No Country for Honest Men: Political Philosophers and Real Politics 
Introduction

It is perhaps one of the least controversial conclusions available in moral or political philosophy that sometimes one ought not to tell the truth or at least not the whole truth. Indeed, sometimes we may be morally required to lie. Kant, for example, has long been pilloried for thinking that it cannot be permissible to lie to someone who you know intends to murder about the location of their potential victim. That we are sometimes required not to tell the truth, and even lie, is a conviction that all moral theories have to account for. Moral and political philosophers, though, do not seem to have thought very much about the implications of that claim for their own practice. If the honest provision of information and the discovery of significant truths is not always a duty, and may sometimes be overridden by other duties, then just as we should not automatically give sincere and thorough answers to every question we are asked, moral and political philosophers should bear in mind the consequences of bringing certain conclusions to light when deciding what to work on and where to publicise their work.

For example, we find many discussions of the permissibility of torture in contemporary political philosophy quite disturbing. Insofar as these focus around discussions of the infamous ticking bomb case, they seem to us very dangerous. No government which has tortured has ever remained within the wholly artificial limits the ticking-bomb case, supposedly developed to help us think about how the messy realities of politics might require us to dirty our hands,
 imposes on itself. Nor have many states been reluctant to torture if they think they can get away with it. The lack of acknowledgement of the risks discussions of the permissibility of torture in terms of ticking bomb case pose in light of these two facts would be worrying enough by itself without those discussions being conducted in the febrile political atmosphere around issues of security over the past decade. By providing rhetorical resources to those who would, for example, create a network of secret prisons beyond the rule of law in which to torture anyone unfortunate enough to have crossed one of their informants, political philosophers who, however innocently, have recently advocated thinking about the permissibility of torture through the lens of the ticking-bomb case have foreseeably made not only each of the violations committed in those facilities easier but also facilitated the corruption of the various political institutions implicated in those practices.


Bearing in mind these concerns, in this paper we attempt to lay out some conditions under which political philosophers in particular should exercise restraint about the truths they set out to discover and expose. We do not attempt to offer a full theory of when political philosophers should avoid presenting particular truths. Rather, given what seems to us a general indifference in the discipline to these sorts of concerns, we merely aim to show that more care than is typical should be taken about what we say and whom we say it to.
 Given the effects that the utterances of political philosophers can have, there will be cases where political philosophers, despite the fact that what they are saying is true or likely to be true, should not say it. We do not develop a full account of the precise boundary between those cases and others where other factors intervene and so the bad effects of some act of honesty are not enough to make it wrong. Questions, for example, of the responsibility of others are beyond the scope of this paper, as are those of the value of truth and truthful utterances. Merely bringing attention to the problem, at least here, will satisfy us.

Our basic point applies not only to political philosophers, but also to other researchers in the social and natural sciences and humanities. We focus on political philosophers, because that is the discipline we are most familiar with and therefore the discipline we feel most competent to address. Other disciplines will interact with public political discussions and culture more broadly and in ways we do not feel competent to comment on. Applying our argument to these other disciplines would have to take into account this broader range of effects, introducing a complexity we are not properly equipped to deal with. The natural sciences, for example, much more directly generate public benefits than political philosophy does which we would have to take into account. Further, because of their subject matter, applying our argument to other disciplines would also raise different objections. Secrecy in biology is much less likely to violate requirements of public reason, for example. Although our basic point is general, the details of our argument are not.
Our argument also has implications beyond the question of which topics political philosophers should work on and whether they should publicise all of their ideas.
 For instance, political philosophers in their role as journal editors or as members of grant committees might have duties to make sure that research that will be harmful does not get done or publicised. Determining whether they do have such duties and what their content is would require bringing in a different set of considerations. We shall not attempt to address them. We do not pretend to say everything that might be said. Raising the issue is enough.

It is probably worth saying at this point that we are not making the sort of claims about the soundness of normative political statements which Amartya Sen and Colin Farelly have recently argued for. Their claim is that the abstraction of much contemporary political philosophy means it cannot guide action here and now, and because of that, its claims are false (see Sen 2006 and Farrelly 2007). We are sceptical of that claim, but that is not our topic here. Our topic here is whether making statements likely to bring about serious political harms is appropriate, not whether that affects the truth-value of those statements. We are therefore not participating in the debate over the role of abstraction in contemporary political philosophy which followed Sen and Farrelly’s pieces.

Rather than making claims about the truth-conditions of normative statements, our contribution to discussions about the relation between analytical political philosophy and political practice is a practical and not a theoretical one. Sen and Farrelly claim that certain kinds of theorising are deficient qua pieces of political philosophy because they are not sufficiently practical. Insofar as they  want political philosophy to be more relevant to the practical concerns we face here and now, we are meeting that want by making claims about duties to avoid publicizing certain truths under the sorts of conditions we actually face. Rawls describes what he calls non-ideal theory as being theory designed for conditions marked by two features, partial compliance and unfavourable circumstances (see for example Rawls, 1971, pg. 246). In that sense, our discussion here is a piece of non-ideal theory. 

On our account, what generates duties for political philosophers to be less than fully honest about their conclusions are the potential for misunderstanding and misrepresentation by political actors combined with their willingness to violate, deliberately or otherwise, principles of justice. That there is a risk of misunderstanding is presumably an unfavourable circumstance, and that they misrepresent the claims of others and more generally violate principles of justice are presumably pieces of non-compliance. Comparatively little seems to have been written on how to act in non-ideal circumstances as opposed to whether that we are in them falsifies ideal theory, and we hope to encourage more work in what we think is an important area.

