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Sissela Bok

ETHICIST

As a philosopher, Sissela Bok grapples with hard truths – and with hard untruths, as well.  Her writings explore the psychology of lying, the consequences of deception, and the perils of keeping secrets. With advanced degrees in both psychology and philosophy, she has taught ethics at Harvard’s Medical School, the Kennedy School of Government, and philosophy at Brandeis University.  Her books include Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Private Life and A Strategy for Peace.


MOYERS: Your writings explore the psychology of lying, the consequences of deception, and the perils of keeps secrets. Why do these subjects interest you?


BOK: The subjects of lying connects for me with all of communication and with the amazing fact that we human beings quite often do communicate with one another rather well. But lying is a way of gaining power over other people through manipulating them in various ways. This is something that children learn. They also learn to keep secrets. Sometimes secrets are deceptive, and sometimes they are not. If we are to mature, we have to unlearn any enjoyment of that power.


MOYERS: -Any enjoyment of deception and the power that deception allows you to have over someone else? Why do you have to unlearn that?


BOK: You have to know that the power is there, and then you have to see if you can possibly live without it. That doesn’t mean you never get into a situation where lying might be necessary, but on the whole, you try to lead your life so that you communicate with other people without trying to manipulate them.


MOYERS: When I was White House press secretary, I thought often of the line, “I am not a professional liar, and I’m surprised at the extent to which in my infirmity I’m an amateur one.” I kept being surprised at the extent to which I could be an amateur liar. But you’re right. It’s a question of having to unlearn that it was okay to deceive, okay to dissemble, to evade. 


BOK: Yes, especially because lying can happen so easily. Sometimes people just slip into it without even stopping to think. That’s another thing I wanted to do with both books: to see if people who read the books might say, “ All right, I am going to stop to think: Why am I doing this now? Do I really need to do this now? Are there other ways, perhaps, of communicating with people, of achieving my goals without going this way?”


MOYERS: Do you find people actually going through that process of thinking?


BOK: Yes, I do quite a lot. Sometimes, for instance, people go through that process who have had problems with addiction, where lying, and secrecy are very much part of keeping up a mask. And we face these questions when we are involved in some professional undertaking, or in government, or in sales, or sometimes as parents, or with friends. People tell me, “You know, I am trying to change, and I am realizing that in fact it’s more possible than I thought.” And then some of them say, “I also find that now I respect myself a little more because I know that other people can trust me, which I am pretty sure they couldn’t do before.”


MOYERS: Someone said to me recently that he thought all of American life was built upon deception. Given the pervasive influence of advertising, which is usually deceiving; given what’s happened to political rhetoric; given the ambitions of each interest group to advance its interests, and each individual to advance his or her interests at the expense of someone else, deception has now become the household furniture of American life. Do you think that’s a fair assessment?


BOK: No, I don’t think so. If that were true, then I don’t think our society could function at all, and after all, it does function reasonably well much of the time. I don’t think that human relationships could function if everything were deceptive. Very often, in fact, advertising is not deceptive. You know, there is much factual, informative advertising. We learn to look at certain activities like advertising in a very different way and to listen to what it says in a very different way, so that we develop certain kinds of protections.


In politics and business, there are quite a few honorable, upright individuals around. The sad thing is that whenever somebody comes into the news who has done a lot of deceiving, then it casts suspicion on all the others. You hear that quite a lot from the people who tell you why they’re not going to vote. They simply have no confidence any more in public officials. That is terribly wrongheaded, because most public officials are trustworthy. But when somebody comes to public light who is not, that sets an example. Somebody said that examples of this kind are very contagious – and I think that’s true.


MOYERS: There is a great lament in the country that we’re slipping, that our ethics are going downhill, that this generation isn’t as good as the previous generation, that moral standards are deteriorating—well, you mention this in your book when you quote somebody else saying that civilization is on the decline. What’s you own appraisal?


BOK: First of all, that’s something people have said since the beginning of time, and it seems to happen particularly when they reach middle age. All of a sudden they begin to think that when they were children, everything was much better, or maybe they look back one hundred or two hundred years and say, “when our country was young, everything was so much better.” But then when you ask them, “when was this golden age? Was it, for instance, in this country during our period of slavery? Was that so great? Was it so wonderful for women? Who, exactly, was benefiting from these high moral standards? Then they become more hesitant. I don’t think we can show that as a general rule, everything is slipping. Certainly, there are problems that are getting worse—for instance, drug addiction. That’s obvious. One hundred years ago, that wasn’t the same at all.


