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Truth and Truthfulness

Part of the foundational philosophy of Harmonism. Between Harmonic Epistemology, which maps how reality is known, and Dharma, which names the human alignment with what is known. See also: Logos, Discernment, Logos and Language, Multidimensional Causality.



Truth belongs to things before it belongs to sentences. A mountain is truly a mountain whether or not anyone speaks of it, because Logos, the inherent order of reality, has given it a form that holds together and can be known. A sentence is true when it carries that form faithfully into a mind. A person is truthful when what they know passes into what they say and do without being bent on the way.

Harmonism holds these three as one fidelity crossing three joints: from reality to the mind, from the mind to the word, from the word to the deed. Truthfulness is the human side of that fidelity, the virtue the yogic tradition calls satya. Its law is short. A person may keep silent, may choose the hour, may close the door; a person may never deceive.


1. What Truth Is

What is truth? Pilate asked, in the Gospel of John (18:38), and went out to the crowd without waiting for an answer. The answer is older than the question.

Truth is the intelligibility of what exists: the fact that the world has a shape a mind can receive. Harmonic Realism lays the ground. Logos pervades the Cosmos and orders it at every scale, from the turning of a galaxy to the folding of a protein, and whatever is ordered can be known. A world without order would hold events and no truths. A world ordered by Logos holds truth the way a score holds music before anyone has played a note.

The oldest languages kept this sense in their roots. Sanskrit builds satya on sat, the participle of the verb to be, so that the true is simply what is; a hymn in the tenth book of the Rigveda (10.190.1) has truth born at the beginning of the world, together with cosmic order, out of kindled heat. Arabic gives one word, ḥaqq, to the real, the true and the rightfully owed, and al-Ḥaqq is among the names of God. Egypt’s Ma’at and the Avestan Asha each name order and truth at once. Greek builds alētheia on lēthē, forgetting: in the myth of Er that closes Plato’s Republic, the souls cross the plain of Lethe and drink from the river of Unmindfulness before they are born again, and truth is what survives that crossing, what has not been forgotten. When Thomas Aquinas opened his Disputed Questions on Truth in the 1250s, he held that being and the true are convertible: whatever is, is true in the measure that it is.

Five civilizations, some in contact and some never, declined to separate the true from the real.

In all five, truth is first a property of being and only second a property of statements. A sentence borrows its truth from the thing it reaches, the way the moon borrows its light. If truth lived only in language, a mountain would stand where enough speakers agreed it stood, and enough agreement could move it. Logos runs the dependence the other way. A mountain does not wait for the sentence; the sentence waits on the mountain, and is true when it has caught what was already there.



2. How Truth Reaches a Mind

Because truth is first in things, knowing it is a fidelity of the mind to what is. Aquinas took the classical definition from an earlier source and made it the West’s: truth in the intellect is the adequation of mind and thing, the mind brought level with what it knows. Harmonic Epistemology names the instruments of that levelling, five modes that run from the senses and their extensions through phenomenology, reason and subtle perception to knowledge by identity, each authoritative in its own domain. Discernment names the faculty that weighs their reports against each other. The Q’ero of the Andes call it the instinct of Truth and place it at Ajna, the centre between the brows.

A mind can fail this first joint with no dishonesty in it at all. A pilot reads a chart that was printed wrong and steers onto a reef. A physician prescribes from a study whose data were falsified before the journal ever saw them. Both were in error, and error is innocent at its source.

It stops being innocent the moment a person declines to check what they could have checked because the answer would cost them something. The pilot who suspects the chart and sails on has crossed from error into the first form of untruthfulness, and has crossed it in silence, before a single word is spoken. Every lie told aloud is downstream of a smaller refusal like this one, made in private, to look.

The truthful person therefore owes a duty that comes before speech: to know before asserting, and to mark the edge of what is known. Socrates earned the oracle’s verdict at Delphi, that no one in Athens was wiser, on exactly this ground; in the Apology (21d) he says he was wiser than the craftsmen and poets he questioned only in that he did not think he knew what he did not know. I have seen this, I was told this, I conclude this, I do not know: most people say all four in the same confident voice. Keeping them apart is the first discipline of satya, and the most neglected, because a sincere voice carries a false claim further than a lying one ever could.