Another methodological question we wish to avoid association with is that around Leo Strauss and esoteric philosophy, although we do later consider whether our argument falls foul of a requirement that public morality is not esoteric. Insofar as we understand the work of Leo Strauss, his main concern seems to have been to interpret figures in the history of political thought in light of their reluctance to express their views clearly for fear of being persecuted as a result of them (see for example Strauss, 1952). This is an interpretive claim about how best to understand texts in the history of political thought. We are instead making a directly normative claim about how political philosophers ought to act here and now. More, although there are some similarities between our understandings of the tensions between the standards for acceptance of statements in the political and philosophical worlds, Strauss’ claim is that that tension generated a danger for the philosopher which they anticipated and so avoided whereas ours is that it is dangerous for others and that philosophers need to pay more attention to that. Our concern is not that philosophers will end up sharing Socrates’ fate for refusing to stop undermining the customary basis of social order, but that they may, typically unintentionally, lend support to that order where it seriously mistreats others by making statements which somehow contribute to an environment of legitimacy for that mistreatment. 


The paper will be structured as follows. We begin with Philip Kitcher's discussion of some moral constraints on free scientific inquiry to help identify cases in which it might be wise to sacrifice aiming at the discovery and revelation of the full truth in order to protect or serve some other end. We then move on to describe such a case, where it appears to us that publicly declaring putatively settled results in political philosophy would be wrong, and use it to generate conditions which characterise such cases. Having made our positive case, we then move on to try to see off various objections. First, we consider arguments about the value of free speech, pointing out, amongst other things, that we are not advocating coercive regulation anyway. Next, we consider worries about whether asking that people exercise care about the subjects they choose to work on will in some way deform or corrupt the discipline. Here, we express scepticism about this possibility and observe that people already make choices about what to research which are clearly dependent on actual political practice. Having dealt with concerns about free speech and the value of academic enquiry, we then move to look at whether or not there are special norms of truthfulness that apply in political life. Two possible complaints, that political deception is unacceptable and that the opacity of a political system is unacceptable, are raised, both being dismissed on the grounds that they do not apply to what we advocate and that even if they did, they are not exceptionless prohibitions anyway. Lastly, we look at two ways in which our claim may fail practically: first, that no-one breaches the constraint we suggest and second, that publicizing our argument is either self-contradictory or otherwise inappropriate. In response, we provide a number of examples where we think the constraint may have been breached and argue that there is no reason to think that we ought not to publicize it.

This, we fully admit, will not leave political philosophers in a position where they can read off prescriptions about the appropriateness of their research from what we say. Political and moral philosophy rarely offers prescriptions that require neither interpretation nor investigation of arrangements of causal agents in the world though. Applying the principles it provides requires judgment. We merely ask that political philosophers apply the skills they bring to their work - conceptual analysis, moral sensitivity, even a stubbornness in the face of hard cases - to thinking about whether the risks that their work will somehow implicate them in harms are ones that they ought to run. That, it seems to us, would be an improvement on the situation as it stands.

A Duty not to Publicize

In his 'Science, Truth, and Democracy', Philip Kitcher argues that in certain situations there is a moral imperative not to pursue certain lines of research. He asks us to imagine a case in which some piece of scientific research is, as he terms it, both politically and epistemically asymmetrical (Kitcher, 2003, p. 96ff). The research concerns how effective those who possess some characteristic C will be in some role R. What makes the research politically and epistemically asymmetrical is the situation in which it is being considered. Those who possess characteristic C have not only in the past been widely thought to be poorly suited to role R, but that belief was causally significant in assigning them a position which is unjust, whatever their status with regard to role R. Although some of the past unjust treatment has ceased, they are still comparatively disadvantaged and unjustly so. Nor has the belief been completely eradicated: although its outright public expression is usually frowned upon, it has a half-life at the margins of public discourse, in private and in various attitudes that resist reflective examination.

The idea is that in such a situation the effects of confirming the hypothesis that possessing characteristic C does lead to bad performance in role R will be much greater than the effects of falsifying it. If the hypothesis is confirmed, the belief that C and poor performance of R are connected will be given a new lease of life, whereas if it is falsified, this will make no real difference to the role that it plays in public life. Unsurprisingly, if the belief is given a new lease of life, this will have political effects in a way that making it no less significant will not. If the belief is given legitimacy, then the already unjust levels of support offered to those with C will be further cut. Confirming that C makes performance of R worse will, by a non-trivial amount, increase levels of injustice. This is the political asymmetry.

The epistemic asymmetry lies in the chances of confirming or falsifying the hypothesis. The case Kitcher is outlining would perhaps only be worrying if we thought that the increase in injustice was likely; if we could be fairly sure that any research done on such a hypothesis would be to falsify it, then the fact that confirming it would increase the levels of injustice for some group that is already unjustly treated might not trouble us. However, in Kitcher's case, not only is the evidence pertaining to the hypothesis likely to be indecisive, but we have good reason to think that whoever does the research will systematically over-estimate the significance of confirming evidence and systematically under-estimate the significance of falsifying evidence. They will do this to the extent that they will regard evidence that should be assessed as indecisive as being firmly in favour of confirmation.