MOYERS: But alcoholism was rampant in colonial days.

BOK: Yes, so that I’m not sure we can say that things are getting so much worse.  On the other hand, I would say that we face more difficult problems than any society ever has, if we take society to mean our world at the present time. We are threatened with extinction, either from nuclear weapons or environmental problems. Nobody else has ever been threatened in that way. Past generations failed to see these problems coming up. We somehow have to do better. So it’s not a question of whether we’re getting much worse. I think we would cope if we tried; but the question is whether we’re going to try.


MOYERS: You suggested in Lying, that there was a crisis of trust based upon a proliferation of lies –- personal lies, professional lies, political lies. You said then that the social environment is every bit as precarious and threatened as the natural environment. Ten years have passed since you wrote this. What’s you assessment today?


BOK: The social environment is just as important as the natural environment because that’s the environment in which we make all the decisions we want to make, in which we communicate, and in which our families and societies exist. It requires a certain amount of trust and, I would say, also, cautious distrust. We obviously have to be careful with respect to potential enemies, for instance.


MOYERS: Skepticism is a form of democratic virtue?


BOK: Yes, I think skepticism is very important. On the other hand, if skepticism veers off into total distrust, so that one decides to have nothing to do with voting or with one’s government, then that’s very destructive.


MOYERS: People feel cheated by the political rhetoric they hear on television. They feel insulted by the level of discussion that emerges in sound bites and advertising. 


BOK: They do. Of course, one also has so say that they don’t always make the effort to read the speeches but just sit there and judge by sound bites. If they read the longer speeches that the campaigns produce, they might take greater interest.


MOYERS: If I were a politician, I’d want to rescue my rhetoric from television. I’d want to find some way to overcome the terrible simplifiers that television makes of all of us.


BOK: I can well see that it would be discouraging for someone in politics to see what happens. Sometimes you make a very good speech that doesn’t get on television at all.


MOYERS: Can a republic die of too many lies?


BOK: I think a republic definitely could—especially if the lies are also covered up by various methods of secrecy. If you combine lying and secrecy, and if you also bring in violence so that secrecy covers up for schemes of lying and violence, then I think a republic can die. I don’t think it’s possible for citizens to have very much of an effect if they literally don’t know what’s going on. 


MOYERS: That’s an intriguing point to me, because so many people seem not to grasp the harm of public lies. They don’t see that they themselves are the victims of the lying. How do you convince people that lying does undermine a democracy, that we have a stake in the honestly and integrity of government?


BOK: Sometimes you can try to convince them by telling a story. One story that struck me this summer was told by a university president from the Middle West, who was talking about how he was teaching a Sunday school class for adults. In that class there were bankers, business executives, and university professors. This was in the fall of ’87 when the Iran-Contra scandal was still unfolding. He posed the following question to his class “We hear on the news that in the Persian Gulf an Iranian ship has sunk. The Iranian Government explains that this was done by American torpedoes. The United States Government says that the ship hit one of the Iranian mines, or perhaps several. Whom do you believe?” And all of these people, some quite conservative, some less so, thought and thought and thought. And finally, not a single one could answer one way or another. They all said that they wanted to hear more of the facts. 


Now, what that means is that not a single one of those people trusted his own government to tell the truth. People in government sometimes think that this little lie and that little lie, told for short-term advantages, will just pass. But this is the kind of damage that is done in the long run.


MOYERS: Excessive secrecy denies people the right to an informed vote. How do we know how to cast our votes if we don’t really know what our government has been doing?


BOK: That’s right. All one has to do is look at some very secretive governments — totalitarian governments and others. Nobody knows what’s a lie and what’s the truth. We certainly don’t want to do in that direction. On the other hand, sometimes people in government say, “Well, those totalitarians governments have it rather well, you know. They can really control information. We have to struggle with the media and everything else.”

MOYERS: I can tell you from my own experience that there were times when both John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson wished they had the control over the press that the Kremlin or Mao had. They’d never have to worry about Walter Lippmann or Scotty Reston. They would just do what they wanted, and the results would prove them right—or wrong.