3. What Truthfulness Is

Truthfulness is the fidelity of word and deed to what one knows. Reality has reached the mind; the mind now lets what it received pass outward without bending it. Patañjali sets truthfulness second among the five restraints, the yamas, directly after non-harm, and Virtue gives it its shortest form: alignment between inner truth and outer expression.

The whole doctrine fits into one sentence from China, more than two thousand years old. The Doctrine of the Mean, the Zhongyong, says: Sincerity is the Way of Heaven; to make oneself sincere is the Way of man. The word is chéng (誠). Its character sets the sign for speech beside the sign for completion, and it names at once the integrity of the cosmos and the integrity a person reaches by bringing their word to completion in what is real. Heaven is true by nature. A human being becomes true by practice. Logos and Dharma meet in that sentence at the register of truth, and Harmonism takes it as the most exact witness any cartography offers.

Confucius gave the same virtue a homelier image. Trustworthiness, xìn (信), is written with a person standing beside their word. I do not know how a man without truthfulness is to get on, he says in the Analects (2.22). How can a large carriage be made to go without the crossbar for yoking the oxen, or a small carriage without the arrangement for yoking the horses? Truthfulness is that small wooden crossbar, the piece that lets the ox pull the cart. Remove it and the animal walks on, and nothing follows.

The Abrahamic witnesses give it the same rank by other words. The Sufis call truthfulness ṣidq and the one in whom it has become complete the ṣiddīq, the title the first generation of Muslims gave to Abu Bakr. The Gospel of John places truth in a person rather than a proposition: I am the way, the truth, and the life (14:6). In every one of these vocabularies truthfulness is something a person becomes, through acts repeated until they are character.

In Harmonist anatomy the faculty sits at the throat. Viśuddha, the fifth centre, whose name means especially pure, is where the inner life finds its voice. Logos and Language traces what follows: speech from a clear throat is precise and creative, and speech from an obstructed one is compulsive, deceptive or empty. Deed follows word, and is held to the same standard. A man who says I will and then does not has told a lie on a delay. Integrity comes from the Latin integer, untouched and whole, and describes a life in which what is known, what is said and what is done form a single surface without a seam.



4. How Truthfulness Fails

One tradition gave falsehood its true rank. In the Iranian world the Lie, Druj, was the adversary of Asha, the truth that orders the cosmos, and around 520 BCE Darius had it cut into the cliff at Behistun, above the road from Babylon to Ecbatana, that the provinces which rose against him had been made to rebel by the Lie, and that the king after him must guard himself from it. The Iranian witness says aloud what the cartographies say more quietly: a lie is a breach in the order of things, opened by a human mouth. Truthfulness can break at any of its three joints, and the breaks take four forms.

Lying is the plainest. A person asserts what they believe false in order to be believed. Nothing in the world has been misread; the liar holds the truth in hand and sends something else out instead. Every lie is therefore also a confession, because no one can deviate from a truth they do not know.

The half-truth keeps an alibi. On the fifteenth day of the war the Mahābhārata recounts, the Pandava commanders could not defeat their old teacher Drona while he fought, and knew he would lay down his weapons if he believed his son Ashvatthama dead. Bhima killed an elephant that bore the son’s name and announced the death. Drona turned for confirmation to Yudhishthira, who had never told a lie. Yudhishthira said Ashvatthama is dead, and added the elephant under his breath, too low for Drona to hear. Every syllable he spoke was accurate, and the whole of it was a lie. The epic records the price in one image. Until that moment Yudhishthira’s chariot had always run four fingers’ breadth above the earth; after it, chariot and horses came down onto the ground.

The third failure is quieter than either, and it has become the most common. It is speech that does not care whether it is true. The salesman’s patter, the courtier’s praise, the press release, the fluent paragraph written because a page needed filling: none of these lies on purpose, because none of them ever asked the question. Over time such speech does more harm than the lie. A liar still tracks the truth, if only to avoid it. Speech that has stopped caring has stopped tracking it at all, and a people fed on it slowly loses the habit of asking.

The fourth failure happens before anyone opens their mouth, and it is the deepest. Plato named it the true lie: not the lie in words, which in the Republic (382a–c) is only an imitation, but the lie in the soul, ignorance about the most important things lodged in the highest part of oneself. No one, Socrates says, would willingly harbour it, and gods and men alike hate it. Self-deception is that lie told to oneself first, so that it can be told to others sincerely. It corrupts the instrument. A mind that has learned to refuse what it would rather not know can no longer cross the first joint, and every sentence it speaks afterwards inherits the damage, however honest the voice. Discernment sets two questions at this gate, to be asked in both directions: am I rejecting this because it is false, or because accepting it would cost me something? and am I accepting this because it is true, or because it tells me what I want to hear?



