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Introduction


WHEN WE THINK OF LIES, IT’S obvious that they come in very different categories. Some of them entail tremendous financial losses for investors or even for those who have bought products that were of no value but carried a high price. Financial lies can be quantified and, thanks to modern investigatory procedures, they can be exposed. Other lies relate to personal matters. Breach of promise disputes illustrate the consequences of personal dishonesty and deception. Tabloid newspapers offer us numerous accounts of the “black widows” who have married elderly rich men in eager expectation of their early deaths. Some of those deaths are hastened by poisonous concoctions of the women who have married for money but lack the patience to wait. When this happens, there will often be a police investigation that will explore the many lies told in connection with these “love affairs.” From the outright criminal we can proceed to the category of political lies. Their prevarications reveal the dishonest ambitions of politicians who are motivated by greed rather than a desire to serve the public. Sometimes they simply expose the politician who presents himself as the defender of family values as a philanderer using his exalted political position to exploit vulnerable women.
 

Who needs to detect lies? This is an important question. We might automatically think of police interrogators or counterintelligence officers. They obviously need to be able to separate the truth from the lies. More importantly, everyone needs to do this. In all of our interactions—whether dealing with a used car salesman, a suspicious spouse or a politician seeking our vote—we face this challenge. Throughout the day, people are demanding our attention and we have to filter out spurious or dishonest messages. Even if we are not paranoid, each day is punctuated by situations that demand our attention to possible lies or deceptions.
 

No discussion of the art of lying is complete without a consideration of political lies. Those lies range from blatant and shameless to surprisingly complete and hidden in rhetoric. Hannah Arendt, one of the most respected political philosophers of the 20th century, and the author of Truth, Politics, and Lying, speculated about the lies of politicians. According to Arendt, mendacity contributes to the development of the totalitarian state and totalitarian leaders secure the allegiance of their citizens through coercion and manipulation. Because of the pervasive nature of lies, it appears that most politicians are not interested in truth but simply in the acquisition of power. After the Watergate scandal and a nationwide obsession with President Richard Nixon’s lies, candidate Jimmy Carter tried to walk around the edges of this issue. Carter proclaimed that he “would never knowingly lie” to the American people. That statement raised curious and confusing questions about what constitutes a lie. Does telling an untruth always constitute a lie or might it be evidence of one’s stupidity? Or does it mean making a promise that turned out to be beyond possibility?
 

There are many reasons it is difficult to detect lies or deception in politics. One common reason stems from the failure to distinguish between a belief and a fact. If a politician expresses his belief that, for example, Mexico will pay for the border wall, that is a prediction. It may be incorrect, but it is not a lie. However, if a politician says Mexico already paid for the wall, that is a lie, since it references a fact that is not in evidence. In a similar vein, the now notorious promise of “if you like your health insurance plan, you can keep it” was revealed to be a lie rather than an inaccurate prediction. When it was spoken, the authors of the Affordable Care Act knew this was not going to happen. In the end, we are left with a popular association that most politicians and government officials routinely lie to us. Many people will refuse to read books written by politicians because they expect their accounts to either be self-serving or completely untruthful. Political figures prefer to “spin” any story in a way that advances their interest. All too often “spin” simply means to lie or distort reality.


It is also difficult to detect a political lie because people are wedded to their identification with a particular political party. People will listen to statements made by someone affiliated with their political party and suspend all critical thinking. If the statement is not associated with a political party it might impinge on one of the “way of life” disputes such as abortion and, therefore, have religious implications. Something as easily verifiable as statistics about the topic may be automatically dismissed as a falsehood without even checking.


Closely related to this category of statement is the utilization of the so-called fact checker. There is an assumption that the fact checker is not only completely objective but, more importantly, is qualified to pass judgement on matters in a multitude of disciplines. This claim is rarely plausible and people who reverentially cite a fact checker as a reason for accepting or rejecting a statement of fact are using a fallacious method of determining truth. Even less plausible is the use of a fact checker to evaluate what is, in effect, merely opinion or an evaluation of a theoretical concept.


A discussion of lying must begin with a definition. Before working on the issue of how to determine if someone is lying, we need to know what constitutes a lie. The common definition of a lie is that it is a false statement made with the intent to deceive. This definition is extremely narrow. A better definition is that a lie is a statement made by someone who does not believe it, but who directs it at someone he hopes will believe it. The first definition is based on an assumption that the statement is actually false. The second one simply requires that the person who makes that statement does not believe it although he might be wrong and the statement could actually be true.


