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Abstract: In contemporary society, individuals have a tendency to cultivate their identities 

based on their characteristics and traits. Within the current educational framework, 

individuals are instructed in the virtue of honesty. Nevertheless, falsehoods continue to be 

prevalent in everyday life. However, a comprehensive and universally applicable explanation 

for the commitment to the concept of honesty remains elusive. The objective of this work is 

to establish a universally accepted understanding of the concept of honesty. A moral quandary 

will be presented to ascertain individuals' present decisions. The analysis is grounded on 

Freud's theoretical framework of personality agency. In some situations, the use of honesty 

may not be conducive to efficient problem-solving. The significance of honesty as a moral 

virtue is underscored by its ability to transcend legal boundaries and contribute to the 

development of individuals' character. In some circumstances when honesty becomes 

insufficient in managing various situations, individuals may resort to temporarily using 

falsehoods, aligning with the ideal of benevolence. 
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1. Introduction 

The Morality as Corporation theory holds the view that morality is a collection of solutions to the 

problems of cooperation recurrent in human social life [1]. Honesty is best understood as the 

cooperative exchange of information [2]. Honesty and credit in the traditional sense is a kind of moral 

standard and moral requirement, especially in China influenced by traditional culture and 

Confucianism, it is a basic requirement of being a human being [3]. Not only in Chinese Culture, it 

is also required in Bushido and also important in religions [4]. The previous studies all agree on the 

high status and importance of honesty. Honesty plays a vital role in our education, values, lives, etc. 

It is a common moral phenomenon in daily life, and its most essential feature lies in its authenticity 

to people and things [5]. People were also started to be taught to be honest when they were young. 

Undoubtedly, it is an integral component of human values. Nevertheless, within societal contexts, 

individuals may sometimes engage in the act of deception. While some instances may include white 

lies, it is important to acknowledge that these falsehoods still fall under the category of lying. Why 

do individuals engage in dishonesty while being taught the value of honesty via their education? 

Furthermore, what motivates individuals to engage in deception when honesty is held in such high 

regard by society? It is evident that individuals resort to deception as a means of resolving issues. 
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How can individuals adhere to the idea of honesty? In what manner should individuals assess the 

efficacy of honesty? These questions remain unanswered. 

Aristotle once said that the purpose of theoretical knowledge is truth, while the purpose of practical 

knowledge is action [6]. He points out the difference between theory and practice. According to 

Freud’s theory of personality agency, the superego is the moral part of personality agency. It owns 

the highest state of self-control. So it means human sociality, which points out that people are moral. 

The ego is to satisfy the desire of the Id under the allowance of reality and society. The superego 

gives us a way to cope with incidents ideally, and the ego proposes a way more consistent with fact. 

Theoretical knowledge is in line with the superego. However, practical knowledge is in line with ego. 

It contains people’s own values, emotions, preferences, etc. The principle of honesty is about 

theoretical knowledge and superego, while adherence to the principle of honesty is about people’s 

practical knowledge and ego. As previously people are only told to be honest. Then this paper will 

talk about the degree of adherence to the principle of honesty.  

To study people’s original adherence to honesty, the author decided to launch a moral dilemma 

survey to achieve the results. Both choices in this moral dilemma will be understandable and 

allowable in the universal moral values. The analysis will be based on Freud's theory of personality 

agency: id, ego, and superego must work together and be balanced. Then the author will propose a 

theory that contains the border and standard of honesty. 

2. Honesty in Moral Philosophy and Freudian Thinking 

Honesty is a part of humanity. People always promote it and emphasize its importance. In China, the 

principle of honesty and credit has already been applied to the Civil Code. The principle of honesty 

and credit means that when engaging in civil activities, civil subjects shall be honest and trustworthy, 

legitimately exercise civil rights and perform civil obligations, refrain from fraudulent and evading 

laws, and pursue their own interests without harming the interests of others and society. There are 

two types of definitions of honesty: one is to regard it as a moral law, and the other is as moral 

behavior.  

The value of honesty as a moral law is to constrain people in situations where legislation is 

ineffective. According to Freud's theory of personality agency, the superego is the theoretical level 

of people’s values, which represents perfection. The moral law is what must be borne in mind and 

obeyed consciously. Set as a moral law, honesty turns out to be the basic principle and the prior issue 

for people to think and behave in daily life. Modern societies have created institutions to control 

cheating, but many situations remain where only intrinsic honesty keeps people from cheating and 

violating rules [7]. In particular, while people are often willing to take a moral act that imposes 

personal material costs when confronted with a clear-cut choice between right and wrong [8]. Thus, 

honesty is an extension of established institutions. It makes people regulate themselves by themselves. 

At the same time, they must be honest to both themselves and others.  

