Funding the Future

What is the difference between truth-telling and lying?

Published: January 12, 2026, 11:05 pm

Robert], who is a regular commentator on this site, included these questions in the
conclusion to a comment he posted today:

At a philosophical level, what IS the difference between truth-telling and lying?

At a practical level, how do we apply that to the business of what | refer to as “trying to
make the world a better place”?

Those questions piqued my interest, and | thought about how | might address them; as
a consequence of which | dropped them into ChatGPT. This is the first response | got:

1. Philosophical level - truth-telling vs lying

At the deepest level, the difference isn’t simply between “saying something true” and
“saying something false.”

It's about the intention and relationship between speaker, listener, and reality.

*
Truth-telling

*

Is the act of communicating with the intention that your listener has an accurate
understanding of reality.

*

It assumes respect for the listener’s agency — you are giving them the best chance
to make their own judgments based on reality as you understand it.
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It's not the same as perfect accuracy (we are fallible). It’'s an honest commitment to
alignment between your words, your belief, and the world as it is.

*
Lying

*

Is the act of communicating with the intention to mislead — to cause the listener to
hold a view you know or believe to be untrue.

*

The key is intentionality: you are trying to shape the listener’s perception in a way
that departs from what you believe to be the case.

*

It treats the listener as an instrument, a means to an end, rather than as an
autonomous partner in reasoning.

*

Philosophical hinge:

*

Truth-telling respects both reality and the autonomy of the person you are speaking to.

*

Lying disrespects both — it distorts reality and seeks to control the listener.

Put simply:

Truth-telling is an act of shared reality-building; lying is an act of reality-distortion for
personal or strategic ends.

2. Practical application - in the work of “making the
world a better place”
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This is where it gets harder, because the temptation to justify strategic
deception for “good ends” is strong. Three principles help keep it honest
without losing impact:

>k

Commit to truthfulness, not bluntness

*

Truth-telling doesn’t require you to spill every fact in every moment.

*

It does require that what you say is not intended to mislead. Omitting something to
avoid harm can be ethical; omitting something to give a false impression crosses into

lying.

ES

Recognise the difference between framing and fabrication

*

All persuasion involves framing — choosing which facts to emphasise.

*

Framing is legitimate if the facts are still accurate and the framing does not
intentionally create a false overall impression.

*

Fabrication — introducing claims you know are false — undermines trust, both
personally and in the movements you care about.

*

Build credibility capital

*

In work aimed at social change, credibility is currency. Once you are caught distorting
the truth, your ability to persuade collapses — even if your cause is just.

*

Long-term impact depends on being seen as a reliable witness to reality, even by those
who disagree with you.
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ES

Use moral imagination

E'S

Before speaking or writing, ask: If the person I most want to influence knew
everything I know, would they feel | had respected their right to the truth?

*

This shifts focus from “Can | win this argument?” to “Am | empowering people to
choose better?”

In short

Philosophically, the dividing line is intent:

*

Truth-telling aims to inform honestly.

k

Lying aims to mislead knowingly.

Practically, in making the world better, truth-telling is both an ethical stance
and a strategic choice — it’s the only way to build trust that lasts longer than
a single campaign.

I then asked for the one-page “truth vs lie” test it offered me next. It offered
me this:

Truth vs Lie Test

Purpose: To decide if what you are about to say or publish is honest — in both
philosophical and practical senses — while still being persuasive.
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Step 1 - The Intent Question

Why am I saying this?

*

&#x2705; Pass: My purpose is to help the listener/reader understand reality as | see it,
so they can decide for themselves.

ES

&#x274c; Fail: My purpose is to make them believe something | know (or suspect) is
false because it suits my goal.

Step 2 - The Alignment Question

Do my words match what I believe to be true?

*

&#x2705; Pass: The statement matches my honest belief, based on the best evidence
| have.

E'S

&#x274c; Fail: I'm saying something | think is wrong, or I'm hiding evidence that would
clearly overturn the impression I’'m creating.

Step 3 - The Completeness Question

Am | leaving out something that would change the listener’s understanding?

ES

&#x2705; Pass: Any omissions are for clarity or relevance, not to deceive. If the
missing facts were known, my audience would still see my statement as fair.

E'S

&#x274c; Fail: I'm omitting key facts so the audience draws a false conclusion.
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Step 4 - The Reality Check

If my audience knew everything I know, would they feel misled?

*

&#x2705; Pass: They would see my words as truthful, even if they disagree with my
conclusions.

ES

&#x274c; Fail: They would say | twisted reality to win.

Step 5 - The Trust Lens

If I’'m caught out later, will my credibility be stronger or weaker?

E'S

&#x2705; Pass: Even critics will say, “They argued hard, but they were honest.”

*

&#x274c; Fail: My opponents will use this as proof that | can’t be trusted.

How to Use in “Making the World a Better Place”

k

Build your movement’s reputation on accuracy — it disarms opponents and attracts
the undecided.

*

Frame powerfully without distorting — choose the most compelling, truthful frame,
but avoid fabrications.

*

Accept short-term loss for long-term trust — you can lose a battle without losing
your authority.
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Model the culture you want to create — if your better world needs trust and mutual
respect, your messaging must reflect it.

Take it or leave it: | stress | did nothing more than notice interesting questions asked in
response to a post I made here this morning, but I think the answers were
interesting enough to share.

This I did like:

Truth-telling is an act of shared reality-building; lying is an act of reality-distortion for
personal or strategic ends.

| agree with that.

Thoughts are welcome.
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