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In her essay “Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying,” Adrienne Rich says that the possibility of
life between people is dependent on speaking the truth.2 But what are the implications of speaking
truth when one is engaged in relationships across differences in power?3 This is the question that Pat
White’s paper on teaching honesty raises for me. She rightly notes that when we take candor to be a
valuable sort of truthfulness we might want to encourage in students, then our task can seem
especially difficult. I have three selves who want to speak candidly in response to White: the moral
philosopher, the puritan, and the educator. The central point they jointly make is that, in the present
social conditions of enormous inequities across many different dimensions, teaching candor as a
form of honesty may be a task of morally heroic proportions.

The moral philosopher in me first wants to clarify an ambiguity about candor that threatens to mask
the import of our discussion. On the one hand candor may be taken as a virtue, an achieved virtue,
that entails good judgment about the appropriateness (moral?) of the time, place, and degree of
openness with which we express our thoughts, feelings and attitudes — in which case most of the
problems I worry about may disappear. Alternatively, if we have in mind the practicing of candor,
which presumes that persons have not yet acquired the sound judgment we aim for in candor as an
achieved virtue, then the learning of candor, the practicing of candor we are being urged to
encourage, has potential for causing serious harm and my worries are to the point.

The value of candor, as White sees it, is that it gives us a glimpse into someone else’s way of seeing
the world, it allows us to know where we stand with the person, and helps us to feel at ease. My
worry is that both getting a glimpse of another’s picture of the world and knowing where we stand
with them can also make us feel ill at ease with them, or worse, it can wound us. We can be hurt at
our recognition of the diminished moral status we have in their world view, it can cause us to feel
fear. Specifically, I am concerned that when we encourage students to practice candor, we may in
fact increase the harm done to those whose situation anti-sexist and anti-racist policies are designed
to remedy.

How might we cause harm? How might candor make matters worse? Here I can only point out two
ways in which candor has the potential to increase harm: (1) it may deepen the dilemma of
repression and abuse of subjugated groups, and (2) it may lead us to inadvertently sanction
wrongdoing. Let me explain.

First we need to recognize that there is already in operation what we might call an “economy of
candor,”4 whereby some groups, the privileged, those belonging to dominant groups, feel freer to be
candid about all sorts of matters than do those students who have been marginalized, silenced and
subordinated. Those who are in a position to decide who can be candid, when, about what, and with
whom are not those who have the most to suffer from increased candor.

Richard Delgato and Jean Stefancic document a “time-warp”5 aspect to racism that makes candid
speech on the matter a danger. They note that we may readily recognize the racism of other times
and places (often only after decades and centuries), “but that of our own time and place strikes us, if
at all, as unexceptional, trivial, or well within literacy license.”6 We systematically fail to see many
forms of bias, discrimination and prejudice within our own dominant narrative. Challenges to the
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dominant narrative that deviate too markedly are dismissed as “extreme, coercive, political, and
wrong.”7 When we do see racism and sexism, we significantly underestimate the amount of it, and
the harm of it.

Anyone who has tried to discuss racism knows that, in fact, talking often makes matters worse
because there are such different perspectives on how much racism there is. Little blatant racism
takes place in the presence of those of good will, so they tend to underestimate it, while those who
suffer it report more of it. But also, people have different sensitivities to the subtle nuances and code
words that are the guises of racism and sexism. Those who are victimized become sensitive to these,
while the sympathetic majority have to work hard to acquire this knowledge that comes easily to
victims.