Kitcher makes a plausible case that this is the situation we face with as far as much sociobiological research into, for example, gender differences goes.  The point for our purposes here, however, is that Kitcher seems to have successfully identified a case where because of the possible effects of its results academic research of some sort or other seems wrong. Because the research runs a high risk of seriously wronging some group, and has little chance of doing any good, either in the world at large or in the terms of the discipline, engaging in the research is not justified. Research into that question under those conditions would be wrong.


Since it is the effects of the research Kitcher discusses that make it wrong to engage in it, that those effects are brought about through mistakes by the researchers does not seem to us essential. We do not want to restrict our claim to cases where we think political philosophers are likely to make mistakes about what we ought to do. Our critique of the ticking bomb case does not depend on its claims about that case being false. We believe there may be some other such cases in contemporary political philosophy, some of which we discuss later. A historical example may be Robert Nozick’s Wilt Chamberlain example (Nozick, 1974, pp. 161-3). By highlighting the conflicts between liberty and patterns of distribution, it can obscure a point central to Shklar’s liberalism of fear that we later rely on, that certain kinds of distribution can be needed to guarantee even the most basic value of liberty. Of course, attributing actual historical effects to that piece of argument would require much more work than we have space for here. Rather than arguing over the details of particular cases, it seems better to develop our claim using examples in which we can specify the details ourselves.

Imagine there is a government which is attempting to move the distribution of property in a direction political philosophers across the spectrum are confident is more just. Assume that, it is under political pressure from vested interests which benefit from the present distribution of property, and in the absence of political support, may lose either or both of the will or capacity to implement reform. One of the pieces of political rhetoric used by the vested interests to mount increasingly successful resistance to attempts to expropriate them is a discourse of responsibility. The reform the government has in mind, they say, would take resources from those who have worked hard for them and so are entitled to them, and give them to those who instead have been feckless and are thus responsible for their state as it stands under the unreformed distribution of property rights. As a matter of fact, it is a well-settled view in political philosophy that the conditions required for justly holding people responsible for the position that they end up in are nowhere near being satisfied by the society in question. For example, marginalized groups, whilst they possess formally equal rights, are often systematically harassed by the authorities in ways that seriously limit the opportunities open to them. The situation of the Roma in much of the former Soviet bloc seems to be like this, for example. However, given the successful use of claims about responsibility to oppose reform, clearly that view is not widely held in the society more generally.


In these circumstances, were prominent political philosophers to go around proclaiming that holdings should be highly sensitive to choice, there is clearly a risk that the discursive resources they provide will end up being used in support of a political project which they have good reason to regard as unjust.
 Insofar as that happens, they will have, whether or not they intended to, made injustice more likely by aiding a set of actors bent on what is likely injustice. Of course, if the benefits of making such proclamations were both high and likely, then perhaps having made injustice more likely would not condemn anyone talking about the need for a theory of distributive justice to give responsibility its due. The situation as it stands though, precludes that. The most pressing reform of the prevailing system of property rights is not to make sure that it leaves the results of conscious gambles where they lie, but, for example, to achieve a distribution which achieves the minimal levels of decency for all. Proclaiming the importance of responsibility does not make this change more likely, not least because most people find the system broadly satisfactory from the perspective of responsibility: the terms of the political debate are over whether the weight it gives to responsibility should be reduced. Intervening in that debate by saying that responsibility should be given absolute weight is to lend support to a particular side, whether or not that is what was intended, and insofar as that side is the unjust side, that seems like it is also unjust.


Alternatively, imagine a set of circumstances where the government is attempting to move a society in which political philosophers have good reason to think is markedly less just. It is obviously possible for states to become less just, and it would be incredibly complacent, both about the history of comparatively developed states and the present state of currently underdeveloped states, to think that that possibility is irrelevant. For example, a state with a comparatively recent history of military dictatorship and so understandably insecure democratic institutions might have a government which is not only stripping the public sphere bare but violently seeking to marginalise opposition to doing so. Part of that resistance is led by students protesting against attempts to subject universities not only to market discipline but also to regulations suppressing criticism of the government who have been brutally suppressed by the police, who have a long and extensive history of mistreatment of prisoners. In this context, imagine a prominent political philosopher arguing on TV that students ought to pay the full costs of their education under conditions of justice. His TV appearance depicts a central part of the coalition against the government as an unjustly privileged elite, undermines their efforts to resist injustice and exposes them to further injustice in any attempts they make do so.


These examples illustrate only one way in which a political philosopher's comments may be misinterpreted and cause harm. There are, of course, other ways that such results can come about that political philosophers should pay attention to.
 For instance, a pro tanto claim might be interpreted as being an all things considered judgement. Furthermore, even arguments that are correctly understood can cause harm. An impressive defence of a pro tanto claim against a background where there are other relevant pro tanto claims, which have not been articulated, may cause the pro tanto claim that has been defended to be given undue weight in public deliberation. A conditional argument may be correctly understood, and its conditional nature may be properly appreciated. Yet the antecedent may be mistakenly assumed to hold. Another way in which political philosophers' arguments can cause harm is by inadvertently calling into question certain deep moral commitments. This is one of the problems with discussions of the permissibility of torture through the lens of the ticking bomb case, particularly because that case can make the general prohibition seem like an unreasonable fetishism.


