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Abstract
This paper discusses a novel kind of argument for assessing the moral significance 
of acts of lying and misleading. It is based on considerations about valuable social 
norms that might be eroded by these actions, because these actions function as 
signals. Given that social norms can play an important role in supporting moral-
ity, individuals have a responsibility to preserve such norms and to prevent ‘cultural 
slopes’ that erode them. Depending on whether there are norms against lying, mis-
leading, or both, and how likely it is that they might be eroded, these actions can 
thus have different moral significance. In cases in which the rule ‘do not lie’, as a 
relatively simple rule, functions as a ‘focal point’, acts of misleading are often mor-
ally preferable. In other words, in such cases the possibility of ‘cultural slopes’ can 
ground a context-dependent slippery slope argument for a moral difference between 
lying and misleading.

Keywords Lying · Misleading · Norms · Slippery slopes · Social contexts

Introduction

In ordinary moral life, we often draw a distinction between ‘lying’, in the sense of 
making an assertion one knows not to be true, often in order to deceive someone 
(see e.g. Feehan and Chisholm 1977, p. 152) and ‘misleading’ (in the sense of other 
strategies that lead another person to adopting a wrong belief, but without uttering a 
straightforward lie). Take the following situation: A, an employee, asks B, the team 
leader, about a position that she has advertised, because a friend of his wants to 
apply: ‘Is the position still open?’ B has already picked a candidate, but because the 
position is officially still open, she cannot tell him.1 Let us assume, for the sake of 
argument, that B is morally justified in preferring her candidate, for example because 

 * Lisa Herzog 
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1 We can assume that she also cannot tell him that she cannot tell him, because that would rouse his 
suspicion.
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this person is a very good fit and is in dire need of a job. In one scenario, she tells 
A ‘Sure, I haven’t decided yet’, which is a lie. In another scenario, she replies to 
A’s question in a misleading way, for example by saying: ‘Oh, I’m sure we’ll find a 
good person’. Let us assume that in both scenarios, A ends up with a wrong belief 
about the position still being open. Is there any reason for drawing a moral distinc-
tion between these scenarios?

In contrast to the commonsensical assumption that there might be a moral dif-
ference here, many philosophers have come to the conclusion that there is no mor-
ally relevant difference between lying and misleading, because both violate the 
basic prohibition of deception. Williams, for example, contrasts open lies with ‘con-
versational implicatures’ that send wrong messages to listeners, as when a person 
says ‘Someone opened your mail’, which is usually not taken to mean that it was 
the speaker herself (Williams 2002, pp. 96–97).2 As Williams discusses, different 
thinkers, notably in the Catholic tradition, have argued for an exceptionless prohibi-
tion on lying. Confronted with cases in which lies seem to be justified, such as the 
often-cited ‘murderer-at-the-door’cases, they have argued for the permissibility of 
other forms of misleading (Williams 2002, pp. 100ff.). Williams is sceptical whether 
such a distinction can be defended: in many cases, he holds, ‘it makes no differ-
ence whether deceit takes the form of lying or of something else’ (Williams 2002, p. 
108).

Jennifer Saul (2012, chap. IV) has recently summarised this debate and scruti-
nised various arguments that claim to establish a moral difference between lying 
and misleading. For example, some authors have suggested that in cases of mislead-
ing, the listener has to draw an inference, which gives her a more active, and hence 
more responsible, role in the communicative process. It has also been suggested that 
someone who misleads a listener often has to make greater efforts, which might be 
seen as an expression of circumspection. But Saul shows that these differences are 
not sufficient for grounding a moral distinction between lying and misleading: they 
can either be refuted by counterexamples, or they fail to live up to arguments about 
what does or does not make a moral difference in other contexts. She concludes that 
when one considers only the act in question, there is no morally relevant distinction 
between lying and misleading. Rather, we often mix up judgements about an agent’s 
character with judgements about the act (Saul 2012, pp. 86ff.).

In this paper I discuss a novel kind of argument for a possible difference in moral 
significance between acts of lying and misleading; it may not be the only explana-
tion for such a difference, but it is one that can explain the intuition about the exist-
ence of such a difference in a number of cases. In moral theorising the rightness or 
wrongess of actions is often considered in isolation. I argue that we should consider 
an additional ingredient, which may come apart in different situations: the impact 
of these actions on social norms, which can vary from context to context. We often 
operate in social contexts in which actions function as signals about social norms. 

2 The term ‘conversational implicature’ is taken from Grice. Cf. also Saul (2012), pp. 75ff., on non-
linguistic behaviour that is used to mislead, for example packing a suitcase to imply that one is going on 
a journey, an example going back to Kant.
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Therefore, actions can trigger ‘spirals’, a notion introduced by Jonathan Glover in 
order to describe ‘an influence on people’, which is then ‘repeated’ and snowballs 
into a larger effect (Glover 1975, pp. 179–180). One kind of spirals are shifts in 
social norms, or what I call ‘cultural slopes’. If the social norms in question are mor-
ally valuable, it can be morally required to do one’s bit to preserve them. Ceteris 
paribus, individuals therefore have a responsibility to take the effects of their actions 
on social norms into account—and this responsibility can, under certain circum-
stances, ground a distinction between lying and misleading.

