The weakness of the Veracity Constraint becomes undeniable after the trial of Soren Vale.

Vale is an engineer at a chemical plant. One night, an explosion destroys part of the facility and kills three workers.  
Public outrage is immediate. Investigators discover several facts that make Vale appear responsible.

Earlier that day, he temporarily disabled one of the plant's warning systems.

He possessed a solvent capable of accelerating the fire.

He had recently argued with the plant director.

He left the building less than twenty minutes before the first alarm.
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Each fact is true.

The prosecutor, Mara Dain, presents them carefully. She displays the maintenance record showing that Vale disabled 
the warning system. She introduces photographs of the solvent container. She reads messages from Vale criticizing  
the director. She establishes the time at which he left the building.

She never says that Vale deliberately caused the explosion. She never claims to possess proof that does not exist.

Instead, she tells the jury:

"These are the facts. Their significance is now yours to determine."

The jury convicts Vale.

Two years later, an independent inquiry discovers additional facts.

Vale had disabled the warning system as part of an authorized test, and the system had automatically reactivated  
before the explosion.

The solvent container was sealed and later recovered undamaged.

The argument with the director concerned a safety defect Vale had been trying to report.

Most importantly, a diagnostic log indicated that the explosion began when a defective relay activated remotely after  
Vale had already left the property.

The prosecutor had possessed the diagnostic log.

She had also known about the authorized test and the sealed solvent container. Under the city's weakened disclosure  
rules,  she was not legally required to introduce every fact that might assist  the defense.  She had presented only  
evidence that was accurate.

At a public hearing, Vale confronts her.

"You knew what the jury would believe."

Dain answers, "I knew what they might conclude."

"You knew the missing evidence could prove I was innocent."

"I knew it could change their interpretation."

"And you allowed them to believe I killed those workers."

Dain pauses.

Then she gives the answer that divides the city:

"I did not tell them anything false."

The statement is true.

It also seems morally intolerable.

Vale's conviction is overturned, but the case produces a crisis. The city had assumed that the elimination of lying  
would eliminate dishonest institutions. Instead, it had created institutions capable of producing false beliefs through  
formally accurate communication.

The central question changes.

The city no longer asks whether a person's words are true.

It asks whether a speaker is responsible for the false understanding those words were designed to create.
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IV. The Second Procedure

In response to the Vale case, a group of cognitive engineers develops a second procedure.

They call it the Candor Protocol.

The Candor Protocol does not merely prevent false assertions. It imposes an active obligation to prevent material 
misunderstanding.

When a person knows that another individual is forming an inaccurate picture of a situation, the procedure compels  
that person to disclose whatever information they themselves believe is necessary to correct the misunderstanding.

The protocol is not a device for revealing every passing thought. It activates when three conditions are present:

1. Another person is seeking information or making a consequential decision.

2. The citizen possesses information they believe is materially relevant.

3.  The  citizen  believes  that  withholding  that  information  would  leave  the  other  person  with  a  substantially 
inaccurate understanding.

Under the Candor Protocol, a person cannot satisfy a question with a technically true but misleading answer.

The unfaithful spouse asked, "Were you with Mara?" cannot answer only, "I worked until nine." If he believes the  
answer will create the impression that he did not meet Mara, he must correct that impression.

The corporation reporting favorable results from a selected subgroup must disclose the overall results if its executives  
believe those results are necessary to understand the study accurately.

The politician describing a reduction in crime in three districts must explain the citywide increase if she believes the 
narrower statistic would otherwise mislead the public.

The prosecutor presenting incriminating evidence must disclose known exculpatory context.

Silence no longer provides an unrestricted escape. When another person is making a decision on the basis of an 
incomplete understanding, a citizen subject to the protocol may be compelled to speak.

Supporters argue that the second procedure finally captures what honesty truly requires. Honesty, they claim, is not 
merely a prohibition against false sentences. It is a commitment not to manipulate another person's understanding.

Opponents respond that the procedure does not merely eliminate deception.

It abolishes control over disclosure.