Usually, being careful about how one introduces one's claims into public discourse, and emphasising the relevant caveats that apply to one's claims will be enough to ensure that our claims do not contribute to injustice. However, there are reasons to expect that these precautions will not always be enough.  Political actors are, of necessity, trained to seize on moments of indiscretion and weakness in their opponents and exploit them ruthlessly. That is a central part of how to defeat political opponents: by making them seem uncertain, unsure of themselves, unable to present a coherent case against you, exposing apparent inconsistencies in their position. Caveats which would be perfectly adequate in an academic seminar, operating against a background of shared assumptions and at least ostensibly truth-seeking, will fail to provide the same protection against misunderstanding and misrepresentation in a different environment.
 Participants in political debate are often more interested in winning than in being right, and anyway typically lack not only the sophisticated, abstract conceptual framework of political philosophy but also the tools to negotiate it. Anyway, it is hardly as if no one has ever been misunderstood or misrepresented in academia, and in political life more broadly, the stakes are usually much higher. Our suggestion, then, is that political philosophers should take extra care in caveating their claims when they have good reason to expect that without proper attention being paid to these caveats, their claims could further injustice. And, in cases where they can expect with confidence that their caveats will be ignored, they should consider not introducing their claims into public discourse, and even lying.   

It is worth emphasising that we take lying to be the last recourse. In many cases, properly caveating one's claims, or choosing to remain silent and not making specific claims may be all that is required of political philosophers.   The options available from political philosophers range from proclaiming one's true views from the roof-tops on one end to downright lying at the other. Ruling out some possibilities along that spectrum a priori seems to us over-confident about just how bad the effects of honesty and unrestrained inquiry might be. Lying is bad, and presumably worse than other ways of avoiding telling someone something, but that does not mean that it is worse than not lying. Thinking that it is required to lie to Kant's murderer does not mean thinking that lying in general is desirable or even permissible. 

There are three features of our two cases which mean that it would be wrong for the political philosopher to speak out.  First, there needs to be good reason to expect the philosopher making the comments about the importance of responsibility to have any impact at all. There seem to be standard three ways in which one might have an impact. First, a political philosopher might be given a platform by their reputation, either personally or institutionally. Second, it might be possible to somehow leverage yourself into a political debate through personal connections or sheer force of will. Third, certain topics may, because of their political salience and particularly if what is being said can easily be used by one side of a debate, attract interest from outside the discipline.

Second, there needs to be good reason to expect the comments to have a particular effect,
 in the case we use, that of aiding the campaign against altering the distribution of property rights. In other words, the philosopher in our example doesn’t merely have reason to expect that his or her statements will be paid attention to, he or she also has reason to expect that they will alter the course of events in a specific direction. Although in our case reasons for expecting a particular impact are because the claims offer support to one side in a debate rather than another, there might be other reasons for expecting a particular impact. One might, for example, make an argument about the incompatibility of justifications offered for various policies presented by some political coalition in a way that could open divisions in it.

Third, there needs to be good reason to assess the particular effect as bad.  Since political philosophers disagree about what our political institutions should look like, achieving agreement about assessments of the effects of contributions to public political debate is not going to be straightforward. In the conditions of uncertainty about how to assess political decisions and institutions, the best thing to do seems to be stick to what the people we whose acts, after all, propose to restrict, can agree is surely undesirable. Therefore, the kinds of effects we think should be avoided are those like the harms identified by Judith Shklar’s “liberalism of fear”. Shklar observes that whilst there is wide disagreement about the  summum bonum of human life, there is wide agreement about its summum malum and that these harms ought to be minimized. The liberalism of fear seeks to minimize the cruelty and fear “created by arbitrary, unexpected, unnecessary, and unlicensed acts of force and by habitual and pervasive acts of cruelty performed by military, paramilitary, and police agents in any regime” (Shklar, 1998, p. 11). Torture and other physical violence, arbitrary arrest and imprisonment, enslavement and other forms of systemic domination and dependence are not just uncontroversially wrong, but are uncontroversially seriously wrong. 

Shklar’s concern can be extended by reflecting on the conditions necessary for ensuring that people are free from such cruelty and fear and so requires “the elimination of such forms and degrees of social inequality as expose people to oppressive practices” (Shklar, 1998, p. 10). The liberalism of fear therefore calls for a set of institutions which will ensure that people are free from cruelty and fear. It will not require only negative rights but also positive rights to education, subsistence, and basic health-care which people need in order to effectively challenge and resist domination of state and non-state actors. 

The serious wrongness of failing to provide the minimum requirements identified by the liberalism of fear and of violating the constraints it identifies will usually be the subject of broad agreement in the profession despite disagreement on the full requirements of justice or the most defensible account of liberalism. They also have the additional advantage of being unambiguously serious enough to justify judgments of the wrongness of acts of speech, as they are clearly serious enough to justify more other, burdensome restrictions. If some piece of speech or research is likely to lead to more violations of the rights granted by a liberalism of fear or lead to other uncontroversial cases of injustice then, it is probably best avoided.
 All that granted, then, we think that where there is reason to think that one's work will make a difference, and a particular difference, which is widely recognized to be undesirable, one should perhaps not do that work, whether or not what one says is true.

It may be asked how is it that these wrongs end up being committed if their wrongness is so uncontroversial. The short answer is that very few, if any, democratic states have been free of torture or police brutality even though they are uncontroversially wrong. The longer answer will require a complex empirical story, which will involve political actors failing to foresee the consequences of their actions, making wrong decisions under political pressure and other unfavourable conditions, failing to judge the cases under consideration correctly, over-estimating their ability to control the processes they have initiated, and sometimes downright acting immorally. Murder is uncontroversially wrong, yet murders are still committed. 