This argument for the possibility of a moral difference between lying and mis-
leading is an instance of a slippery slope argument. The discussion on slippery 
slopes has, so far, focussed on two kinds of slopes, logical and psychological ones.3 
Logical versions of slippery slope arguments concern problems of how to draw a 
conceptual line between different cases once a first, seemingly harmless, step ‘down 
the slope’ has been taken; psychological versions focus on the psychological effects 
of admitting exceptions from general rules. Cultural slopes are a third kind of slope: 
they concern the effects of individual actions on social norms and the possibility of 
their erosion.

I first discuss the relation between individual actions and social norms and the 
mechanics of cultural slopes, laying out the empirical assumptions of my argument. 
Next, I defend the moral relevance of social norms. Taken together, these two argu-
ments imply a responsibility to take the effects of one’s actions on social norms into 
account. This means that the moral significance of acts of lying or misleading can be 
different. In cases in which there is a norm against lying, and there either is no norm 
against misleading, or such a norm exists but is less likely to be eroded, this provides 
a moral reason to prefer misleading over lying. The consideration of effects on social 
norms can also explain why for some cases we see a moral difference between acts 
of lying and misleading, while in others we see no moral difference.

Social Norms and Cultural Slopes

I use the term ‘social norms’ for describing norms that the members of a group 
consider valid for themselves and for other group members. Such norms can refer 
to actions and other forms of behaviour, e.g. bodily posture or dress codes, or to 
ways of speaking, e.g. the terms used to refer to certain events. One might want to 
describe the awareness of such norms as ‘common knowledge’—in the sense that I 
know that you know that I know etc.—but in many cases individuals do not ‘know’ 
about such norms in a conscious and explicit way. Rather, they have been socialised 

3 See Rachels (1986, p. 172) for this distinction. Notable contributions to the debate about ‘slippery 
slopes’ include van de Burg (1991), who argues that the force of slippery slope arguments is strongest 
in law, and less strong in ‘critical morality’ and ‘positive morality’. Slippery slope arguments have often 
been used in the context of medical ethics and in particular in the debate about abortion, where the dif-
ficulty of drawing a line between a zygote and a person has been used as an argument against any form 
of abortion (see e.g. Wreen 2004). Walton (1992) focusses on the role of slippery-slope arguments in 
deliberation.
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to accept them and obey them automatically, and only become aware of them if 
someone else does not obey them.4 Social norms contribute to creating the various 
‘cultures’ that one finds in different communities, organisations, or countries.

In what follows, I do not attempt to provide a systematic account of such social 
norms. Instead, I focus on three features that are relevant for understanding the phe-
nomenon of ‘cultural slopes.’ The paradigmatic setting in which this phenomenon 
occurs are communities that are larger than face-to-face groups, but smaller and 
more interrelated than anonymous crowds. Typical examples are organisations such 
as companies or public bureaucracies, villages, or religious communities.5 If the 
three features of adapative behaviour, fragility of norms, and mutual visibility are in 
place, there is a possibility of cultural slopes.

Adaptive Behaviour

Many individuals adapt their behaviour to what they perceive to be the prevailing 
social norms. Psychologist Gigerenzer (2010, p. 541) calls this the ‘imitate-your-
peers’ heuristic. Without it, human culture would not be possible; evolutionary 
theorists argue that the development of the cognitive skills of the human race took 
place as a result of cultural transmission based on adaptive behaviour (e.g. Toma-
sello 2000). Adaptive behaviour is not per se morally desirable; there are many 
cases in which it would be morally wrong to use the ‘imitate-your-peers’ heuristic. 
In other situations, however, one has good reasons to imitate one’s peers, for exam-
ple because they have more experience with a certain type of situation. But inde-
pendently of whether and when it is morally justified to use this heuristic, adaptive 
behaviour is something we simply have to reckon with when interacting with other 
human beings.

Fragility

A second relevant feature of social norms is that they cannot be prevented from 
changing or being eroded by formal tools, e.g. by written codes. To be sure, cer-
tain norms can be written down—but all depends on how they are put into prac-
tice. Often, the social norms that individuals actually live by are at a great distance 
from the existing written codes, for better or worse. Moreover, some rules are too 
subtle to be captured in formal terms, or doing so would require using open-ended 
terms such as ‘appropriate’, which would in turn require interpretation. Written rules 
can exclude extreme cases, but they often cannot fully capture all that is at stake in 

4 As Hartman describes this lack of awareness: ‘The important messages are often not stated explicitly: 
even people most influential in keeping the cultural flame may be unable to state the rules, for the same 
reason fish do not feel wet’ (Hartman 1996, p. 149).
5 With regard to certain forms of behaviour and certain social norms, online communities might also 
exhibit the relevant features.
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the subtleties of human interaction.6 And they cannot, on their own, prevent social 
norms from eroding, changing, or shifting.