With this assumption, there are four basic requirements in identifying a lie. The first is that a statement is made, while the second requirement is that the person making the statement believes it to be false. The third is that the statement is addressed to another person. And the final requirement is that there is an intention that the addressee be persuaded to accept as true something that is not. The relative complexity of this proposition fits in the world of psychological operations or deception and calls for an ability to recognize an elaborate or strategic lie. This is not the scenario in which an interrogator stares into the face of a suspect trying to pick up a “tell” that might indicate lying. Rather it ushers in the concept of strategic deception, something which is on a significantly broader scale and likely more consequential. The concept of propaganda must be considered when evaluating psychological operations. There is an assumption that all propaganda is untrue but the most effective propaganda is at least partially true. It may be completely true, if actual facts are selected merely because they prove a point.
 

A lie can be a simple misstatement of fact. It is an assertion that something which is untrue is, in fact, true. A network of lies can help in the development of a false narrative that constitutes deception. To defeat a campaign of deception, it is essential to know if a person is lying about specific issues. However, it may be that individual statements are true but through skillful manipulation of those facts, it is possible to create a false narrative that is more damaging.
 

People often rationalize the telling of lies. They justify telling a lie by explaining it as a way to avoid conflict that would be detrimental to communal harmony. It is normal that you would not want to upset people about whom you care. Others will admit that telling a lie is simply a way to make a good impression. If you insist that your motives are good, this can be presented as a step in accomplishing good things. To do this you need to be seen as good, competent, or successful. In short, lying is a way of avoiding the consequences of telling the truth. But even in non-criminal settings, lying can undermine a relationship. Once we enter the realm of criminal behavior, as will be seen below, the consequences can be much more devastating.
 

The 4th Century BC Greek philosopher Diogenes is remembered for his despair as he decried the state of popular honesty. In statues he is portrayed carrying a lamp through the night in his futile search to find an honest man. Throughout the Middle Ages and into the Renaissance, scholars, priests, and philosophers speculated about the dire state of public discourse being burdened with so many lies. Again and again, they wrote that the world had never before faced such an epidemic of falsehoods. Among the European elite, men sought fortune and practiced every form of deception in order to acquire it. Modern studies indicate that lying is ubiquitous, with each person telling no fewer than ten lies each day and perhaps as many as a hundred. Regardless of the validity of such research, there is no doubt that we have to be on guard to protect ourselves from lies.


Lying has become a regular feature of most peoples’ lives. Not surprisingly, lying has even become a form of popular entertainment. A popular show called Pretty Little Liars is a series about four teenagers who band together in an effort to expose the person responsible for the disappearance of their friend. The program routinely features effective tactics for telling or exposing lies. A British thriller television series entitled “Liar” is the story of a teacher in the middle of a breakup who is set up on a date with a doctor. The dramatic complications begin as viewers attempt to sort out the deceptions and lies told when the teacher accuses the doctor of raping her. Many television game shows are based on the abilities of contestants to identify the person who is telling lies. A brief search reveals a multitude of games such as Dr. Phil’s “Liars Exposed on TV,” Entertainment Daily’s “People Caught Lying,” or “Biggest Liars Caught on Camera.” Since so many people fantasize about getting revenge against liars, it is not surprising that there is a show entitled “Liars Called Out.” An outsider studying our culture would be inclined toward the assumption that lying is so common, that it must be generally acceptable.


In 2009 a movie entitled “The Invention of Lying” toyed with the concept of an alternative reality in which there was no such thing as lying. The central character is a screenwriter named Mark Bellison whose work is not very popular since there is no such thing as fiction. Fiction, after all, is founded on lies that do not yet exist. Not surprisingly, Mark loses his job and cannot pay his rent. Facing eviction, he goes to his bank to withdraw his remaining funds, $300. When the bank teller says their computers are down, she asks him how much money he has in his account. At this time, he has an epiphany and tells her he has $800, the amount needed to pay his rent. Having thus told the world’s first lie, he proceeds to lie in other circumstances. The result, as developed in the plot, is that telling lies emerges as a way to actually help people. Mark introduces the concept of heaven, becomes wealthy, and becomes happily married to the woman of his dreams. The abundance of programs such as this, based heavily on the telling of lies, certainly encourages the acceptance of lies as part of popular culture.
 