There are a number of reasons for making use of a professional consensus in defining the harms we think should be avoided, any one of which may be sufficient. The first is that such a consensus seems likely to be truth-tracking, and so it seems likely that the wrongs it identifies are wrongs we ought to avoid at the price of silencing, dissembling or even lying. Whatever else we may or may not discover, these are things we have very good reason to think should be avoided even when the costs of doing so are comparatively high. The second is that only a norm built around claims on which there is broad agreement is likely to be effective amongst a group like that of political philosophers who lack an effective central coercive authority. The bad effects we want to avoid will often only be avoided if most political philosophers abstain from writing on a topic. The third reason for relying on a professional consensus to identify the harms we think political philosophers should avoid contributing to through what they say is as a bracketing move. We are quite aware that our central thesis is likely to be controversial and do not wish to add to that controversy by relying on an account of wrongs that is not broadly accepted. Those who accept our central thesis may wish to adopt their own account of the predictable effects which would make it wrong to reveal a claim in political philosophy. Our account could be understood as a set of exemplars.


Objections: Free Expression in General


Having made our positive case, we now turn to possible objections. Obviously, the list we present here is not exhaustive. Given that we are unaware of anyone arguing in favour of, let alone against, what we say here, our discussion is a little schematic.  We have grouped possible objections into four classes: those on the grounds of the value of free expression in general; those on the grounds of the value of free expression in academia; those on the grounds of the importance of truth in politics; and those on the grounds of either incoherence or unimportance.

We begin with those on the grounds of the value of free expression in general. Here, the objection we imagine is one which argues that the benefits, both overall and for particular individuals, of being able to say what one likes are greater than the benefits of particular restriction, however appealing those restrictions may seem individually. The chilling effects of such restrictions, the loss of the opportunity to correct error, and all the familiar costs of prohibiting speech are such that allowing restrictions however well-intentioned, only stifles debate and denies people valuable opportunities to express themselves. The paradigmatic example of such a defence of free expression is obviously the defence of it Mill provides in On Liberty, although clearly his is not the only one.

We have three things to say about such arguments. First, we are not advocating prohibiting anything. We are merely advocating exercising restraint. The case for permitting people to say whatever they want is different for the case for it being best for them to say whatever they want. Just as thinking that we ought to not prevent people from being rude is different from thinking that there is nothing objectionable about rudeness, thinking that there are certain things political philosophers ought not to say is different from thinking that we ought to stop them saying them. Second, we are advocating a context-, not content-, sensitive restriction. There is nothing that we think that is of itself unsayable. What matters is whether saying it is likely to cause harm, which is dependent on facts other than those about the content of the speech. Given that, we are not stopping proper discussion of any issue. We are just asking that for a degree of caution about where, when and in what terms those discussions are held.

Third and most importantly, no-one thinks that all speech is permissible, not even if it is true. Shouting 'fire' in a crowded theatre is not just culpable but justiciable, just as saying to a lynch mob that someone is indeed the person they're looking for is. That is because both predictably and directly cause various serious harms.  There are analogous cases of political speech, we suspect, and sometimes political philosophers may, whether they intended it, be engaged in such political speech.  More, because we are not advocating prohibition but restraint, it seems likely that the directness and gravity conditions on restrictions on speech can be relaxed. Since even someone as strongly committed to the value of free speech in general as Mill has to admit that there are cases in which speech should be legally prohibited because of the risks it poses to others, we can hardly be condemned as going beyond their arguments when we are calling only for restraint in circumstances which seem relevantly analogous. Saying something which, for example, is likely to lead to the formation of lynch mobs - that when state authority breaks down, citizens have extensive rights to punish, for instance, in a situation where state authority is widely but falsely thought to have broken down - does not, of itself, serve any particularly compelling personal interest nor significantly further the cause of propagating significant truths or holding authority to account. A doctrine of free speech which claims that that speech is permissible is a poorer doctrine of free speech for that claim.

Objections: Free Expression in Academia

Perhaps though there is something special about academic discourse that means that the ability to say or research whatever one sincerely believes is important has a value that it does not usually have. Maybe the effects of preventing members of some academic discipline from investigating whatever they please would be to shift its focus away from the difficult but most rewarding, both personally and in general, topics. Rather than do path-breaking work that really matters, people would play it safe, afraid of what they might uncover, and stick to working over the same old problems using the same old techniques. The discipline would stultify, become incestuous, self-regarding, corrupt. That harm would outweigh the harms that unrestricted speech and research would cause. This seem to us rather overblown. We are, undeniably, asking that people take into account considerations other than those internal to the discipline when making decisions about what to work on, and that is likely to have an effect of some sort on the shape of the discipline. That it will have some effect, though, is not the same as it having the catastrophic effects of the sort the imagined critic claims.

