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READING 11.1

DECEPTIVE ADVERTISING

John J. McCall

evolution to more complex transactions seems to require
a higher level of trust between parties, as do certain

circumstances where the same individuals engage in

repeated transactions over time.) Tn any case, the need for
cooperation and trust does not entail a
tion against deception in advertising. Tt
societies have some rules against decepti

<s against deception and lying, Tt is easy

general presump-
only entails that
on.

The morality of our culture, happily, also contains
nonconsequentialist standards that can generate stronger
and less bounded presumptions against deception. I, . .
the ideas of individual rights and dignity rest in part on
the autonomy of persons, then there are
sons to reject acts of lying and deception.?

Deception cuts at the core of an
because it is an attempt to short-circuit that person’s abil-
ity to engage in free, reasoned choice. It is an attempt
to manipulate another’s decision by getting that person
unknowingly to act on false belicfi. Even so conservative a
picture of business responsibility as Milton Friedman’s sees
the relationship between deception and autonomy when
it enjoins both coercion and deception. Thus, the conterm-
porary moral commitment to individual rights and dignity

allows us to derive a stronger and |
tion against deception than we coul
on the social necessity

¥ would be like if its members could
Wthers were being honest and truthfil A
pletely lacked trust would never be able

= social life. For one example that is rel-

i=d expectations that others would abide additional rea-

others autonomy
= terms of an exchange on credit: Imag-
like to assume that every transaction

Bfe, then, explain why all societies

mptions against deception. The dif-
= this analysis to specific questions of
1 55 that social life can obviously 20
presumption against deception is 2
mption. That is, society can tolerate
ption as long as most of its members
the rules against deception operate
ity whete they do not operate.!

ess bounded presump-
d if we depended only
of some unspecified rule against
deceit. We can argue now that any attempt to deceive is
presumptively wrong because it attempts manipulatively to
undermine the capacity for reasoned choice.

Of course, even this argument against deception will
admit that there are instances of deception that can be
Jjustified. We cannot identify all possible exceptions to the
rule against lying here, but we can identify three typi-
cal cases where lies and deception are acceptable. Perhaps
the clearest case is the first one, where the deception is
needed to save a life. No one, that is no one with moral
sensitivity, seriously believes that Dutch villagers were
acting wrongly when they deceived the Nazis about the

presence of Jews among them. That elaborace deception
Was necessary to preve

& does not allow us easily to conclude

specific deceptive act in question is
im an arena where the parties do not
smustworthiness. In our culture, a very
=ption to the presumption against
(e same of poker. There, everyone
Blivers to misrepresent their current

2oms of honesty might exist in the

nt an even greater wrong, an even
of course, that culture’s market

greater violation of someone’s autonomy.

Second, we generally accept harmless deceit where
no untair advantage is sought through the deception.“You
look nice today!” when a person really doesn’t may be a
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