Any person who has had the experience of giving testimony in court is not likely to realize that there was once a debate within the Christian community about the morality of lying. St. Augustine, at the age of 41, was appointed the Bishop of Hippo from 396 and held this position until his death in 430. He is regarded as the most profound of Christian thinkers and prolific Christian writers after St. Paul. His works, which have survived until today, considered the question of lying. He embraced the notion of a well-meant charitable lie and argued that excessive honesty could be just as destructive as a lie.
 

Much later secular writers defended courtly deceit and argued that lies were often necessary not only for one’s survival but also in defense of the state itself. By contrast, theologians maintained that there could be no civil society unless people were able to work on the assumption of truthfulness and honesty. In response, members of the European courts saw lies as the only way to maintain social cohesion.
 

Going beyond the philosophical questions about the morality of lying, there are important practical issues to consider. If you are an intelligence analyst, for example, you have to evaluate concepts that are political or which impinge on the security of your state. If you are a businessman, your challenge is to look a person in the face and decide if that person is sincere. If you misread the signals in this communication, you may well lose money because of your failure to detect dishonesty. In a similar fashion, the individual who suspects a spouse of cheating is caught up in a personal dilemma which can become even worse because of a failure to identify when the other person is not honest.
 

Your ability to detect when a person is lying will be dependent on the method of communication. It is easier if the untruths are expressed in words. Most communication uses spoken or written words that can be examined directly. However, communication can also be expressed in physical gestures or in some physical movement. Most cultures recognize that a person who nods his head means that as an affirmative response. In effect, that is as good as the spoken word. An exclamation or a laugh can be misunderstood but it nonetheless is a method of deceit. The World War II spy Virginia Hall was successful because she knew how to disguise herself in a fashion that deceived German intelligence authorities. She dressed as an elderly French milkmaid who shuffled in order to hide her distinctive limp caused by her wooden leg. Because she looked innocuous and unimportant, she was never arrested by the Germans who were conducting an intensive search for her.
 

The case of Virginia Hall is significant because it underscores the need to be able to detect lies. During World War II, the Gestapo and other German intelligence organizations were known for their ability to break any story that might be told by an Allied spy or a domestic dissident. While the Nazis were noted for their brutal methods of torture, methods which they seemed to enjoy, a serious interrogation effort must be much more sophisticated. Whether working for a totalitarian dictatorship or for a presumably respectable state, it is important for an interrogator to be able to break the story or legend of a spy or a criminal.


A final concern is to determine who is responsible for the detection of a lie. The answer to that question depends on the nature of the lie. Is it associated with a criminal endeavor to steal cash from an institution? There are specialized police services that are related to specific types of crimes and officers in those services are trained to look for certain falsehoods. If there is an investigation of a murder or a robbery, there will be certain officers qualified to work on those cases. When the crime is a matter of national security, there is an entirely different skill set needed for the investigation. This is more complicated than simple theft and therefore presents different issues and concerns. The basic assumption is that different kinds of lies require different kinds of interrogation skills.


Given the number of scams being perpetrated today, each individual faces a challenge in assessing the honesty of people who may approach him. As individuals, they lack the training offered to law enforcement professionals. For people who are looking for job opportunities on the Internet, it is vital that they be vigilant in examining each proposal. It is estimated that 97% of Internet based offers are fraudulent and desperate people are exceptionally vulnerable. Many job “offers” begin with a request for the applicant to pay a fee before he begins work and such a request is a clue that the offer is not legitimate. Most people have probably been informed in an email that they have won some tremendous prize but need to pay a fee before receiving that fortune. Of course, the lucky individual sends his money to the scam artist and never hears from him again.









Clarity of Simple Lies


LIES ARE NOT ALWAYS STRAIGHTFORWARD. Unlike the blithe assurances of fact-checkers, there is more to the determination of lies than just a mere fact. While lies are significant in terms of their use, the more important concern is that they are part of a process of misleading people. An encyclopedia or the Internet can answer basic questions such as the year in which the Treaty of Westphalia was signed. That is a simple matter. What matters is not that you can detect a simple lie but can you see through a lie that has an important, strategic value.