BOK: But then, of course, if you asked them, “Would you really want that? Are you serious about this?” they would probably pull back — or would they?


MOYERS: Well, every President at heart is given to the democratic impulse and understands the strengths of this country. But he is also trying to make things happen, to get policy enacted, to accomplish his goals, and he is sometimes frustrated to the point of paranoia about the opposition.


We’ve gone through the credibility gap of Vietnam, Watergate, and the Iran-Contra scandal. How would you take our pulse as a political body?


BOK: When I wrote my book Lying and Secrets, I could certainly not have foreseen that so many and such far-reaching examples of lying and secrecy would come to light as those in the Iran-Contra scandal. What facilitated the spread of the schemes of bribery, money laundering, arms smuggling, and falsification of documents was the growth of methods of secrecy in our government. When Secrets came out in ’83, I had a feeling that the growth of secrecy was itself shrouded in silence. People did not care at the time that we were witnessing inroads on the Freedom of Information Act, that there were beginnings of new kinds of censorship, that it was increasingly difficult for people to travel into this country if they had unpopular political opinions, and that many other efforts were under way to establish greater government control over secrecy. Many came to care afterward, especially when there was a real effort to impose secrecy through prepublication review over large numbers of government officials. There is a great deal of concern now in the press and in Congress; but whether the American public realizes the relationship between secrecy, the deceit that it makes possible, the arms transfers, and the violence that it can cover up, I’m not sure.


MOYERS: I don’t see evidence of great concern out there. In many respects, it appears to me that the Iran-Contra scandal has dropped into a black hole of public indifference.


BOK: I’m very interest to hear you say that, because certainly the people I talk to still seem to be quite concerned, and members of the press and of Congress do care. We have books coming out about it. I would hope very much that the country at large would also care, because these issues of lying and secrecy have to do with the essence of democracy and of this republic in particular. 


MOYERS: What’s happening in our government that has given us the deception of Watergate, the deception of the Iran-Contra scandal?


BOK: There is to some extent a desire on the part of every government to have greater control over information. Many members of government feel that with secrecy, they can get more things done. If only they didn’t have to worry about what was lawful, if only they didn’t have to worry about elected representatives of the people, they could get a lot more done.


So there’s always that. But in this country there have also always been limits to secrecy imposed from the outside. Danger would definitely come if, for instance, the government succeeded in permanently cutting back on the Freedom of Information Act.


MOYERS: Now private citizens can sue the government, if necessary, to get information from within the government out of the hands of bureaucracy.


BOK: The Freedom of Information Act provided that all information should be free with certain exceptions, such as those having to do with national security and personnel documents. The burden of proof is then on the government to show shy something should remain secret. That’s the way it’s been. 


MOYERS: But this Administration has tried very hard to limit the Freedom of Information—


BOK:--Yes, exactly, to make it very much more difficult for people to acquire the information. It takes longer and you can get less information. So restricting freedom of information is one method to try and expand secrecy.


Then there is the emphasis on trying to get lie detector tests to be preformed on public officials as a deterrent to leaks and whistle blowing. That’s another way. There are various avenues, and a government intent on trying all avenues will often succeed to some extent, especially when people are not looking out for the danger to the country. 


MOYERS: It has not escaped me as a journalist that it was not the American press that broke the story of Iran-Contra, but a small, obscure newspaper in Beirut, Lebanon. We’re not as vigilant as the circumstances require. 


BOK: Members of the press no longer seem to be doing the kind of digging that would be necessary to find out the information. If they simply wait for press releases, it’s not clear that they’re always to get what they want.


MOYERS: Well, they’re certainly not going to get a press release saying that we’ve agreed to sell arms to Iran in order to release the hostages or that we are diverting those funds to the Contras in Nicaragua. 


BOK: On the other hand, we do have the countervailing influence that it’s getting harder and harder to keep these secrets for very long. You can keep the secrets long enough to do a terrible among of harm to you nation, but in the long run they will surface. The Iran-Iraq War involved a number of governments in arms trades and other activities that were secret but that have since come to light. With the world press and the kind of information that now travels across al boundaries, it’s going to be harder to keep that kind of secret for very long. 


MOYERS: And yet there is still so much that never gets out. The public still doesn’t fully know what happened in the Gulf of Tonkin in 1964 or what the Navy was doing there. So much that happens never gets known. 