There seem to be two reasons mitigating against the effects of exercising restraint about what one works on depending on the circumstances in which one is working. First, both in terms of numbers and requirements, the restraint we are asking for is neither large nor predictable in terms of what it will rule out. We are not asking, as perhaps our imagined objector would portray us as asking, that political philosophers pass their research proposals before some hypothetical Party Committee for the Regulation of Science which will forbid all work that deviates from the pronouncements of the Great Leader. This is not a proposal to structure work around some fixed paradigm, external to the discipline and beyond criticism. It is a requirement to think before speaking, to consider what uses others may predictably put what you say to before saying it. Whether that impacts more on particularly abstract work or particularly applied work will depend on the content of the work and the circumstances in which it is being done, on what is political salient in a given place at a given time. The two cases we used to elaborate our claim, for example, are not of applied work. More applied work would likely be fine in those circumstances, since more applied work would presumably be more sensitive to the difficulties of the situation, just as in some others, more abstract work would fare better; cases of restrictions on liberty, for example, may be like this. Given that, the restriction hardly seems capable of distorting the whole discipline in the way the imagined critic suggests; its effects will simply not be uniform enough. Nor is the requirement going to impact on that many political philosophers: in the absence of some fairly unusual circumstances, there is little reason to expect the work of any graduate student on any topic to have any impact outside the discipline at all, for example.

Second, it is not as if political philosophy as it stands is wholly pure, untainted by considerations of what is presently politically salient. It is clearly not coincidental that there has been a boom in the discussion of the morality of armed conflict in the past decade or so, just as it was not coincidental that nuclear deterrence was an important topic in the era of mutually-assured destruction. Political philosophers pick topics to work on informed by what seems to them an interesting topic, and what seems to them an interesting topic will often depend on what is going on not just in the discipline, but in the world outside it. Nor are the interests of political philosophers the only interests which matter in deciding what work gets done: the views of various outsiders, through their positions on appointments committees and funding bodies, also clearly play a part. Neither of these seem to have brought about the apocalyptic scenario envisaged by our critic. In lots of ways, the discipline seems to us to be in rude health. That considerations strictly external to the discipline play a role in shaping what work gets done then, can hardly as such be said to result in its failure to meet the basic standards of academic practice. Nor do we need to show there would be no effect: the costs of the proposed restriction need be smaller than the costs which members of the discipline could rightly be held responsible for in its absence. Given that considerations other than pure academic interest already shape the discipline without having corrupted it, that seems to us plausible.

Objections: The Importance of Truth in Politics


Even if the importance of speaking the truth in academia in general is not enough to show that the restrictions we propose are unjustified, perhaps there is something special about speaking the truth in politics that eliminates the force of the general requirement not to predictably make serious harm more likely that our argument admittedly relies on. A central liberal value, for example, is that political orders are transparent, that authority is not beyond question but openly justified to those who live under it (See for example Waldron, 1987). There seems to be some relation between that transparency and the central democratic value of self-government, and so our call for political philosophers to exercise restraint when publicizing claims in political philosophy might be thought to fail to provide the respect that value is owed. The judgment that it is a point against utilitarianism that it might require effacing itself, for example, seems to rely on a plausible requirement that a political order that actively encourages false consciousness in those it governs does them an important kind of disrespect related to their capacity to govern themselves. Perhaps then, asking political philosophers to withhold certain truths from the public at large violates constraints against esoteric moralities. There seem to be two sorts of complaints here. First, it might be wrong for political philosophers to deceive the public at large about what they ought to be doing. Second, it might be wrong for political philosophers to leave features of the political order unexplained.

Obviously, we agree that deception is a cost, and a particularly high one in contexts of legitimate public interest. However, we are not typically advocating deception by political philosophers, but rather - at least some of the time - that political philosophers avoid being implicated in deceptions perpetrated by others. Nor is it straightforward that political deception is always illegitimate. First, the restriction on what political philosophers say will often not require deception. Deception would be required if political philosophers were being asked questions which they had answers to, answers which it would be dangerous to give, and that it would be costly or difficult to avoid giving. Cases where it is true not just that providing some information would be dangerous, but where they are being asked for that information and where they cannot easily avoid the question or refuse to answer it are going to be rare for political philosophers. It is more usual for political philosophers to be ignored than to be sought for advice, for example, and even where they are sought for advice, they can easily avoid giving any.

More, in avoiding being strictly honest themselves, political philosophers will often prevent deceit. One of the main mechanisms by which political philosophers' pronouncements will be causally connected to political harms will be the misrepresentation of the content of those pronouncements by other political actors, which will of course be examples of deceit. Of course, that it will be rare for the restriction we advocate to require deception does not mean that it will never require it, just as it that it will often prevent deceit does not mean that it will always prevent it. However, first, the misrepresentations that abiding by the restriction will often help prevent seem to us more serious deceits, and second, political deceit is not always unjustified. On the first, deceit is, all other things being equal, worse both when it has worse effects and when more people are deceived. The deceits that the restriction will prevent must fulfil the first of these requirements, or else the restriction would not apply, and will often meet the second, since other political actors will typically have a wider audience than political philosophers will. On the second, pretending that the constraint on political deception is absolute seems to us pretty mendacious: a kind of hypocrisy about hypocrisy. Claiming it was would leave us condemning not only high-minded deceptions which we can piously wring our hands over, where the only way to get a population to confront and destroy a massive and threatening injustice is to mislead them about it, but those that are straightforwardly necessary for the messy, compromising business of democratic politics to function at all; the kind of horsetrading that is both a predictable requirement of building a broad-based coalition and often impossible in full public view, for example.