What lacks clarity if is issues relating to values, impressions, or feelings are comprised. Looking at strategic psychological operations, one sees the role of deception. Every fact used in the PSYOP campaign may be true, but are those facts actually relevant? Investigating a murder case will require a detective to check on the alibi of a suspect or on a number of facts. However, evaluating an advertisement requires much more work. There was a time when advertisements for cigarettes depended on a presentation of charming and smart looking people smoking them. The advertisement presents a pleasant image but nothing more. The cigarette is associated with prosperous people having a good time. They might be standing in an open field with scenic views of mountains. The advertisement may be misleading but it does not contain lies.


An ad campaign may be deceptive, but to see the deception requires the analyst to consider values. No fact checker can do this for you. It involves a logical process that can be extremely complicated. We think about how to detect a lie but this does not always show the deceptive pattern. Nor does it reveal the intentions of the government that has undertaken a PSYOP campaign against you. As can be seen in evaluating the World War II’s Operation Mincemeat, the analyst needs to make a judgement about the adversary’s intentions. In 1943, the planners of Operation Mincemeat wanted to convince the Germans to take certain military actions, actions that were beneficial to the Allies.
 

The old television detective show “Dragnet” showed Joe Friday repeatedly making the statement to witnesses “just the facts, ma’am.” This request implies that facts tell the whole story when, in fact, the more important issue might be which facts are selected in telling the story. Each person will operate on the basis of perceptions and values that determine which facts are selected because they seem relevant to the question at hand. During the Cold War, many Westerners who were pro-Soviet visited Moscow. Their accounts of their visit would mention cheap rent, the low cost of the subway, and the apparent absence of inflation as things that impressed them. By contrast, anti-Soviet visitors noticed travel restrictions for Soviet citizens, the lack of a free press, and the restrictions on religious speech. For them, the relevant facts were those which underlined the oppressive features of the regime. All of their reports were factually accurate but it was the values of the tourists that determined what they saw as important features of the system.









The Need for Simple Lies


IN OUR EFFORT TO DISCERN THE truth behind lies, few things exceed the growing phenomenon of the fact checkers. These entities promise to protect us from the dreaded fake news that spreads disinformation. The fact checker promise is to expose the many untruths being peddled by politicians and others who expound on controversial public issues. In general terms, the fact checker concept is based on the assumption that lies will be simple matters of fact rather than complex issues requiring detailed, sophisticated research.


In 2016 Donald Trump said that 33% of would-be immigrant women heading north toward the US border had been subjected to sexual assault. He was pointing out the dangers of this journey. Fact checkers labeled his statement as “false” when a Doctors Without Borders report stated that 31% of the women had been assaulted. By itself, the 2% difference is minimal but it is more important to note that the Doctors Without Borders report was not the only data. It was convenient, so the fact checkers used it. There were, however, other agencies and entities, such as The New York Times, providing data that was even higher than 33%. Having different data providers is convenient but does not offer the certainty promised by fact checker advocates. People look to them for truth, but often they simply bring more confusion.


The work of fact checkers is ratified by the International Fact Checking Network (IFCN). IFCN is a worldwide forum for fact checkers and is hosted by a non-profit journalism school and research organization in Florida known as the Poynter Institute for Media Studies. Its work is based on a list compiled by the Southern Poverty Law Center that identified over 500 news sites deemed to be “unreliable.” This list became a controversial issue and eventually Poynter had to discard the list when critics charged that conservative outlets were routinely disparaged on it. Importantly, the Poynter Institute owns the Tampa Bay Times as well as the International Fact Checking Network.
 

The first fact checking operation to enjoy success was Snopes. com, which was founded in 1993 by the husband and wife team of David and Barbara Mikkelson. It was intended to be an urban folklore website focused on urban legends. It expanded to cover more topics and relied on user discussions to determine the truth or falsity of stories. When Barbara stopped writing for the site and their work load increased, they hired people who had been submitting to the site’s message board. Snopes came to enjoy widespread acceptance and, at one point, there was an effort to transform it into a television program. The site counts at least seven million visits each month. Because of its commercial success, ownership of the site became a legal controversy that has yet to be fully resolved. In 2019, Snopes expanded by purchasing another website known as OnTheIssues.org that serves as a vehicle for informing voters about various policy issues.
 

Over the past decade, fact checking has become a worldwide phenomenon, and it is especially relevant in Europe and Latin America. On 2 April 2017, the first International Fact Checking holiday was celebrated. This was an international effort to develop skills for identification of fake news and the protection of people from the effects of misinformation. Organizers for the event solicited fact checking resource materials from media outlets and encouraged the posting of articles on the importance of fact checking. The targets of these events were students, as well as the general public.
 