BOK: Well, we can’t have adequate research about how much never gets known because by definition that’s hidden from us. But in the long run, a great deal will surface. And the wise thing for public officials to do is to ask themselves, “what’s going to happen if this particular action surfaces? How can I be so sure I’ve really managed to clamp down on this? I’m convinced that in the Iran-contra affair, for instance, if some of the people who were making the decisions had asked that question, they would have said, “Well, you know, for short-term benefits that we’re seeking here, it’s not clear that we want to risk the reputation of our government or our country.” They didn’t stop to think that, in part, because of the atmosphere of secrecy, which lures people into the belief that the secret will be kept for a long time. 


MOYERS: The great advantage of opening the debate within the Administration to more and more people is that you get more and more minds that say, “Well, just a minutes. Here’s the trap in that.”


BOK: Yes, you always need to have critics within the government who are ready to stand up and ask those questions. But as within any team or organization, it’s very easy to exclude the critic, to try to push that person out, to get that person to leave. 


MOYERS: What does it say to you that Oliver North, a man who deceiving Congress, lying to the press, and lying to the public, became a hero to many people, including a national hero to his own President?


BOK: I was thinking  about that quite a lot, because I wondered why people seemed to be identifying with him, and not with the people who had been deceived. Now, usually when we get worried about a lie, we worry because we think,” How would it feel for me to be in this situation—for instance, to be the patient who has been deceived about cancer, or a spouse, who has been deceived about fidelity?” why did so many people identify with North? Maybe they didn’t care if he lied to foreigners, particularly to the Iranians. Or maybe they didn’t care if he lied to members of Congress, because Congress has been on the receiving end of a lot of criticism these last few years. But still, the curious thing was that so many people identified with the person who was telling the lie. That meant they were not asking the question, what happens to the people being lied to? What happens to the country? What happens if more lies are told—perhaps to us, next time? They simply didn’t stop to ask those questions, at least not for a while. 


MOYERS: I was encouraged that after the initial flush of television coverage, and the profile of patriotism that Oliver North presented on the tube, there was a second thought. The American people issued a second opinion.


BOK: Yes, some of them began to think that patriotism has very much to do with respecting the integrity of the government itself. That’s something that all public servants have to take very seriously.


MOYERS: You said, “Some of them.” But it’s been quite intriguing to me that Colonel North is out raising money and making speeches as a hero to right-wing groups. They still look upon him as a true patriot, irrespective of the deception, the lies, the cover-up.


BOK: To some extent these groups are not entering into debate with other people about what patriotism really means. What does it mean to love your country and to honor your country? Does it mean that you lie on behalf of your country? Does it mean that you risk drawing your government into difficulties like the Iran-contra scandal?


MOYERS: They say it does. They say that we live in a lawless world and that it’s naïve to expect the United States Government to act lawfully in a world that doesn’t expect the rule of law.


BOK: Then I think they should look back at some of the people we respect most in the history of this country who would say, among other things, that we will gain more respect if we respect the law ourselves.


It’s true, there are parts of the world that are quite lawless. There are also, in fact, quite a few parts of the world that are not. The question is: How do we expand the number of nations and societies that do respect the law? We don’t necessarily want to say that because some don’t, we’re going to classify our government in that group.


MOYERS: --Because we are working toward a lawful world, not a lawless one.


BOK: Yes, very much. The question has to come up: What are we doing? What am I doing as an individual? What is somebody doing as a public official? What is an entire government doing to make sure that it more in that direction, to make the world a little more law-abiding?


MOYERS: How do you convince someone that if it’s all right for conservatives to lie, it’s all right for liberals to lie when they’re in office? And that ultimately it is the citizen — conservative or liberal, political or apolitical — who loses the right to cast that informed vote if her doesn’t really know that his government has been selling arms to Iran, contrary to its stated policy.


BOK: It’s so important for us to be able to shift perspectives and say, “Okay, here I’m on the side of the people who are telling the lies, and I think it’s all right for the moment because it’ my side. But how would I feel if I were on that other side? Next time I may be on the other side. In fact, these very same people who say they’re my friends now may need for their particular purpose to lie to me next time. And then I would feel very much more troubled than I did when they lied to some foreigners that I didn’t care about.”