5. What Truthfulness Does

Reality returns the inner shape of every act, and speech is an act. Multidimensional Causality sets out the architecture, one fidelity working at an empirical register and at a karmic one. The order that returns cruelty as a narrowing of perception returns a lie in the same coin.

Anyone who has lied and paid attention has seen the empirical register at work. The liar now keeps two worlds, the one that happened and the one that was described, and must keep them from touching. That second world needs upkeep. Every later conversation with the deceived person runs through it, every question has to be checked against it, and the liar becomes its caretaker without having chosen the job. The third telling of a lie comes easier than the first, and the ease is the damage, an alarm being worn smooth. Relationships held together by a deception break along the line of the deception, usually long after its author has forgotten telling it. Ethics and Accountability gives the plainest version: dishonesty is exhausting, and the honest person sleeps.

A hadith in Bukhari’s collection (6094) describes the compounding in a few lines. Truthfulness leads to righteousness and righteousness to Paradise, and a man goes on telling the truth until he is recorded with God as one of the truthful; lying leads to wickedness and wickedness to the Fire, and a man goes on lying until he is recorded as a liar. Each sentence a person speaks writes a little of the person they are becoming.

At the subtle register the yogic tradition makes its boldest claim. Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtra (2.36) says that when truthfulness is firmly established, action and its fruit come to rest on the practitioner’s word. The commentary handed down under Vyāsa’s name takes this literally: if such a person says be virtuous, the hearer becomes virtuous; their word does not fall empty. A word kept faithful to reality for long enough acquires something of reality’s weight, because what the speaker says and what is so have stopped diverging. Anyone who has known an old farmer or an old judge whose yes has held for forty years has felt it: such a person says one sentence and a room rearranges itself around it.

The same law runs in reverse with the same precision. A person who lies by habit finds first that their true statements have stopped landing, then that their promises are discounted before they are made, and finally that they can no longer tell, among their own sentences, which ones to believe.



6. Where Truthfulness Meets Harm

Truthfulness never requires deception and never permits it, and it does not require every truth to be spoken to every person at every hour. That truth is governed by benefit and by the hour, the witnesses largely agree. Whether a lie is ever permitted, they divide, and where they divide shows exactly where the line falls.

The Pali canon gives the line its finest scene. A prince named Abhaya is sent to the Buddha with a question built as a trap: would the Tathāgata ever say something unwelcome to others? As they talk, the prince’s infant son lies in his lap, and the Buddha asks what the prince would do if the boy had put a stick or a pebble into his mouth. I would take it out, the prince says, even if it meant drawing blood, because I have compassion for the child. So it is with speech, the Buddha answers in the Abhaya Sutta (MN 58). He does not say what is false. He does not say what is true but useless. What is true and beneficial he says, welcome or not, and he knows the right time to say it. Falsehood is excluded without exception; truth is governed by benefit and by the hour.

The Laws of Manu (4.138) state a near neighbour: speak the truth, speak what is pleasing; do not speak a truth that displeases, and do not speak a falsehood that pleases. Harmonism holds the second clause entire and corrects the first by the prince’s hand at his child’s mouth. Some truths have to be drawn out even when they draw blood. The work is the timing, and the motive behind it.

The hard case comes from the Mahābhārata. In the Karṇa Parva, Krishna tells Arjuna of the ascetic Kaushika, who had vowed always to speak the truth. Travellers fleeing a band of robbers hid in the forest near his hermitage. The robbers came and asked him which way they had gone, and Kaushika, faithful to his vow, told them. The travellers were found and killed, and Kaushika, the story ends, went to hell for the truth he told. From it Krishna draws the lesson that in such straits an untruth may be better than the truth. Plato’s Socrates reaches a similar place by another road, allowing the lie in words as a medicine to be used against enemies or for a friend’s good.

Harmonism honours both witnesses and parts from them here. Kaushika did not fail by telling the truth. He failed by answering at all, when nothing obliged him to speak.