Mutual Visibility

A third relevant feature of the communities in which individuals follow social 
norms, or fail to do so, is that individuals can observe one another’s behaviour. This 
distinguishes such communities from anonymous crowds—in which only some indi-
viduals are visible to others (more on this below)—and from settings in which indi-
viduals act in complete isolation from one another. Visibility makes adaptive behav-
iour possible in the first place; otherwise individuals would not know which norms 
to adapt to. Importantly, however, this visibility of actions often goes beyond the 
scope of those with whom one can explicitly discuss what one sees. In this respect, 
such communities differ from face-to-face contexts, e.g. families, in which there is 
mutual visibility, but there is also ample room for conversation. In somewhat larger 
communities, in contrast, it is usually not possible, if only for lack of time, to discuss 
everything people say or do. Thus, individuals often have to make guesses about 
another person’s intentions, or about the reasons for an emotional response.

Cultural Slopes

Taken together, these three features create constellations in which cultural slopes 
can occur. It is helpful to understand them along the lines of Bayes’s model of the 
updating of information in the face of new evidence. In processes of Bayesian updat-
ing, new pieces of information are seen as instances of an underlying fact or prin-
ciple that add new evidence about it, and that can therefore be used to update one’s 
beliefs about it (Bayes 1764).7 But in the case of social norms, there is no independ-
ent reality that stands behind, and informs, the individual instances. Rather, the real-
ity ‘behind’ the instances is itself made up by these instances: by the behaviour and 
the interactions of the members of a community, who observe one another’s behav-
iour and change their own behaviour according to what they see others doing.

6 The philosophical debate about rule-following, initiated by Wittgenstein (1958) and expanded by 
Kripke (1982), here has a practical equivalent. This debate turned around the question of whether seem-
ingly clear-cut rules, such as ‘add 2’, can ever fully determine human behaviour, or whether they depend 
on the human practices that collectively define that this rule implies ‘1002, 1004, 1006, …’ (Wittgenstein 
1958, p. 201). Even seemingly clear rules such as the mathematical rule ‘add 2’ might be understood as 
changing their nature once they reach a certain threshold, e.g. 1000, or as including implicit exceptions 
for specific cases. But whether or not one accepts the premises of this apparent paradox with regard to 
mathematical rules, the vagueness of many non-mathematical rules, including social norms, can create 
practical challenges. Everyday rules such as ‘wear appropriate clothing at a funeral’ require interpreta-
tion: what counts as ‘appropriate’ depends on circumstances and can shift over time, and the openness of 
the term means that one cannot anticipate all applications to future cases.
7 For a contemporary presentation see e.g. Joyce (2008). For an application to slippery slopes that is 
structurally similar to my argument see Hahn/Oaksford (2006).
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For illustration, consider an analogy from a different context.8 In the first half 
of the twentieth century, some forgeries by Hans van Meegeren were mistaken for 
real Vermeers. Once this had happened to a number of van Meegerens, it happened 
more frequently, because the reference class of ‘Vermeers’ had changed: there were 
now more similarities with van Meegeren’s style of painting. In that case, however, 
there is an independent truth about the authorship by Vermeer or by van Meegeren, 
even if this truth may be difficult to come by. In the case of social norms, in contrast, 
there is no independent reality. Rather, the social norms are made up by the sum 
of individual actions, together with the reactions to this actions. For example, the 
way in which individuals treat one another, how much respect they show for one 
another, and how they react to deviant ways of treating each other, are the commu-
nity’s social norms with regard to mutual respect.

To summarise the basic mechanism of cultural slopes: one steps on a cultural 
slope when an individual’s action, which is visible to others, functions as a signal 
that points in a certain direction, and others follow suit (because of adaptive behav-
ior), reinforcing the tendency in this direction (ultimately undermining the norm, 
which is possible because of its fragility).

Often, the first steps of such a process are hardly perceptible, because they are 
small, single instances of deviance, which might be understood as new interpreta-
tions of the norm. By their very nature, social norms have to be adaptable to new 
circumstances. But each step into a certain direction can shift the perceived baseline, 
and so the next steps can go further, in a recursive process in which the same opera-
tion, iteratively applied to the result of previous instances, leads to a reinforcement 
of the shift (cf. also Ortmann 2010). In theory, even single actions can trigger mas-
sive shifts of social norms, for example by destroying a taboo that was previously 
taken to be in place.9 Although Glover does not explicitly discuss shifts of social 
norms, they seem to be a paradigmatic instantiation of his notion of ‘spirals’. In fact, 
actions within communities that are visible to others often cannot avoid being sig-
nals about social norms, even if they are not intended as such.

To be sure, this is a highly stylised model; real-life processes are much more 
complex. Hence, it is also very difficult to predict how such processes play out. 
Some actions or decisions are highly visible or receive a lot of attention (e.g. actions 
by leaders of communities), hence it is more likely that they will have an impact 
on its social norms. Also, certain actions or decisions are seen as more central for 
the character of a community than others and hence watched more closely than oth-
ers. Another category of actions that can have massive effects on social norms are 
actions that sharply deviate from existing norms. They are likely to trigger either 
strong counterreactions, or lasting changes in the fabric of the community’s social 
norms.

