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ABSTRACT
This essay draws on the extensive legacy of political philosophy 
to examine the relationship between truth and the administra-
tion of liberal democracies. The essay includes a discussion of 
the relationship between truth and the “reason” of classical, 
small ‘l’ liberalism, the role of science as an institution and a 
generator of truth claims, and differences between truth and 
opinions in relation to political discourse. Contemporary chal-
lenges with truthfulness in liberal democracies are explored, 
including the role of postmodernism and the current climate of 
conspiracy, conflation of truth claims and opinions, and orga-
nized lying. The essay looks at the ways that truth and public 
accountably can be reclaimed in the public sphere, calling for 
a renewed focus on the ethics of public leadership, and inviting 
the reconsideration of the narrative functions of performance 
management systems. The essay concludes with a call for pub-
lic accountability scholars to consider the basis of truthfulness 
as a metastandard for democratic accountability.

Truthfulness is a standard of liberal democracies that provides one of the 
critical elements of the “social contract” that exists between citizens and 
their governments. The expectation that democratic institutions (including 
courts, legislatures, and public bureaucracies) are held and hold others 
accountable through brokering in logic, reason, evidence, and adherences 
to standards of truth claims has been assumed by political philosophers 
since the time of Plato. And to varying degrees, democratic institutions 
and public leaders including public administrators, have justified policy 
decisions through appeals to reasons, evidence, and science with great 
success. The legitimacy of democracies may be said to hinge on it.

Public leaders of democracies, be they elected, appointed, or hired as 
government employees, have long been expected to “tell the truth” to each 
other and to their fellow citizens. Contemporary democratic institutions 
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have developed sophisticated performance management systems to provide 
accounts (Moynihan, 2008). And the public spheres of liberal democracies 
have evolved to provide critical spaces for citizens to deliberate and form 
“reasonable” perceptions on matters of public interest and need (Dewey, 
1988) based on appeals to reason, logic, evidence, and related truth claims.

However, in the realms of the politics of liberal democracies, the lines 
between dishonesty and truth telling have not always, and indeed likely 
have never been, clear cut. Public leaders of liberal democracies have told 
lies and performance management systems have failed to capture accurate 
assessment of real government performance. Neoliberal agendas have com-
modified conflicts and profited from the use of fabrication to draw atten-
tion in a manner that has led to the commodification of “views,” “clicks,” 
and “likes” over social media. And increasingly, public spheres, both in 
person and online, have become hot beds for the perpetuation of con-
spiracy, falsehoods, and in some cases organized lying.

Public administration and the types of public democratic account-
ability that public administrators are expected to adhere to have a central 
role to play in negotiating the relationship between truth and politics. 
To respond to the increasingly contested gulf between truth, politics 
and public accountability, we may benefit greatly from referencing the 
historical and contemporary political philosophy relating to liberal 
democracies, and the establishment of science as an institution designed 
to generate truth claims. We will examine how truth-seeking serves as 
one of the “metastandards” of liberal democracies by drawing on the 
relationship between truth, reason, and Enlightenment concepts of small 
“l” liberalism, the role of correspondence, rationality, and scientific truth 
claims in directing government actions, weighing evidence, and aligning 
public policy goals with problems and solutions, and in the important 
relationship between truth claims and opinion, particularly public opin-
ion formation. And we make the case that the threats of postmodernity 
are contributing to the transgression of a democratic accountability 
standard of truthfulness. We will conclude with three arenas within 
which truthfulness can be reclaimed as a core democratic standard by 
considering truth in relation to the public sphere, public leadership, and 
performance management.

Truth and democratic accountability

Liberal democracies are republics bound by a social contract that has been 
predicated on several key concepts: the structure and uses of authority, 
the defining and protection of rights, the promulgation of “value pluralism” 
and attitudes toward tolerance, and the rootedness in core appeals to the 
Enlightenment ideals of the pursuit of truth and reason (Koliba, 2025). 
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For Thomas Hobbes, the social contract is an unavoidable condition of 
the relationship between the state and society. The social contract grants 
the state a certain measure of coercive power over society. The seat of a 
liberal democratic social contract implies a balance between society and 
state, one defined by Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson as the “narrow 
corridor” (2020). Within the narrow corridor the authority of the state is 
checked by both citizen authority and the notion that citizens give their 
consent to be governed, established in the concept of sovereignty. In 
addition, through the passage of liberal constitutions, the state’s power is 
checked through a series of checks and balances.