MOYERS: Rereading your book on secrets, I was struck once again by your point that partisanship causes people to condone abuses for their particular ideal that they would never condone in their adversary. It’s that parochial loyalty that can corrupt one’s own judgment and standards.


BOK: When it goes too far, it does that corrupting. Of course, any community needs the cohesiveness of some loyalty. But when the partisanship goes so far as to say that in order to preserve loyalty within our small group, we can do anything to those other people—we can send terrorist into their country, we can spew forth disinformation, we can do anything—then it has become pathological. And then people don’t , once again, stop to ask questions. They have simply blinded themselves to the kind of harm they’re doing to the outside.


MOYERS: During the Johnson era, Democrats who had doubts about the Vietnam WAR nonetheless supported the President because he was their partisan. People remained loyal to Richard Nixon despite the smoking gun because he was a Republican President. And when George Bush announced that the most qualified man in the country to be Vice President was Dan Quayle, I saw some otherwise moderate Republicans swallow, click their heels, and step in line. Partisanship was the ultimate claim on their loyalty, not judgment and rational analysis.


BOK: The word “partisan” can mean two things. On the one hand , it can mean a very brave person who undertakes the struggle against, for instance, the Nazis. On the other hand, it can mean a person who abandons judgment. Unfortunately, very often, the first can turn into the second, unless one is very careful to think about certain moral values that one will uphold whether or not one is going to act in a partisan way.


MOYERS: You say, in  A Strategy for Peace, that our problems are so severe that unless we can marshal a principled, collective response, all the worst predictions of social collapse may finally be coming true. That’s a hope I share—but history argue otherwise. Previous generations didn’t take principles and collective action in time to stave off the threats they faced in their own day. What makes you think we can do it better or differently?


BOK: It’s true that a number of societies have collapsed because they didn’t take issues of survival seriously enough. On the other hand, they have never been in the predicament that we are in now. We’re all in it together. That may force us, for the first time, to take the common interest into consideration.


Now I’m not at all wanting to say that everything is rosy. I think, on the contrary, that it’s a very serious situation—but there are reasons for hope. Our century has been unbelievably violent and brutal and filled with tyranny, but it has also brought forth countervailing powers. We’ve had more popular movements seeking change nonviolently and, in fact, succeeding more and more often. It began, in some ways, with Gandhi in India. We’ve had the American civil rights struggle. Since then we’ve had the Philippines, where Corazon Aquino specifically referred to Martin Luther King and to Mohandas Gandhi. Now we have Burma weighing in the balance. We’ve had Argentina undergoing a peaceful change, and Spain, much earlier.


That’s one development. Another is that we have research that people didn’t have in past generations about how to solve conflicts nonviolently. We have better history. We know much more about how wars start and how they can get out of hand. Look at all the research, for instance, that’s been done on the First World War. So I think that we are in a better position to seize this opportunity.


MOYERS: I want to believe you, but when I look at our century, from Stalin’s genocide against his own people to Hitler’s genocide against millions, to Idi Amin in Africa, to the racism of South Africa, to the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, to the warlords of Japan, to what’s happening in Beirut and Northern Ireland, and Afghanistan, I say that hope is a fragile, fragile bark on which to sail into the twenty-first century.


BOK: Yes, and I certainly don’t think we should sail on hope alone. There’s only so much that individuals can do. But I think they do need to have some hope. It’s much too early to give up hope.


MOYERS: What was it your mother said? “ It’s not worthy of human beings to give up.”


BOK: She felt very strongly about that, no matter what the battle that one might be fighting. It’s not worthy of us, as human beings, with all that we’ve been given in this extraordinary creation, to simply give up and say, “Well, looking back at history, I’m now going to declare that there’s no hope.”


MOYERS: Do we need a new ethic for this predicament?


BOK: I don’t think we need a new ethic at all. Some people insist that nothing will change until our human consciousness changes, or we develop some new way of thinking—even Einstein said that—or we become much more altruistic and charitable. But I think, in a way, it’s a little too late to hope for that. I’m not at all sure that the human race can change in that way, or that, if there were some cataclysmic change of consciousness, it would be for the better. It could very easily be for the worse, as happened in Nazi Germany and elsewhere. So we don’t need a new ethic at all. But we do need to concentrate more than we have before on the moral principles and values that we have in common with people of other religions and other cultures. 