8 Williams uses this example in a discussion of slippery slopes (Williams 1995, p. 218), drawing on 
Goodman (1976, pp. 110–111).
9 On the falling of taboos as one form in which slopes can be slippery see also Woods (2002). Woods’s 
focus, however, is on what he calls ‘dialectical fatigue’ (Woods 2002, p. 121), i.e. the inability to find 
arguments for defending distinctions once a certain line has been crossed. This is a ‘logical’ version of a 
slippery-slope argument, not a ‘cultural’ one.
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From a moral perspective, cultural spirals can be positive or negative, depend-
ing on the moral value of the prevalent norms and the direction of change. Shifting 
baselines can lead to moral improvements, e.g. when the members of a community 
gradually start to encourage one another to do the right thing. But they can also 
erode social norms that support individuals’ moral agency, and without which it may 
be very hard for them to do the right thing. In the next section, I look in more detail 
at the moral weight of social norms.

The Moral Weight of Social Norms

Social norms would have little relevance from a moral perspective if human beings 
were the kind of agents often presupposed, implicitly or explicitly, in moral theoris-
ing: sovereign agents who obey the voice of reason and are unaffected by the social 
contexts within which they act. This assumption is contradicted both by practical 
experience and by evidence from sociology and psychology. Human beings are 
indeed ‘social animals’: they feel a strong ‘need to belong’ (see e.g. Dijksterhuis and 
Bargh 2001, p. 33), and their behaviour is, to a large extent, shaped by their social 
environments. This does not mean that they should be understood as passive play-
things of social forces. But in many situations, these forces do have an impact on 
them, and the best way to deal with them is to anticipate this impact.10 Much could 
be said about the responsibility of individuals to question and scrutinise the social 
norms that they habitually obey, but this is not my current focus. What matters for 
the argument from cultural slopes is that we have to reckon with this influence of 
social norms on human behaviour, including our own.

The human tendency towards conformity, which explains the force of social 
norms, can be so strong that it even overrides one’s trust in one’s own sense of per-
ception. When seven out of eight people confidently call the shorter one of two lines 
the longer one, maybe it is safer to follow their judgement? In Asch’s (1951) series 
of experiments, only 25% of the participants always insisted on their own correct 
perception, whereas 75% conformed to the opinion of the majority—which con-
sisted of the experimenter’s collaborators who intentionally gave wrong answers—at 
least once. Psychologists have also collected evidence for conformity effects with 
regard to unethical behaviour: for example, when the members of one’s own social 
group cheat in an experiment, or even when they merely ask a question about cheat-
ing, this has a contagious effect on others members and increases the rate of cheat-
ing (Gino et al. 2011).

Many social norms concern dimensions of behaviour that are only margin-
ally morally relevant, for example dress codes or rules of etiquette. In such cases, 

10 One way of capturing this issue is in terms of what Kahneman (2011) has, metaphorically, described 
as ‘system 1′ versus ‘system 2′: ‘system 1′ ‘operates automatically and quickly, with little or no effort and 
no sense of voluntary control’. ‘System 2,’ in contrast, is ‘slower, conscious, effortful, explicit, and more 
logical’ (Kahneman 2011, p. 20). We can scrutinise system 1 behaviour from a system 2 perspective and 
take steps to prevent moral mistakes that we might make when operating in system 1.
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disregarding them is not morally troubling. But some social norms are such that we 
cannot be indifferent to them from a moral perspective. Some are directly morally 
harmful, for example by allowing, or even prescribing, the discrimination of minori-
ties. Others cause moral harm in indirect ways, for example by licensing forms of 
behaviour that unnecessarily contribute to increasing  CO2 emissions, thereby adding 
to the harm done by dangerous climate change. On the other hand, social norms can 
also be a positive resource for morality. Many social norms ban forms of behaviour 
that are not only against conventions, but also against morality, for example forms 
of behaviour that expose others to grave risks. They may also protect individuals 
against self-destructive behaviour, as when there is a norm against drinking and 
driving.

The Argument from Cultural Slopes and the Distinction Between 
Lying and Misleading

So far, I have argued for two claims: individual actions can have an effect on social 
norms because they can lead onto cultural slopes, and social norms can have moral 
weight because they can support moral behaviour and help prevent wrongdoing. 
We usually assume that individuals are responsible for their actions, and that they 
have a duty to help prevent wrongdoing. This implies that, ceteris paribus, they are 
also morally responsible for taking into account the effects of their actions on social 
norms. This may not be their most important or most obvious responsibility; in fact, 
it may sometimes be completely overshadowed by other duties or responsibilities. 
For example, in some cases—such as ‘murderer-at-the-door’ cases—the responsibil-
ity to prevent a murder completely overshadows considerations about the differen-
tial moral significance of lying or misleading. But arguably, there can be cases in 
which this responsibility tips the balance between two otherwise morally equiva-
lent actions: if one of them risks leading onto a cultural slope that unravels a mor-
ally valuable social norm, and the other one does not, the second strategy is morally 
preferable.