However, given the utility of honesty as moral behavior, people will think more about personal 

gain and not always stick to honesty. Ego helps people to ponder about the utility of honesty. Moral 

behavior means that honesty is an alternative. People decide whether to be honest by themselves. 

Thomas Hobbes wrote in "Leviathan" that anyone's contribution is based on a purpose that is 

beneficial to himself. Kindness is voluntary, but all voluntary actions are for the purpose of making 

oneself happy [9]. In some situations, the results that people lie are more in line with their needs. 

Meanwhile, altruism is feasible. People are more likely to give up honesty and tell lies to get 

beneficial results. This is also one part of humanity. 

Superego and ego are contradictory under some circumstances the result of honesty as a moral law 

is conflicting with that of honesty as moral behavior. If people set it as a moral law, then people 

cannot do what makes them happy or what is good for them on some occasions. However, if people 
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set it as moral behavior, then the restraining function of a moral law will be feeble. The possibility of 

lies will be larger. 

3. Moral Dilemma  

So where is the degree of adherence to the principle of honesty? The author sets up a moral dilemma. 

You are outside a building. Someone who is antisocial set a bomb in it, and he distributed some 

detonators to a group of people who have serious mental illnesses (one of the detonators is real). Now 

the police have arrived and don’t know the details. What will you do? A is to tell the police that they 

are robbers and let the police arrest them as soon as possible. After the police get the detonators, you 

tell them the truth, but you may get some punishment. B is to tell the police the truth at first, but it 

will take a lot of time. 

 

Figure 1: The age distribution of the participants is displayed.  

The author did an anonymous survey. 50 young people have taken part in the survey. The basic 

descriptions of participants and results are illustrated in Figures 1 and 2.  

 

Figure 2: The gender distribution of the participants is displayed.  

The difference between A and B is whether to be honest at first. The superego restricts people 

from being honest at the beginning. Under this circumstance, if people choose to be honest, then 

during the process of explaining the situation to the police, some of the patients may press the buttons 

on the detonators. Then the bomb in the building would explode and some people would be injured 
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as well as the narrator himself. However, ego makes people tackle the incident and protect themselves 

at the beginning. If people do not choose to be honest, then the risk will be lower greatly. 

In this moral dilemma, people tend to consider more about the utility of honesty and conform to 

their ego. Many people actually betray their superego that honesty is one of the basic moral principles 

or a moral law since the result of the survey shows that half of people choose to tell lies at first. In 

this situation, people find out that honesty doesn’t help them tackle the incident more efficiently. This 

is illustrated in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3: The choice distribution of the participants is displayed.  

Conforming to the superego leads to the risk that the narrator himself is in danger. Rather than 

facing the potential danger, though by telling lies, people tend to manage to set themselves in a safe 

situation first. Their egos tend to be that since the two ways can both solve the problem, although 

telling lies may bring some punishments later, they will still give priority to the mitigation of the 

danger and the maximum protection of their lives.  

So is it vital that someone must be honest? Of course, that is why later you need to explain why 

you tell lies at first and you may get punishment. In a theoretical dimension, honesty is a moral law 

that helps restrict people’s behavior. However, in a practical dimension, people should care about the 

utility of honesty as moral behavior. When they have solved the problems, then they still should 

clarify the truth. This is our behaviour principle which is based on morality and the principle of 

goodness. 

Honesty should be a moral principle that restricts people not to perform immoral behaviors. 

Honesty is not equal to morality, and telling lies sometimes is not immoral. From the perspective of 

form, behavior rationality mainly manifests as the principle of rightness, and its essence is in line 

with some value principle or practical standard: Only when action and practice are consistent with 

relevant value principle or standard can they have rightness. From the perspective of practice, value 

rationality manifests as the principle of goodness, and its essence is the reasonable demand in line 

with the subject of action or practice in practice. The satisfaction of this kind of demand means the 

accomplishment of good value practically [10]. So morality can’t be assessed in one dimension. 

People should evaluate their behavior in view of both behavior rationality and value rationality. Under 

the moral dilemma that the author sets, although half the people choose to lie, they are still kind and 
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moral, because they tell lies to save people’s lives, which is a reasonable demand. They obey the 

value of rationality. 

To obtain a more widely-used perception, some special occasions should be taken into 

consideration for those who are diagnosed with mental diseases, such as personality disorder, 

cognition disorder, etc. Their relevant diseases make them doomed to conflict with being honest.  

Id shows people’s original desires. The ego contains the part of people’s mental diseases as well 

as the performance of their diseases. The superego controls people not to do something immoral. The 

superego tells people to be honest and tell the truth. 

To set an example, when someone suffering from a personality disorder shows that if he is honest, 

then he will turn into a histrionic personality disorder. What does honesty mean to people like him? 

On the surface, if he lies, his ego then will take a leading position. Now the three personalities lose 

their balance. When he turns into a histrionic personality and starts to display some traits 

contradictory to his original personality, he is dishonest since he betrays his previous performances 

and personality. 