The two most important factors are: nonviolence, to the extent possible; and truthfulness, or the avoidance of lying. If violence or deceit gets too powerful in any society, the society becomes oppressive and may break down. Wherever you look—at Buddhist literature, of the Bible, or Hindu scripture—avoiding violence and deceit are stressed. Every community that has any kind of law, for instance, struggles against violence and fraud.

MOYERS: True. But there’s so much evidence of Moslem against Jew, Christian against Christian —

BOK: The trouble is that those principles have never been held very high when it’s come to outsiders. What we need to do now is to take those same principles and expand the coverage so that it becomes just as awful for us to take an innocent life in some other country as it is in our own. That will take a little rethinking on the part of a lot of people. But it’s not a transformation of the human spirit.

Now a third principle is that of the constraint on betrayal, or breaches of law, or breaches of promise. Every single culture has had to develop some notion of promise-keeping or of covenant, and the notion that breaches constitute betrayal. Those are three very, very ancient principles.

In addition to avoiding violence and deceit and betrayal, there is a forth principle that’s very much newer, and that is, a constraint on excessive secrecy. If we don’t constrain secrecy, then all the other things can go on, and we won’t even know they’re going on. There can be violence within communities or on the part of governments, there can be deception, there can be betrayal, and violations of law, and so long as secrecy covers up all of that, then there is not much that we can do about it. The constraint on excessive secrecy is really an eighteenth-century phenomenon. You don’t see much criticism of secrecy in the Bible or in Buddhist texts. The greater the stress on constraining secrecy, the greater the stress on publicity or openness. 

MOYERS: Do you think that we could begin to shape a minimum moral framework in which the world could cooperate for survival?

BOK: Yes, a number of governments are trying to do this. And, or course, international law is based, to some extent, on those four principles.

MOYERS: But every government violates international law when it finds it expedient to do so—we in Nicaragua and the Soviets in Afghanistan.

BOK: --That doesn’t mean, by the way, every government, but a number of governments have done so. And I think it has backfired very badly for them—certainly for the Soviets in Afghanistan and for us elsewhere. We see the Soviet Union changing with respect to some of these violations. It will be crucial for our government to abide scrupulously by internal law.

MOYERS: But you point out in your book that seventeen million people have died in violent acts and wars around the globe since the end of the Second World War. The tendency seems to be in the opposite direction from the collaboration and cooperation that you’re calling for.

BOK: That’s where this epidemic of peace may give some hope. The more governments undergo democratic and peaceful change, and the more willing they become to abide by international law and to deal nonviolently with other nations, the fewer there will be of the others. And then, perhaps, the world can focus on the pockets that still remain of war and oppression.

MOYERS: Bring this down to the level of one person out there, one citizen. So many people in this country feel helpless to effect any change. They’ll say, “How can I make a difference? What can I do? She’s talking about international organizations and governments, beyond my reach. What can I do to make a difference?”

BOK: Well, look at some of the movements of social change that have grown during our century as never before: they started in very piecemeal ways. People began doing something in our community and then expanded. Gandhi started that way. Martin Luther King started that way. And although we often hear that there are no heroes, there are lots of heroes. For instance, in many villages in India individuals and groups are trying to make peace between Sikhs and Hindus. In the Middle East and in South Africa, there are many people who are struggling heroically in their own communities—and they’re having an effect. Now you may say, “ Maybe they’re not going to win out in the end”—but maybe they are. It’s worth making the effort.

MOYERS: I cherish the notion in the conclusion of your book about starting personal and piecemeal, about carving out a space in one’s own life where one begins to practice personally what one advocates politically and publicly. 

BOK: Yes. Let’s say that you want to carve out in your own life what Gandhi sometimes called a zone of peace. Just say, “In my family and at work and wherever I have human contacts, I am simply not going to engage in the manipulation of people. I’m not going to be coercive or violent with respect to others.” Already that will make a difference. That will have an effect on other people. Then one can say, “In our community we’re simply not going to deal with one another in this way,” or “At our workplace, in our factory, or in our government office, there is going to be another way of operation.” It seems that when people begin to do that, it does have an effect. This is a form of maturing, of saying, “all right, I know that I can get my way by manipulating people, but I’m not going to do that. I’m going to see if I can work another way.” Simone Weil once said, “I would like to achieve the kind of radiance that can bring about nonviolently what other people might have to do violently.” We see teachers like that, or parents like that, who have the kind of radiance so that they don’t have to raise their voices or beat their children. They simply make a different atmosphere.