V. The Pilot Program

Before making the Candor Protocol mandatory, the city tests it on volunteers.

The early results are impressive.

Doctors  explain  risks  they  previously  minimized.  They  disclose  uncertainty,  alternative  treatments,  financial 
conflicts, and the limits of medical evidence.

Banks can no longer advertise low introductory rates without explaining the later increases they know will matter to 
borrowers.

Government agencies must disclose weaknesses in their own reports. Public officials cannot cite favorable statistics 
without explaining contrary evidence they consider important.

Employers must reveal known dangers associated with a job.

Prosecutors disclose evidence that weakens their cases. Defense attorneys cannot present selective accounts that they 
know will seriously distort what happened.
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Researchers must describe failed trials alongside successful ones.

The  rate  of  fraudulent  transactions  falls.  Informed  consent  becomes  more  meaningful.  Wrongful  convictions 
decline. Political speeches become longer, less dramatic, and more accurate.

Yet the complications appear almost immediately.

A woman asks her sister, "Do you think my husband is faithful?"

The sister  knows he is  not.  She had promised him that she would remain silent while he ended the affair  and  
confessed on his own. The Candor Protocol compels her to reveal what she knows.

A terminally ill man asks his physician, "Am I going to recover?"

The man had previously signed a request not to receive detailed prognostic information. The physician believes that a 
direct answer would destroy his remaining peace but also knows that reassurance would create a false understanding. 
The protocol forces a disclosure that the patient had once chosen not to receive.

A teenager asks his father, "Did you ever regret having me?"

The father remembers periods of exhaustion and resentment. He also believes those feelings do not represent his  
enduring love for his son. He cannot answer with a simple "No," because he knows that would be false. Under the  
Candor Protocol,  he must provide enough detail  to prevent a misleadingly simple understanding.  The required  
answer may be accurate, but it may also inflict a wound that serves no useful purpose.

A diplomat negotiating the release  of  prisoners  is  asked whether  her  government would accept  a  less  favorable  
exchange.  She  knows  the  answer  is  yes.  The  protocol  compels  her  to  reveal  the  information,  destroying  her  
negotiating position.

A journalist is asked to identify a confidential source. The identity is necessary for the questioner to understand how 
the journalist obtained the documents. The protocol threatens the confidentiality on which investigative reporting 
depends.

A therapist is asked whether a patient has expressed violent intentions. The therapist believes the risk is remote but  
not  nonexistent.  How  much  context  is  necessary  for  the  questioner  to  understand  the  danger  accurately?  The 
protocol cannot provide a simple answer because the therapist herself is uncertain.

Every success of compulsory candor seems matched by a case in which privacy, loyalty, strategy, mercy, or safety  
requires withholding the truth.

VI. The Merrow Case

The most serious objection arises from the case of Lysa Merrow.

Lysa has escaped a violent former partner. She lives under a new name in a protected residence. Only her sister knows  
her location.

The former partner confronts the sister and asks, "Where is Lysa?"

Under the Veracity Constraint, the sister cannot give a false address. She can refuse to answer. She can call the police.  
She can remain silent.

Under the Candor Protocol, however, the situation is more difficult. The sister knows the answer. She knows that  
refusing to speak will leave the questioner without an accurate understanding. If the protocol treats every direct 
request for information as creating a duty of disclosure, it will force her to reveal Lysa's location.

The designers attempt to solve the problem by adding an exception:

A person must disclose material information only when the recipient has a legitimate right to know it.

This seems reasonable until the city attempts to define legitimacy.

Does a spouse have a right to know about an affair?
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Does a patient have a right to know every medical risk, even after requesting not to be told?

Does a child have a right to know the identity of a biological parent?

Does an employer have a right to know that an employee is receiving psychiatric treatment?

Does the public have a right to know the location of a military installation?

Does a victim have a right to know the private medical history of an accused person?

Does a government have a right to demand information from someone suspected of planning an attack?

Does a citizen have a right to know that the government is monitoring them?

Does a dying person have a right to comforting hope when the available evidence does not justify it?