As with all slippery slope arguments, much here depends here on the details of 
a concrete case. Slippery slope arguments are often rejected as fallacious, because 
there is no logical necessity that the first step leads to the following steps, i.e. that 
the slope really is slippery (see e.g. Walton 1992). Nonetheless, they can be valid 
if one can provide a plausible account of why and how the move from the first step 
onto the slope, and towards the morally problematic outcome at the end of the slope, 
happens.11 The account of cultural slopes I have provided constitutes a way in which 
the ‘slipperiness’ of a slope can be shown. To see how it could ground a moral dif-
ference between acts of lying and misleading, we first need to consider the moral 

11 Such an account can, for example, be provided in the context of legal systems, in particular in com-
mon law systems where decisions are modelled on previous decisions (see e.g. Lode 1999 and Volokh 
2003 for discussions).
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weight of the social norms in question, and then ask whether ‘cultural slopes’ might 
indeed happen.

The reason that these social norms—about lying and about misleading—are 
worthy of preservation is straightforward: we all benefit from norms of truthfulness 
being in place. But it can be tempting for individuals to free-ride, benefitting from 
the truth-telling of others but deviating from this norm when it furthers their own 
interests.12 This is why it is helpful to have social norms in place, which individuals 
enforce by blaming or punishing violators.13

Williams provides a genealogical account in which he shows that ‘the notions of 
truth and truthfulness’ can be ‘intellectually stabilized’ (Williams 2002, p. 3). They 
are needed in situations of ‘epistemic division of labour’, in which the members of 
a group rely on one another for acquiring true beliefs. Williams discusses the two 
virtues of ‘sincerity’ and ‘accuracy’, which he sees as responses to ‘what moralists 
might call temptation’, namely ‘fantasy’ and ‘wish’, i.e. the temptation not to make 
an effort to correctly report one’s knowledge to others (Williams 2002, p. 45). Sin-
cerity means that one conveys one’s beliefs openly even if this is not in one’s own 
interest (Williams 2002, esp. p. 75). Accuracy means conveying precise information 
even when it is tempting to resort to imprecise information because the acquisition 
of precise information requires an ‘investigative investment’ and is therefore costlier 
(Williams 2002, p. 87 and chap. 6). Together they lead to the notion of ‘trustworthi-
ness’ (Williams 2002, p. 89).

As mentioned earlier, Williams does not think that lying and misleading are of 
different moral weight. In what follows, I assume that we can draw a conceptual dis-
tinction between these types of actions, and that we can, hence conceptually distin-
guish between a social norm against lying and one against misleading. Now, in what 
cases could considerations about the preservation of social norms make a difference 
that tips the balance between lying and misleading? We need to distinguish various 
scenarios.

A first question is whether or not there is any risk of a social norm, against lying 
or misleading or both, being eroded. This is not the case if the action in question 
is not visible to anyone, for example when it happens towards a dying person on 
their deathbed, with no one else around (of course, lying or misleading might be 
wrong for other reasons, but by assumption, we are talking about a morally justified 
case, e.g. an act that helps preserve the peace of mind of the dying person14). For 
such cases, ‘cultural slopes’ cannot make a difference to the moral significance of 

14 Thus, those who have the intuition that there is nonetheless a morally relevant difference between 
lying and misleading (assuming that the deceit in general is justified) to a dying person have to draw on 
other explanations for the difference in moral significance. I here remain agnostic on this possibility, but 
want to flag that my argument cannot explain a difference in such scenarios.

12 Of course, if the free-riding went so far that individuals could not at all rely on linguistic utterances 
any more, then the very point of communication would be undermined. I thank an anonymous reviewer 
for pointing this out.
13 On the propensity to punish violators, and the importance of such blame and punishment for stabilis-
ing social norms, see e.g. Haidt and Joseph (2004), Fehr and Gächter (2002), Rakoczy et al. (2008), Fehr 
and Fischbacher (2004), and Gintis et al. (2001).
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these actions. In contrast, actions visible to others in communities, as well as pub-
lic actions, especially those by highly visible figures, are candidates for actions that 
contribute to an erosion of social norms.

Now, the fact that they contribute to the erosion of social norms can make acts of 
both lying and misleading morally worse. Think, for example, about the blatant lies 
by high-profile politicians in some countries: they seem to have contributed to a gen-
eral perception that one cannot any longer expect truthfulness in political discourse 
(more on this below). This is in itself noteworthy, but for the purpose of this paper 
a different question needs to be addressed: can there be situations in which there is 
a moral difference between lying and misleading? I will first consider situations in 
which there is only a norm against lying, but not against misleading, and then situa-
tions in which there are norms against both, but there might be reasons to think that 
one is more fragile than the other, and therefore the risk of erosion is greater for one 
than the other.

