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What is the relation between honesty and the integrity of a professional politician? Mendacity – a 

disposition to lie, distort the truth, spin available data for a preconceived purpose, ignore counter-

evidence, substitute rhetoric for argument, and so on – is a temptation for all political players1. But 

mendacity is more than a temptation for the political professional, it is also a means to an end. It is hard 

to see how any professional politician could be effective in public life without employing somewhat 

mendacious tactics at one time or another. We expect politicians to be effective and we expect them to 

be honest. What do we think when these demands clash? Integrity is, at least in part, a measure of 

honesty, so is it at all possible for a professional politician to retain their integrity? Perhaps this is one 

profession set up to fail the test of integrity because it rests on an incoherent set of duties and 

demands. While we ought to be alert to this possibility, it would be better, if we are able, to describe the 

duties and demands constitutive of the profession of politics in such a way that professional politicians 

are capable, at least in principle, of both maintaining their professional integrity and their effectiveness 

in public office.  

We have two aims in this paper. First, we set out to describe the extent to which professional 

integrity within the profession of politics is compatible with various truth-obfuscating tactics. To what 

extent is an uncompromising respect for truthfulness a core feature of the professional integrity of 

politicians? When can politicians legitimately lie? In what circumstances might they legitimately advance 

one-sided cases, or seek to persuade others of conclusions they do not themselves hold? The relation 

between respect for truth and the integrity of a professional politician is not entirely straightforward. 

But contrary to Machiavellian ways of thinking about politics, there is a fairly robust distinction both in 

theory and practice to be made between the honest politician and a mendacious one; and we set about 

sketching this distinction. The second aim of our paper is to describe and, to some degree, examine 

factors that generate mendacity in politics. Why is it so hard to find robustly, uncompromisingly honest 

politicians in contemporary liberal democracies? Why is it so hard to find politicians who lie only a 

little? We sketch an answer to this question and offer a speculative explanation of its psychological 

character. 

                                                
1 A more careful characterization of political mendacity than this is needed. We supply a sketch of it below. 