However, by digging deeply, is he dishonest? If this condition keeps on, the superego and id will 

be weakened. If his histrionic personality keeps working, he will lose part of his own original desires, 

which is his id. Yet, telling the truth is part of his id. He must be honest and intrigue his histrionic 

personality. This process displayed the real him, which implies that he is honest. Though in the 

process he is honest, it’s a part-time honesty. If his id did not work and perform his original desires, 

he was not the real him, and honesty was damaged thoroughly. Then he not only is dishonest but also 

loses his meaning of life. 

So how can he keep honest? Since his id helps construct his honesty, he should protect his id. That 

is to say, he should not be honest all the time to avoid keeping his ego at the dominant status all the 

time. His telling lies conform to the principle of goodness and is also content with the subject of 

practice. It also means a good value and he is still moral [10]. Meanwhile, what he lies about must 

not injure others’ rights and his own rights.  

What does honesty mean to those people who have relevant diseases? Honesty is still not a moral 

law that must be conformed to. Although discrete narratives cannot achieve understanding as a whole, 

they can always embed a longer-term narrative in a short-term narrative. This is the so-called 

integrated narrative behavior, which shortens the gap between self-perception and self-identity 

construction distance [11]. It is still a necessity for them to be honest. Protecting their IDs is of great 

importance. Constructing the complete personality is a kind of honesty. Only when they are with their 

ids are they honest and their real selves.  

4. Conclusion 

This research reveals that individuals take into account not just the moral implications of honesty, but 

also its value. Individuals are unlikely to exhibit unwavering honesty. It might be argued that 

individuals prioritize their ego in order to maximize their own rights and rewards while dealing with 

various situations. This article posits the perspective that honesty is a moral conduct that warrants 

consideration of its usefulness. The assessment should be conducted from several aspects. Honesty 

has a significant role in shaping individuals' character traits. Individuals need to prioritize honesty in 

situations when their own rights and interests, as well as those of others, are not compromised. The 

permissibility of individuals engaging in deception while adhering to the concept of moral 

righteousness is acknowledged, provided that they afterward provide justifications for their acts and 

assert the veracity of their statements. The examination of the concept of honesty within various 

relationships warrants more scholarly discussion in order to facilitate a comprehensive exploration of 

this subject matter in the future. 

Proceedings of the 2nd International Conference on Interdisciplinary Humanities and Communication Studies
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7048/31/20231837

82



References 

[1] Curry, O.S.(2016). Morality as Cooperation: A Problem-Centred Approach, in The Evolution of Morality, T.K. 

Shackelford and R.D. Hansen, Editors.  Springer International Publishing. p. 27-51. 
[2] Louise Tutee. (2023). Tutor inactive, Accessed from https://www.oliverscottcurry.com/notes/explaining-honesty-a-

cooperative-approach  16:06,9/10/2023 

[3] Yanan Pan. (2021). Analysis of the connotation and improvement strategies of the principle of good faith in civil 

law. Economic Research Guide, No. 483(25): 156-158. 

[4] Randolph-Seng, B., &  Nielsen, M. E. . (2007). Honesty: one effect of primed religious representations. International 

Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 17(4), 303-315. 

[5] Ying Jin. (2021). On the virtue of honesty and its cultivation. Journal of Pingdingshan University, 36(06): 42-47. 

[6] Aristotle. (1941). Metaphysics, 993b20, 1025b25. The Basic Works of Aristotle, Random House, p. 712, p.778. 

[7] Gächter, S., & Schulz, J. F. (2016). Intrinsic honesty and the prevalence of rule violations across 

societies. Nature, 531(7595), 496-499G. https://doi.org/10.1038/nature17160 

[8] Gino, Francesca, Michael I. Norton, and Roberto A. Weber. (2016). Motivated Bayesians: Feeling moral while 
acting egoistically. The Journal of Economic Perspectives 30, (3) (Summer): 189-212, 

https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/motivated-bayesians-feeling-moral-while-

acting/docview/1808170871/se-2 (accessed August 16, 2023). 

[9] Hobbes; translated by Li Sifu and Li Tingbi, Leviathan, Beijing: The Commercial Press, 1985 edition, page 16. 

[10] Guorong Yang. (2012). Practical Rationality: An Investigation Based on a Broad Perspective. Academic Monthly, 

44(03):45-57. 

[11] Rudd A. Kierkegaard. (2007). MacIntyre and Narrative Unity—Reply to Lippitt, Inquiry, 50:5, 541-

549, DOI: 10.1080/00201740701612416 

Proceedings of the 2nd International Conference on Interdisciplinary Humanities and Communication Studies
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7048/31/20231837

83

https://doi.org/10.1080/00201740701612416