Arguably, there are certain social situations in which there is a social norm 
against lying, but none against misleading. This can be the case in certain adver-
sarial situations, e.g. among buyers and sellers in business-to-business markets or 
financial markets (whether or not this should be so is another question; I simply take 
these stylised sociological facts as given). In some such markets, everyone knows 
that one runs a risk of being misled, and this is accepted because the responsibil-
ity for not being misled is seen as lying with the other party. But we can imagine 
that there continues to be a taboo on lies, which might be connected to the fact that 
there is also a legal norm against lying. The social norm against lying could then be 
eroded by an act of lying, but there is no comparable risk when an act of mislead-
ing happens, because there is, by assumption, no social norm that could be eroded. 
Hence, other things being equal, misleading has fewer negative effects, and is there-
fore morally preferable to lying. This is thus a first instance in which the consid-
eration not to erode a social norm would introduce a difference between the moral 
evaluation of an act of lying vs. misleading.

Could we also imagine a situation in which there is a norm against misleading, 
but none against lying? That seems unlikely, because individuals could then simply 
turn to blatant lies whenever they want to mislead someone. There may be cases in 
which individuals are particularly trusting, and which misleading would be particu-
larly insidious because it makes them complicit in their own deception (see Rees 
2014 for a discussion). But in many cases, the norm against lies is stronger, as can be 
seen in cases in which a speaker first tries to mislead a hearer, but when the hearer 
insists on precise statements, resorts to a lie (cf. also Rees 2014, p. 63 for such an 
example). Such cases can be read as the speaker attempting to ‘get away’ without 
violating the social norm at first, and only taking this step when in a tight corner.

What we also see are situations in which lying is formally banned (e.g. by the law 
or by organisational rules), but there is no explicit formal rule against misleading. 
These are typical situations in which questions about the conceptual line between 
lying and misleading are controversially discussed (think, for example, about a case 
quoted by Egré and Icard 2018, p. 355 and p. 367, of the Ferrero company claim-
ing, in advertising, that chocolate was ‘healthy’). Policing that boundary is impor-
tant, because there could be similar processes of erosion (with less and less cases 
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considered lies, and hence being sanctioned). But this question is different from the 
one addressed here, namely whether the risk of norm erosion could make a moral 
difference for the differential moral evaluation of lying versus misleading.

In many contexts, there are in fact social norms against lying and misleading. Are 
there any reasons to think that we might nonetheless want to distinguish the cases, 
based on considerations about social norm erosion? It might be said that the norm 
against lying is simply weightier, or more central to our sense of what morality is all 
about, than a norm against misleading—but this would beg the question, because it 
would require an independent argument about what constitutes the moral difference 
between lying and misleading. But there is a second possibility, which can provide 
an independent argument: sometimes, certain norms are more likely to be eroded 
than others, not because of their content but because of their structure. There could 
thus be a greater likelihood to erode one norm than another. Could this offer a rea-
son for moral differentiation?

One candidate for such an explanation is that some norms are more clear-cut than 
others. As Kreps has emphasised in a discussion about organisational cultures, such 
cultures need clear, easy-to-memorise markers, which can function as ‘focal points’ 
(Kreps 1990, pp. 126–127).15 So the question would be whether the norm ‘do not 
lie’ can serve as a better ‘focal point’ than the norm ‘do not mislead’.16

Now, the norm ‘do not lie’ seems simple and straightforward. It is taught to 
young children, and it is included in many moral codes. Nonetheless, philosophers 
have recently provided various arguments for thinking that this rule is in fact more 
complicated, because the definition of a lie is more complicated. For example, what 
a speaker says is not always either clearly true or clearly false; there can also be 
grades of beliefs, which make the concept of a lie itself a graded concept (e.g. Mar-
sili 2014, 2018; on the degrees of beliefs of the recipient see Krauss 2017, but see 
also critically Benton 2018). Another question is whether or not the hearer can actu-
ally expect to hear a true statement from the potential liar, which is not the case in 
all social contexts, so that some false statements might not count as lies (see Carson 
2006).

However, one can grant these points, and yet argue that the norm ‘do not mislead’ 
is even less clear-cut. Arguably, these considerations of what makes the concept of a 
lie less straightforward than is often assumed also apply to cases of misleading (e.g. 
there can also be grades of certainty by the speaker and the hearer, and there can 
also be contexts in which hearers cannot expect non-misleading statements, etc.). 
But for cases of misleading, there are even more factors to consider.