The  procedure  cannot  independently  determine  who deserves  access  to  information.  It  can enforce  a  rule,  but  
someone must first decide what the rule should be.

At another public hearing, a council member questions the principal engineer.

"Can the protocol distinguish manipulation from privacy?"

"No," the engineer answers.

"Can it distinguish a spouse seeking information about an affair from an abuser seeking a victim's address?"

"Not by examining the truth alone."

"Could you program it to protect the victim?"

"Yes, but we would have to encode a rule stating that the abuser has no legitimate claim to the information."

"Then the procedure would not merely enforce honesty."

"No."

"What would it enforce?"

The engineer answers:

"It would enforce a theory about who owns the truth."

The chamber falls silent.

VII. The Problem of Inner Belief

A further problem emerges.

The Candor Protocol relies on what the speaker believes is necessary for another person's accurate understanding. But 
people differ in their judgments of relevance.

One physician believes a one-percent complication rate must always be disclosed. Another believes it is too remote to 
affect a reasonable decision.

One prosecutor thinks a witness's minor inconsistency is material. Another sees it as irrelevant.

One spouse believes a brief attraction to another person threatens the integrity of the marriage. Another considers  
unacted thoughts entirely private.

Two citizens can possess the same facts, tell different amounts of the truth, and both satisfy the protocol because they 
disagree sincerely about what matters.

The city considers replacing the subjective standard with an objective one. Citizens would then be compelled to 
disclose whatever information a legally defined reasonable person would consider necessary.
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But that solution creates a different danger.

The government would need to determine, in advance, what every reasonable listener is entitled to understand in  
medicine, law, marriage, employment, politics, friendship, religion, journalism, therapy, education, and private life.

Disputes about honesty would become disputes about state-defined relevance.

The first procedure governed false assertions.

The second would govern the architecture of human understanding.

VIII. The Three Proposals

The city council eventually presents citizens with three alternatives.

Proposal One: Retain the Veracity Constraint
Citizens would remain incapable of deliberate falsehood but free to remain silent, disclose selectively, and protect  
private information.

This  option preserves  autonomy and privacy.  It  also leaves  citizens vulnerable  to technically  truthful  deception,  
selective evidence, manipulative statistics, and strategic omission.

Under this system, no one may speak a known falsehood, but everyone remains responsible for recognizing when 
literal truth is being used against them.

Proposal Two: Adopt Universal Candor
Every citizen would be required to disclose whatever they believe is materially necessary for another person's accurate  
understanding whenever a consequential question or decision arises.

This option would greatly reduce deception. It would also weaken confidentiality, negotiation, diplomacy, privacy, 
emotional restraint, strategic silence, and the right to control one's own story.

A malicious person could gain power simply by asking the right question.

Proposal Three: Adopt Conditional Candor
The protocol would compel disclosure only when the listener possesses a legitimate right to the information.

This  appears  to  balance  honesty  with  privacy,  but  it  requires  the  city  to  encode  a  comprehensive  system  of  
informational rights.

Every relationship would need rules governing what one person owes another.

The procedure  would no longer merely  prevent  dishonesty.  It  would enforce  the  city's  official  moral  judgment 
concerning spouses, patients, employers, citizens, children, journalists, defendants, officials, friends, enemies, and 
strangers.

Those judgments might be reasonable.

They might also be oppressive.

IX. The Final Referendum

On the night before the vote, the three campaigns address the city.

The first campaign declares:
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"A person who cannot choose silence does not possess honesty. They possess obedience."

The second declares:

"A person who knowingly permits another to believe a falsehood is already lying in every morally significant 
sense."

The third declares:

"Truth must follow legitimate responsibility. Neither secrecy nor disclosure is absolute."

All three statements are accurate.

Each campaign emphasizes the consequences favorable to its position. Each omits considerations stressed by the  
others.

Because the city has not yet adopted the Candor Protocol, the referendum over compulsory candor is conducted 
through selective truth.

The citizens enter the voting chambers knowing that none of the campaigns has lied to them.