Even if the significance of political deceit does not undermine our case for the restriction, perhaps a requirement that political orders are transparent will. After all, not every case of apparently objectionable political deception concerns the transparency of the political order, just as a political order may remain opaque without anyone deceiving anyone. If political philosophers do not lay bare the rationale for the political institutions that they and their fellow citizens share, then they allow those fellow citizens to live out their lives against a background whose shape and moral underpinnings they do not properly understand. However, avoiding saying things which run the risk of political harms will rarely, if ever, conflict with a demand to provide a honest account of the proper basis of political authority. This is because it is unlikely that the kinds of things that we think political philosophers should not say would, if said, actually make political orders more transparent.

Firstly, much of what they should not say is unlikely to be of relevance for the transparency of a political order anyway. What the demand for transparency plausibly requires is that the central features of a political order have their broad shape justified. Anything else expects far too high a level of interest on the part of citizens. That granted, what matters is that there are explanations available for why, for example, there is a presumption of innocence in criminal trials or it would be wrong for the state to refuse the full rights of citizenship to some group picked out by ethnicity or religion. We do not need to be able to explain the rationale for the precise details of eligibility for the higher rate of unemployment benefit to ensure that citizens are not labouring under false consciousness. The requirement is that their political system in general is transparent, not that every aspect of their political system is transparent. These kinds of unambiguous statements in favour of basic liberal restrictions on state or indeed individual power are much less likely to have unfortunate effects than sophisticated reasoning dealing with the precise implications of specific values, yet it is that kind of statement that is needed to make a political order fully transparent.

Secondly, even where what the restriction rules out would be relevant to the explanation of central parts of the political order were it said, it is unlikely that saying it would help provide an explanation of the central parts of the political order. This is because what the restriction rules out is making pronouncements which, despite having good epistemic credentials, are likely to result in some political wrong or other. The restriction then only applies to claims which are not going to be adhered to: since they are causing a political wrong, they must be having an effect other than the one that is actually called for.  If they were having the effect that was actually called for, they would not be causing a political wrong, since proper effects of political principles we have good reason to believe to be true ought not to be wrongs. It seems unlikely then, if they are not having the effect that is actually called for, that they are going to be increasing the transparency of the political system. Saying that distributions ought to be sensitive to responsibility when what is wrong with the distribution is that it does not secure all with the bare minimum makes the political system more opaque, not less, since it contributes to a basic misunderstanding of the values the structure of property rights does and does not respect.

As in the case of deception, our problem would be quite different if there were straightforward mechanisms for the realization of whatever policies political philosophers preferred. The fact that the political interventions of political philosophers must be mediated through the acts of others means that, where those interventions run the risk of causing wrongs, they will rarely also cause increases in the transparency of the political order though. The wrongs they cause will likely be generated through mistakes about their implications, and mistakes rarely increase transparency. There will of course be some cases where injustices will be accompanied by increases in transparency: the obvious example is where a particular injustice lays bare the injustice of the system as a whole. Maybe in these cases our restriction would not apply. However, it is not obvious that it would not. The value of the increase in transparency has to outweigh the value of avoiding the other injustice, and one would want to be careful about claiming that injustices grave enough to lay bare systemic injustice are a price worth paying to ensure that false consciousness is reduced. The idea that it is better to die on your feet than to live on your knees is all very well until someone is called on to do the dying, and especially when the knees in question are merely metaphorical.

Objections: Irrelevant and Contradictory

We are left then, with objections that are not directly to do with the importance of free expression, either in general or in a particular field. The two we have in mind are that what we say is irrelevant, because in fact there are very few occasions where what political philosophers have to say meets the conditions we lay out for abstaining from saying it, or that what we say is a perforrmative contradiction, since it meets the conditions we lay out for abstaining from saying it. Unsurprisingly, we accept neither. On the first, it seems to us that there are a number of cases where it is at least plausible that research projects or statements made in the course of them meet our three conditions. The discussions of torture we began by using to motivate the paper are an obvious empirical example, while any failures of the case we use to develop the conditions under which we think restraint ought to be exercised to provide one seem to us a matter of luck rather than judgment.


Nor are these the only examples. As we understand it, even on the most plausible more minimal accounts of the right to move between states, the immigration regimes of most developed states prevent those who ought to have a right to enter from doing so. David Miller, for example, argues that those “deprived of rights to subsistence and basic health care” have a “ very strong” right to enter states where their rights will be respected despite his general hostility to claims for rights to cross borders (Miller, 2007, pg. 225, 227). Arguing in favour of restrictions on the right of potential migrants to move between states in such a situation and in a climate where if anything the situation is worsening seems to us to run the risk of aiding injustice, at least if one is not careful about what one says. Equally, discussions of the duties of citizenship may well provide political cover for attempts to discriminate against those who do not met the criteria of the stereotypical understanding of what it is to be a member of the nation as well as divert attention from failures of professional politicians to engage more seriously with the public. The UK’s asylum system, for example, has become increasingly arbitrary and oppressive just as discussions of the importance of citizenship have risen in political importance in the past decade or so.

Neither are the risks confined to cases where the risk is of providing rhetorical support to authoritarians of various stripes. As was mentioned when we first discussed the ways in which the conditions we identified might be met, a failure to appreciate the constraints under which one's political allies are labouring may also be dangerous. Criticizing political organizations for failing to live up to divisive and unpopular political ideals runs the risk of sabotaging their attempts to build broad political coalitions and so leaving us mired in more serious injustice. We are confident then, that we are not creating a problem out of nothing. As Larry Temkin - one of the few people who seems to have even thought these concerns worth mentioning - puts it

[t]he uses to which one's ideas are put are rarely in one's control. But ideas clearly matter; and political ideas, in particular, can matter greatly for political practice - often in unexpected ways, places, and times. Anyone who thinks differently reveals a woeful ignorance of the course of civilization (Nielsen, 2006, p. 162).