A bishop of Thagaste, the Numidian town where Augustine was born, showed the other way. Augustine records in On Lying that Firmus was sheltering a man the emperor’s officers had come to take. Asked where the man was, Firmus answered that he could neither tell a lie nor betray a man. He was tortured for it and held firm, and when he was brought before the emperor his conduct moved the emperor to pardon the man he had hidden. Between Kaushika’s answer and Krishna’s lie stood a third path the whole time, and Firmus walked it: he would neither give the knowledge nor falsify it. The one at the door of a hiding place may refuse to answer, may shut the door, may stand in front of it, may take up whatever defence the hour demands. Each of these keeps faith with reality. Truthfulness binds what a person says, and saying nothing is always in their power.

Concealment and deception are therefore two acts, and they move in opposite directions. Concealment withholds knowledge: the name not given, the door kept shut, the silence held, the diagnosis kept for the hour when the patient can bear it rather than spoken in a corridor. Deception plants a false belief in another mind. The first can be an act of love and often is. The second, whatever its motive, cuts speech off from the order it exists to carry, and the epic itself records the cost even of a sanctioned lie. Krishna urged Yudhishthira’s half-truth, and still the chariot touched the earth.

Concealment has its own limit, and the Qur’an draws it in the language of the courtroom: do not conceal testimony, for whoever conceals it, his heart is sinful (2:283). Where a truth is owed, as testimony is owed to justice and warning to the one in danger, silence becomes a way of lying, and shielding a wrong to protect the one who did it becomes complicity. Whistleblowing follows that boundary to the scale of institutions. Timing can rot in the same way. A truth postponed until it can no longer help was never being timed; it was being avoided. In each case the test is the Buddha’s. Does this silence, this delay, serve the one who will hear, or the comfort of the one who should speak?



7. The Practice of Truthfulness

Truthfulness grows the way every virtue grows in the Wheel of Harmony: by clearing what obstructs it, and by repeating what expresses it until the repetition becomes nature. It has a present tense and a long arc. Each sentence is faithful or it is not. A life becomes truthful as the unfaithful sentences grow rarer, until one day they stop.

The practice starts at the first joint. Before asserting, know; when asserting, say how you know. Let I don’t know become an ordinary sentence in your mouth, as unremarkable as good morning. In front of others, out loud, separate what you saw from what you were told and what you concluded, until the separation happens without effort. Most of the false speech in an honest person’s life is error passed along with more confidence than the evidence earned, and this one habit removes most of it.

Then retire the small lies, because the habit lives in them. I’m fine, I loved it, I’m on my way, I never got your message: each is minor, and each trains the throat to send out what the mind does not hold. Spend one month declining them, putting a true sentence or a silence in each one’s place. Most people are surprised by how many they were telling, and by how little most of them protected.

Speak from Presence. A true sentence rarely comes out of a mind still in reaction; it comes after the pause in which the speaker checks what is actually known and actually felt. The Buddha’s three questions make a daily instrument of that pause. Is it true, is it beneficial, and is this the hour? A sentence that fails the first is never spoken. A sentence that fails the second or the third waits.

Keep an account. The Sufis keep muḥāsaba, the evening reckoning of the soul, and Ethics and Accountability describes the same practice as the ethical Monitor: at the day’s end, find the places where the truth was shaded, and name them to yourself without excuse. Where a false sentence reached another person, correct it with that person, soon and in plain words. A lie corrected the next morning costs a moment of embarrassment. A lie kept for a year has become a second world that someone has to keep running, and it will be you.

For some the whole practice compresses into a vow. Virtue describes the sworn path, a single unbreakable bearing that settles in advance what a thousand pressures would otherwise reopen. A vow of truthfulness, held without exception, takes the lie off the list of options before the moment that tempts it arrives. What remains are better questions: how to say the true thing well, and whether to say it now. Firmus had answered the hardest of them long before the officers came to his door.

A person who has kept their word faithful to reality for long enough no longer needs to remember what they said, because they said what was so. They can be believed, and to be believed is a kind of power no other virtue confers. And at the deepest register they find that the fidelity they practised at the throat is the fidelity by which the mountain stands as a mountain and the Cosmos holds together. Sincerity is the Way of Heaven; to make oneself sincere is the Way of man. The truthful person walks the second until it meets the first, and their word becomes as reliable as what is.



See also: Logos, Harmonic Realism, Harmonic Epistemology, Discernment, Dharma, Multidimensional Causality, Logos and Language, Virtue, Ethics and Accountability, Communication (Relationships), The Captured Word, Whistleblowing — The Sovereign Word Against Concealed Power, Harmonism
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