MOYERS: So in this personal zone, I don’t act violently against my family. I keep my promises, my vows, my oaths. I don’t deceive. I practice in that small circle what I hope my neighbor and my government would practice.

BOK: Yes, but then I don’t give up on the government at all. If I’m engage in this practice, I must make every effort to see to it that the government doesn’t slip into further practices of secrecy, that there are protests when misinformation takes place, and that there is concern for innocent civilians who are being killed. That means that the private individual, while working within that personal zone, must also reach outward toward the professions and the government.


MOYERS: Most of us don’t see ourselves as Gandhi or St. Francis or Martin Luther King. We live realistically in a very circumscribed world, surrounded by people who are always trying to relieve us of our money, our sanity, our hope, or our goods. So the pragmatist says, “Well, the Golden Rule works well when everybody practices it. But when they don’t, I can’t practice it either.”


BOK: Individuals obviously need methods of self-defense, as do nations. There’s no doubt about that. But there are so many circumstances where self-defense is not in fact at stake and where people nevertheless use violence and deceit. Those would be times to begin to cut back.


People often ask the wrong question when they think about violence and deception. They say, “Do you mean that there should never be any lies?” or “You mean I should never defend myself by means of force?” or “I should never keep a secret or break a promise?” Those are the wrong questions.  Instead, the question should be: “How can we roll back the amount of violence, the amount of lying, the breaches of promise and of law? How can we roll all that back, so that there’s less of it?” Because, if we don’t manage to roll that back, then we’re not going to manage to cope with our social problems, nor, in the long run, with those of survival—the nuclear threat and the environment threat—if we can’t manage to work together. And how can we manage to work together if we’re so distrustful of one another, for very good reason, namely, that we’re always doing these things to one another?


MOYERS: This sounds so old-fashioned as almost to be a cliché: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”


BOK: That Golden Rule exists in every culture. Confucius speaks of it. Buddhists speak of it. The Bhagavad-Gita speaks of it, and, of course, the Bible speaks of it. So it’s not at all anything new.


MOYERS: But then why do you think it would be more honored now than it has been in the course of human history?


BOK: To the extent that it’s honored even a little more, there is an improvement. To the extent that more people begin to ask, “How am I making things worse, and how am I making things better?”—that will make a difference. Now, for the first time, we don’t have a choice about improvement. In the past, people could act the way they acted, and maybe their society collapsed, but another one could rise instead. But now, we can’t risk that any more.


MOYERS: You think that it’s because we have these new threats of annihilation from nuclear war or environment catastrophe that people might take out the old moral armor that has been growing rusty in disuse?


BOK: Yes. These threats concentrate the mind wonderfully, as the saying goes. We have to rely on principles in larger societies and between nations that we know are indispensable within small communities if anything is going to get done. Now that may not work out. We may fail, as many societies have in the past. But we have certain advantages. Just as we have new fuels and new technologies in combating environmental deterioration, so we also have new ways of arbitrating disputes and new ways of achieving agreement. We have information that was lacking in the past about how disputes get out of hand, and how wars happen. So we are in a somewhat better position to respond to the threats you mention. That doesn’t mean that we shall succeed. But it certainly is not the time to give up.


MOYERS: Your father won the Nobel Prize for economics. Your mother won a Nobel Prize for peace. Your father’s petition was for a just economic order, and your mother’s constant message to the world was the danger of the arms race. They both lived through much of the bloodiest, most violent, most tyrannical century. Do you think that they argued in vain for these principles which the world has so consistently and brutally dishonored?


BOK: I don’t think that they stood for these principles in vain at all. In fact, I think a number of people of their generation had that special understanding that came from having lived through our whole century. Sometimes I worry that later generations have not had that entire experience that my parents’ generation had, of all the violence and all the problems in the world, while remaining both hopeful and clearheaded about all the dangers. If the people in their generation can inspire the rest of us to feel that same concern, that same awareness, but without giving up hope, then they will definitely not have lived in vain.
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