There are other reasons why we might expect candor to make matters worse. The dominant
depictions of minorities are so negative that many who internalize them become demoralized, blame
themselves, and cannot speak up vigorously on their own behalf.8 Further, the expense of candor in
the past precludes the stigmatized from participating effectively. And finally, when they do speak up,
minorities have little credibility, they are not listened to, we do not credit them.9 Thus there are lots
of reasons for thinking that the efforts to encourage candor, on these matters at least, will perpetuate
the present economy of candor not upset it.10

The other danger is that we will inadvertently sanction wrongdoing. If any of the above description
rings true, it is because we are, with racism and sexism, on what Chesire Calhoun calls the
“frontiers” of moral knowledge.11 When we are dealing with issues on the frontiers of moral
knowledge, that is, in situations where we cannot be sure that our moral knowledge is shared, a
context in which moral ignorance can be seen as occurring at the social and not just the individual
level, then there is the following additional complication. If we want to encourage candor, then I am
assuming that we will need to eschew blame. However, if we do eschew blame then we will
automatically condone the expression of morally questionable thoughts, feelings and attitudes.12

The puritan in me now wants to say that the insistence that we be “pure in thought, word, and deed,
as of now” is not wholly misplaced. When we recognize how easy it is to sanction wrongdoing by
default on the current moral frontier, then the puritan’s concerns make sense. This insistence stems
in part from a frustration with those who fail to see racism and sexism as serious moral issues and
not simply matters of etiquette, political fashion, or yet another annoying school policy. The puritan
in me is quieted if we grant that racism and sexism are moral matters, that speech is indeed a form
of moral behavior, and that thoughtless speech can cause serious harm to others.

Of course, White is right to remind the puritans that, however honorable our intentions, this sort of
insistence does often encourage only defensiveness and hypocrisy. We can’t compel moral
goodness: we need to nurture it. In this regard adopting, as White suggests, a certain generosity
toward human frailty and mistakes is a more likely route to success.

The educator in me recognizes White’s concerns and I can see, upon reflection, that in an
educational context candor might have pedagogical value. If we cannot be open about our mistakes,
it is unlikely that we will have much opportunity to correct them. If we discourage candor in
schools, education risks losing much of its transformative value. It may be, despite all the dangers,
that we need to allow more candor about these illicit thoughts and feelings.13

But we do need to recast the question. We need to ask, “How can we safely practice candor with
respect to our morally questionable thoughts and feelings?” How can we help students to deal
honestly with their morally questionable attitudes and feelings without increased harm to others?

The educator in me says that, to successfully teach candor, we will need to do more than show
generosity for human failing and offer a richer array of possibilities for human flourishing. As I see
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it the challenge for the educator who would encourage candor is at least a fourfold one. We must:

First, avoid hubris in thinking that candor, talk and dialogue will allow much correction
of serious systemic ills such as racism and sexism.14 Inasmuch as I was the one who
wanted to recognize the instrumental pedagogical value of candor, I direct this advice
more to myself than to White.

Second, recognize that capacity may be more salient than responsibility. Educators who
have the responsibility to encourage candor may not have the capacity to deal with it on
the moral frontier. Even if we think that all teachers are obliged to assess and expand
their own capacity for this work, many will not yet be capable of it.

Third, we need to note the enormous difficulty involved, not simply from the point of
view of the logic of moral language, but the emotional difficulty associated with this
work. Many who are skilled at peace work still find the task painful. Listen to Cindy
Cohen, a Jewish woman, committed to peace work with Palestinian women:

It was good to meet Feryal, but soon I came to see how much baggage I was carrying. I was terrified of her:
terrified of the anger which I imagined she would feel towards me as a Jewish person….There was a visceral
desire to keep her at a distance…. It was the terror of fueling anti-Semitism which began to paralyze me as I
grappled with the history of the founding of the state of Israel, which I was learning from the Palestinian
women. I was afraid not only of betraying my people, I was afraid of betraying my grandparents, these
particular people who nurtured me, who, no longer alive, live on in me.15

Fourth, finally, we must not lose sight of the fact that candor is only one aspect of
honesty, and honesty, as White reminds us, ought to be constantly balanced by other
ethical values.

Thus, even while encouraging candor we might want to pass on the teaching of the Sufis who advise
us:

to speak only after our words have managed to pass through three gates. At the first gate, we ask ourselves,
“Are the words true?” If so, we let them pass on; if not, back they go. At the second gate we ask, “Are they
necessary?” At the last gate, we ask “Are they kind?”16
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