That leaves worries that stating our claim is at least inappropriate, if not a form of performative contradiction. The most plausible route for us to be engaged in a performative contradiction would, given the slim chance that anyone outside the profession will pay any attention to us, is through any effects the publication of our views has on the profession itself. For that publication to fall under the scope of the restriction it argues for, it would have to fulfil our three conditions of impact, a particular effect of that impact, and that impact being connected to a serious political wrong. The restraint we are calling for is not extensive, and we have already discussed its likely effects at length, arguing that they are a price well worth paying given the harms they avert. The only way which our proposal could condemn itself then would be if political philosophers could widely be predicted to misapply the proposal systematically enough to somehow generate wrongs of the sort associated with the liberalism of fear. If the precision, rigour and care supposed to typify the discipline are so obviously absent as to make that a reasonable prediction, then we very much doubt that we could possibly be making anything any worse than it already is.

That we are not engaged in a performative contradiction does not mean that it is appropriate to publicize our central claim, although of course there would be a certain irony in an opponent arguing that we ought not to publicize our call for restraint on the basis of a claim for even more restraint. Allowing that our argument so far runs, any difficulties with publicizing our argument must be to do with potential misapplications of it. Perhaps political philosophers will misunderstand our argument and become much too cautious in their work. This seems highly unlikely to us. Our argument draws support from the analogy of the widely recognized limits on and exceptions to the duty to tell the truth that can also be misapplied in specific instances. It is clear that this has not undermined the general practice of truth-telling. Furthermore, our proposal is not a general argument against the duty to tell the truth, or an argument in favour of taking in the moral consequences of all instances of truth seeking.  We are not saying that political philosophers should always determine what to say with a view to their consequences. Neither are we saying that there should be an authoritative body that sets such limits on what the philosophers are allowed to say. What we are saying is that when political philosophers have reason to expect that what they say can have particularly grievous consequences they are required to exercise restraint.


Conclusion

That the chances of anyone paying attention to two scholars barely out of their graduate degrees writing on a topic no-one outside the discipline has much reason to care about anyway are tiny, though, does not mean that the chances of anyone paying attention to, for example, the holder of a major chair at a major university opining on an issue presently the subject of major political debate are also tiny. As Temkin points out, political ideas do matter, and often fairly directly. Political philosophers should bear that in mind when they are making choices about what to work on and what to say outside the discipline. There are going to be occasions where, by being taken rightly or wrongly as comments on contemporary political debates, what they say has political impact, and more, cases where that political impact is not the one that they would or should have liked. Politics is a dirty, nasty business: after all, if it were not, there would hardly be any need for political philosophers to criticize the institutions it gifts us with. In essence, all we are urging is that political philosophers remember that.
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Notes

�So far as we are aware, the first discussion is in Walzer 1973 (pg. 167), although his tone 


there suggests that he was not the first to talk about the case. Walzer’s discussion does not necessarily fall under our restriction, partly because rather than advocating thinking about the permissibility of torture through the ticking bomb case, he assumes it is permissible there and wonders how we should react to someone who orders it. The situation Walzer was writing in may also have been different.


�See Shue 2006 for a powerful and perhaps more temperate assessment of the dangers of ticking bomb cases.


� In Nielsen 2006, he asks 18 well-known political philosophers about the relation between political philosophy and practice; whether that relation can ever be "fruitful". Only one, Larry Temkin, has anything to say about whether it is always right or wise to say all that one believes (See p. 161ff). Nor is there anything on this subject in the otherwise excellent Swift and White 2008. 


�Throughout the paper we effectively treat research and publication as identical. Since our claim depends on the public effects of a claim, secret research could not fall under its purview. Academic research is however typically done with the intention of publication.


� Honourable exceptions include Tamar Schapiro (2003), Gopal Sreenivasan (2007), Liam Murphy (2000), and Tommie Shelby (2007).


�To be clear, we do not accuse luck egalitarians of having had run this risk. One reason for this is that there have not been attempts to seriously reform the distributions of property in the direction of justice in the states where luck egalitarianism is best known in the past couple of decades.


�This example is intended as a somewhat idealized redescription of the current situation in Turkey.


� We are grateful to <name suppressed> for reminding us of the need to consider these other possibilities.


�See for example the way in which the work on the normative foundations of equality of opportunity of a former academic philosopher, Matt Cavanagh, ended up being presented when he was appointed an advisor to the then British Home Secretary, David Blunkett, in 2004. Cavanagh was presented as believing that racial discrimination was acceptable, when in fact his position was that it was not unfair but instead problematic on other grounds (Maguire, 2004).


�For this reason, it is very unlikely that our restriction bears on teaching, quite apart from considerations about the special role of teaching. Students are very rarely when being taught in a position of genuine political power. What effects any statements made whilst teaching them should they later come to be in a position of genuine political power is going to be very difficult to predict even if one could predict that they would come to be in position of genuine political power.


�Although the question of the relevance of good effects of acts which violate the restrictions of the liberalism of fear is one we want to avoid, the implication of our position would be that the good effects of an act of speech would only exempt it from our restriction if those good effects were as closely connected to the avoidance of a violation of the liberalism of fear as the bad effects were to causing one. We suspect this is very unlikely.
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