In cases of misleading, the role of the hearer is more complex than in case of 
lying. Many cases of misleading consist in ways of not quite answering a question or 

15 He draws on Schelling’s path-breaking work on ‘focal points’.
16 Admittedly, the social norm ‘Do not deceive’ might be even clearer, and hence a better focal point, 
than either ‘Do not lie’ or ‘Do not mislead’ (I thank an anonymous reviewer for pressing that point). But 
by assumption, we are dealing with cases in which the deception is morally justified overall. However, a 
similar argument about norm erosion could be made to say that deception should be avoided whenever 
possible, and this argument might sometimes tip the balance between the permissibility and the imper-
missibility of an act of deception.
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not quite making a statement, but doing it in a way that makes the hearer think that 
the question has been answered, or a statement has been made. But often it would be 
possible for the hearer to insist on a precise statement. Sometimes he or she might 
be inattentive, or not care enough about the truth of the statement to insist; some-
times norms of politeness or lack of time may be obstacles to insisting on precision. 
But in any case, there are open questions about the role of the hearer and his or her 
co-responsibility for the success of the act of misleading. These questions are often 
far more complex than the relation between the speaker and the hearer in the case of 
lies.

Relatedly, it may also be more difficult to judge whether a statement was an act of 
misleading or not. Often, it would be necessary to know the precise intentions of the 
speaker to identify an act of misleading and to differentiate it from other communi-
cative mishaps. Instead of being an act of misleading, the deception could, for exam-
ple, be down to a lack of attention, on the part of the speaker, because he or she did 
not answer a question very precisely (note that this is a typical pretext when speak-
ers are caught in attempts to mislead!). Also, it is not always clear how the blame 
for the final result—the hearer ending up with a wrong belief—should be divided 
between the speaker and the hearer; in many cases the hearer might, after all, insist 
on a precise answer. Given these ambiguities, hearers may also be more hesistant to 
confront a speaker when they suspect that they might have been misled than when 
they have been lied to. For all these reasons, the social norm against misleading is 
more difficult to stabilise, and hence less likely to be a strong focal point, than the 
social norm against lying.

Thus, if one can choose between a lie—which threatens to unravel a norm that 
serves as a clearer focal point—and an act of misleading—which might somewhat 
shift the norm against misleading, but it is less clear whether or not it will do so—
then this constitutes an argument in favour of choosing the act of misleading as the 
lesser evil. To be sure, this argument certainly does not apply to all contexts, and 
its strength depends on the details of specific cases, which are difficult to assess in 
the abstract. There might also be cases in which the erosion of both kinds of social 
norms is equally likely, and any difference in moral significance would have to be 
explained by different arguments. But it is plausible that there can be cases in which 
the argument can explain our intuitions about morally relevant differences.17

One might ask, however, why it matters how one’s credibility is affected by an 
act of lying or misleading. Arguably, the weight of such considerations depends on 
the social context within which the consequences of a lie or a case of misleading 

17 The role of cultural slopes can be connected to an argument recently brought forward by Webber. He 
argues that acts of lying and misleading have different effects on someone’s standing as a trustworthy 
informant. If a person misleads someone else, her trustworthiness with regard to the implicatures of her 
statements is damaged, but her trustworthiness with regard to the truth-value of statements—what Web-
ber (2014) calls ‘credibility in assertion’—is kept intact. A lie, in contrast, damages her credibility both 
with regard to assertions and with regard to implicatures: the person becomes unreliable as a partner in 
conversation in a broader sense. Webber hastens to add that this does not mean that every instance of 
lying is morally worse than every instance of misleading (Webber 2014, p. 658). But he insists that there 
is a relevant difference.
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play out. In face-to-face contexts, a liar or someone who misleads someone else can 
be directly confronted; they can then explain their reasons, which the other party 
can accept or not; ideally, the relationship can be repaired and credibility can be 
restored. In other contexts, in contrast, for example when anonymous strangers inter-
act, there is no extended or repeated interaction. Hence, considerations about the 
damage in credibility someone incurs are of little practical relevance.

In contexts in which social norms matter, and in which there is a risk of cultural 
slopes, things look different. In them, individuals can observe one another’s behav-
iour within a scope that is larger than the scope of those with whom they directly 
interact and whom they could ask about their motives. In addition, it is often dif-
ficult or impossible to confront others if one suspects them of having lied or misled, 
whether for lack of time or because they stand in a position of power that makes 
it too risky to address the issue. But there is nonetheless visible, direct, and often 
repeated, interaction, between individuals—and hence the reputation of individuals 
as credible or not matters. The difference in the ways in which lies or acts of mis-
leading damage one’s credibility is thus of particular importance in such contexts.

Webber’s argument is thus similar to the one from social norms: ‘credibility in 
assertion’ of an individual can be understood as a reliable expectation, for a series 
of future instances, that this person will not lie. The social norm not to lie is distrib-
uted across the different members, rather than across a series of future instances. 
Thus, while Webber remains in the individualistic model that has traditionally been 
assumed in the debate, my account widens the focus to take into account the social 
context. Depending on the case at hand, either one or the other focus may play a 
greater role. But as I have made clear above, Webber’s very assumption that ‘cred-
ibility in assertion’ is worth preserving implicitly refers to the social embeddedness 
of the act in question.

Let me now apply these arguments to a few examples. First, take the case 
described in the Introduction, in which a team leader can choose between an open 
lie and an act of misleading. The intuition that a blatant lie is worse, in that situation, 
might stem from the fact that a lie might erode the social norm not to lie in that team 
(while some forms of misleading might be considered acceptable). It is especially 
because team leaders have a highly visible role, as role models to whom all team 
members turn in order to see what kind of behaviour is accepted or not, that their 
actions play an important role as signals, and hence can have a potentially strong 
effect on social norms.