In spite of a growing international presence, the United States remains the world leader in its dependence on fact checking sites. Unfortunately, the proliferation of fact checking services has undermined their value because of the disparity of results. It is likely that this disparity is an understandable consequence of the complexity of issues and the difficulty of reducing answers to simple facts.
 

This difficulty was highlighted by the legal battle between Snopes and the satirical online publication The Babylon Bee. In 2018, an article joking that CNN used an industrial sized washing machine to spin the news appeared in The Babylon Bee. Snopes, in a fact check report, claimed that the obviously satirical article was false, a claim that prompted Facebook to threaten to de-platform the Bee. This embarrassing incident highlighted the shortcomings of the fact checking concept and led to apologies from both Snopes and Facebook.


In an effort to improve the methodological legitimacy of fact checking sites, computer specialists have worked on an algorithm for the identification of fake news. The algorithm is based on the appearance of certain words and symbols as well as of common word patterns. This approach is consistent with the efforts of graduate schools to improve the image of political science as a science in the fashion of disciplines like biology and physics. Because fact checking often suffers from negative popular perceptions, its proponents want to refute accusations that these sites are biased. In a 2016 Rasmussen survey, only 29% of the respondents indicated they trusted the process, while 62% did not. Defenders of the process complain that phony fact checking sites have been created, largely by Russia and Turkey, as part of a misinformation campaign against fact checkers.


Many of the issues faced by fact checking operations are obvious. Everyone makes mistakes, and working on such a diverse range of topics makes that inevitable when facing the true or false dichotomy. If new information comes in, a rating may change from “false” to “mixture” or even “true.” The decisions are being made by reporters forced to evaluate issues about which they have no special expertise. In the end, they make pseudoscientific judgments on topics that relate to values and concepts, rather than to questions of specific fact.


The greatest utility of the fact checker may be in the area of non-controversial editorial matters. The fact checker staff of a magazine was responsible for determining the correct spellings of names, the verification of facts, such as dates of birth, and other matters that were important to publications. Fact checking opinions is not only much more difficult than checking specific facts, it is in many ways impossible.


In the search for truth, it is reckless to rely upon a fact checking organization when you can never be sure about the qualifications of the checkers. Nor can you be certain if those people have a particular political bias. It is one of those times when you are required to do your own research rather than outsource it to an unknown entity.
 

The widespread use of the term “deception” tells us that simple lies are a luxury too often not available in the marketplace of dishonesty. The head of East Germany’s foreign intelligence service, Markus Wolf, wrote about his work in a book entitled The Art of Deception. In one example, he presents a clear picture of the necessary lack of clarity in his efforts to undermine Western intelligence services. Wolf describes a real life situation in which there are two Soviet defectors telling contradictory stories about Soviet involvement with Lee Harvey Oswald. The challenge for the security service is to weigh an abundance of often confusing information in order to decide which defector is truthful.









Liars in History


THERE IS ALWAYS SPECULATION ABOUT WHO are the most notorious liars in history. Such speculation has an important value in what it teaches us about the impact of lies as well as how to detect lies. Of course, if you are in the dentist’s waiting room, you will often find popular magazines offering articles with titillating titles about America’s most famous liars. These tend to be celebrities who have lied about their date of birth or who they may be dating. These lies are about trivial matters, unlike those that have to be unraveled by detectives or intelligence officers. Criminal, military, and economic disasters have been made possible because a person or a government has advanced lies about serious topics. The lies of an adolescent entertainer are of little consequence beyond offering a distraction for the fearful person waiting to see his dentist.


Historical records show that some of the most unlikely figures have advanced their careers through lies and deception. The record of Pope Alexander VI, who was born as Rodrigo de Borja and became pope in 1492, demonstrates that someone who is regarded as a successful pope could rise to prominence and power through unethical behavior. Before becoming pope, he amassed a considerable personal fortune and lived as a prince. Pope Alexander VI managed to secure important clerical leadership positions for his children and was known more for political intrigue than for spiritual teachings. He not only loved power but he also loved women and had several children by different women. His corruption and his neglect of spiritual teaching contributed to the revolt against the clerical elite. The result was the Protestant Reformation.
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