They also know that this does not guarantee that they understand the issue.

Above the entrance remains the old civic motto:

No citizen speaks what they know to be false.

Someone has written a second sentence beneath it:

But who is responsible for what another person comes to believe?

The city must decide whether honesty is a limit on speech, a duty toward other minds, or a form of authority over  
information.

The thought experiment ends before the votes are counted.
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Questions for Analysis

1. What is honesty?

Is  honesty satisfied when a person avoids making false statements,  or does it  require an active effort to prevent  
predictable misunderstanding?

Can someone be honest in a purely factual sense while being dishonest in a moral sense?

Is candor a necessary part of honesty, or is it a separate virtue?

2. Where does deception occur?

Is deception located in the speaker's literal words, the speaker's intention, the method of presentation, or the belief  
formed by the listener?

Suppose a speaker states only facts but intends the audience to reach a false conclusion. Has the speaker lied, deceived, 
both, or neither?

What if the speaker does not desire the false conclusion but knows it will probably occur?

3. Is omission equivalent to falsehood?

When does withholding context become morally comparable to making a false statement?

Does the answer depend on whether the speaker created the misunderstanding, merely noticed it, or had a special 
responsibility to correct it?

Is there a difference between failing to disclose and deliberately constructing a partial account?

4. Who has a right to know?

Does a person's need for accurate information create a claim against another person's privacy?

Do spouses, patients, voters, jurors, employers, children, and citizens possess different informational rights?

Can one person's autonomy require another person to surrender control over private information?

5. Is privacy a right to conceal the truth?

Privacy often consists precisely in preventing others from acquiring accurate information about us.

Is that a legitimate form of control, or is privacy morally defensible only when the information does not materially  
affect another person?

Does a person have a right to keep a secret that another person needs in order to make an informed decision?

6. Can compulsory honesty remain a virtue?

A virtue is normally connected to choice, judgment, and character. If a person is psychologically incapable of lying, 
are they honest, or merely constrained?

If the Candor Protocol forces disclosure, does the speaker deserve moral credit for candor?

Can morality survive when the ability to do otherwise has been removed?

7. Does autonomy include the right not to know?

Some people prefer uncertainty, hope, discretion, or gradual disclosure.

Should another person be compelled to give them the full truth anyway?
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Can respecting someone's autonomy require withholding information when they have previously chosen not to 
receive it?

8. Are mercy and truth compatible?

Can selective reassurance be morally justified when the full truth would cause suffering without improving anyone's  
decisions?

Does compassionate omission respect a person, or does it treat that person as incapable of confronting reality?

Is a comforting false belief always an injury?

9. Can institutions be dishonest?

A  court,  corporation,  government,  or  news  organization  may  produce  a  misleading  conclusion  without  any 
individual stating a falsehood.

Can dishonesty belong to a system rather than a particular speaker?

Who is responsible when accurate fragments are arranged into a deceptive whole?

10. Who should define relevance?

The Candor Protocol requires some standard for determining which facts matter.

Should  relevance  be  determined by  the  speaker,  the  listener,  the  law,  an independent  institution,  or  a  general 
reasonable-person standard?

Can any supposedly neutral standard avoid encoding controversial moral values?

11. Is the listener partly responsible?

Do listeners have a duty to ask better questions, seek context, and resist convenient conclusions?

At what point does skepticism become an unreasonable burden?

A  society  in  which  nobody  lies  may  still  require  extraordinary  vigilance.  Is  that  society  meaningfully  more  
trustworthy?

12. Which procedure should the city choose?

Would you retain the Veracity Constraint, adopt Universal Candor, or create a system of Conditional Candor?

Would your answer change if the procedure applied only to courts, medicine, contracts, elections, or government 
officials?

Is there any rule that can eliminate deception without also threatening legitimate secrecy?

The deepest problem may be that truth and disclosure are not the same obligation. A person may owe someone the 
truth  without  owing  them  every  truth.  The  difficulty  lies  in  determining  where  truthful  restraint  ends  and 
manipulative concealment begins.