This high visibility is probably also why acts of lying or misleading by world 
leaders have received a lot of attention. Take the difference between US presidents 
Bill Clinton—who went to great lengths and exploited various forms of semantic 
vagueness in order to avoid a blatant lie and yet not admit the nature of his rela-
tions with Monica Lewinksy (see Egré and Icard 2018, pp. 365–366, for a discus-
sion)—and Donald Trump, who is constantly caught in blatant lies.18 Arguably, 
Trump thereby broke the taboo that blatant lies are not supposed to be part of 

18 See the Wikipedia page https ://en.wikip edia.org/wiki/Verac ity_of_state ments _by_Donal d_Trump  
(last accessed March 30th, 2020).

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Veracity_of_statements_by_Donald_Trump
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political discourse. One might, however, object to that example that neither of them 
was justified in lying or misleading, whereas I had started the discussion from the 
assumption that we see cases of morally justified forms of deception. So it might be 
said that unravelling the social norm against lying makes Trump’s behaviour even 
worse, but if he were committing acts of misleading at a comparable rate, it would 
not make a huge difference.

Let me therefore add another example, in which the lie or act of misleading is 
indeed justified, and by which the differential proneness to erosion of the two norms 
can be illustrated. Take the case of an extended family, which is sort of harmonious, 
sort of not. Some people like each other more than others, some are envious of oth-
ers, there are some sore points that some people would rather not touch again, some 
think that others have horrible political opinions (e.g. supporting someone who has 
completely eroded the taboo on lying in public), etc. To navigate family relations, 
some degree of strategic communication is unavoidable: some degree of misleading 
has to happen, and is generally accepted as a necessity to maintain family harmony. 
But let us assume that so far, there has also been a social norm against blatant lies.

If a family member is asked ‘What do you think about uncle Edward’s political 
views?’, they can choose between a blatant lie and an act of misleading. The latter 
prevents unravelling a social norm that is very valuable for maintaining the social 
fabric of the family. Acts of misleading at least preserve the trust in the assertions 
individuals make, even though it may undermine the trust in the implications of 
their assertions. In order to communicate within the family, it matters a lot that one 
can at least rely on assertions. One can probably maintain a modus vivendi (though 
arguably a fragile one) in which some acts of misleading happen, whereas open lies 
would be so destructive for the social ties among family members that the social 
fabric would unravel.

One might hold, against my proposal that acts of misleading are for these reasons 
often preferable, that such acts can sometimes be particularly malicious, precisely 
because they avoid a lie, and hence also avoid the blame that usually follows when a 
lie is discovered. But I would suggest that in such cases, the additional moral weight 
stems from the maliciousness, not from the act as such.19 Sometimes, individuals 
might not be able to find non-malicious ways of misleading, and hence a lie is the 
only option they can resort to. But if they have a chance to come up with a non-
malicious version of an act of misleading that avoids a blatant lie, then, in situations 
in which social norm erosion is a possibility, this is the morally preferable path.

Thus, the argument from cultural slopes does not amount to an outright ban on 
lies. It is not relevant for all contexts, and where it is relevant, it can be outweighed 
by other, more important, moral considerations. But everything else being equal, 
where individuals can choose between an action that risks eroding morally valuable 
social norms, and one that avoids such effects, they should choose the latter.

19 In fact, for non-malicious forms of ‘misleading’ ‘circumventing’ might be the better term. But 
because the debate has been framed in terms of ‘lying’ versus ‘misleading,’ I stick to this terminology.
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Conclusion

In this paper I have presented an argument from cultural slopes that explains why 
there can sometimes be a moral difference between lying and misleading, namely 
when they happen in contexts in which the former, but not the latter, risks eroding a 
valuable social norm. The crucial question is whether there are norms against lying 
and misleading, or only a norm against lying, and if both exist, how likely it is that 
each might be eroded by a violation.

This argument has not yet been considered in the debate about lying and mis-
leading, probably because the focus has been on the acts of lying and misleading 
considered in isolation, without attention to the social context. Nor have cultural 
slopes been considered in the debate about slippery slopes. This may be a result of 
an overly rational picture of human beings as autonomous agents who are not influ-
enced by social norms.

Flattering as this picture may be, there are good reasons to think that it is not 
accurate: human beings are social animals, and social norms matter greatly for how 
they behave. Ceteris paribus, we have a responsibility not to undermine morally 
valuable social norms that support us in doing the right thing. This is why there is a 
morally relevant difference between the different scenarios outlined in the Introduc-
tion: if B openly lies to A, this is likely to erode the social norm against lying in her 
team than if she evades his question. The intuition that these forms of behaviour are 
different is justified, but not because of the acts themselves, but because by avoiding 
an open lie, B avoids sending a signal that could lead to a cultural slope that under-
mines the norm not to lie.
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