Rights, tolerance, and truth all play a critical role in shaping the struc-
tures and uses of this authority. They do this through the advancement 
of other features of the social contract, including Lockean, “patterns of 
cooperation” springing “from the reason and good judgment” and the 
natural rights of the individual (Jos, 2006, p. 140). The power of the state 
is to use sound judgment and reason when welding its coercive powers, 
presumably by drawing on appeals to truth claims, reason, rationality, and 
scientific methods.

The social contract of liberal democracies also relies on a Rousseauian 
focus on “shared values and community consensus” and the complex 
social, institutional, and personal roles and responsibilities of societal and 
state actors (Jos, 2006, p. 140). These roles and responsibilities are to be 
undertaken within common commitments to pursuing public goods and 
services that allow for all members of society to pursue a “good life.” 
Shared values include a tolerance of pluralism, the rights of individuals, 
and ensuring that the state exercises restraint in its exercise of coercive 
powers. And importantly for this essay, the shared values of the social 
contract of liberal democracies have included appeals to reason, and to 
the use of evidence and scientific methods for discerning truths and 
formulating opinions.

The foundations of traditional democratic standards of public account-
ability are rooted in the political philosophies of the Enlightenment and 
have evolved to account for the emergence of liberal constitutions and the 
persistence of a “liberal pluralism” that has been a distinguishing feature 
of modern liberal democracies (Gray, 2000, Galston, 2005). The origins 
of these standards may be traced back to a particular brand of small “l” 
liberalism rooted in the works of Rousseau, Montesquieu, Locke, Smith, 
Hobbes, Kant, and Burke, and later built on by Mill, and more contem-
porary political philosophers such as Berlin, Arendt, Hayek, Rawls, Gray, 
and Galston. The early conveyance and adaptation of these ideals were 
translated into liberal constitutions of nascent democracies like the United 
States at the end of the eighteenth century by the likes of Jefferson, 
Madison, and Hamilton. These ideals were later integrated into 
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contemporary theories of liberal pluralism (Galston, 2005) and justice 
(Rawls, 1971). While the gap between the ideals of liberal democracies 
have justifiably been compared to the realities of systemic injustices, par-
ticularly in the context of racial injustices (Mills, 2019).

Despite falling short in many respects, the wedding of political philos-
ophy, liberal constitutions, and democratic institutions has contributed 
substantially to the development of stable democratic institutions in the 
areas of law, economics, administration, and science. For liberal democ-
racies the evolution of this set of legal, political, and administrative pre-
cedence, convention, and regime values (Rohr, 1989) have formed the 
basis of the sovereign, social contract that establishes the basis of the 
authority that citizens are understood to possess over their representatives 
and democratic institutions (Rousseau [1762], 2001). A neo-institutional 
consideration of this social construct can be understood in terms of rules 
that are employed to govern the structure and purpose of governments, 
the accountability and performance of governments, and the relationship 
that citizens, elected and appointed officials, judges, and public adminis-
trators have with one another.

Liberal democracies are shaped by a set of “metastandards” that have 
been in place for some time, and that have served as the explicit and 
implicit contracted rules practiced through the application of constitutional 
law, self-perpetuating political norms, and the long-term derivation of 
professional standards (Koliba, 2025). These standards focus on how 
authority is bestowed and wielded by citizens (the citizen authority stan-
dard); how the accumulation of authority is to be checked (the check 
authority standard). These standards also include how individual rights 
are defined and protected (the individual rights standard), and how tol-
erance and restraint is essential among citizens, and between citizens and 
their public leaders (the tolerance standard). Liberal democracies require 
stable democratic institutions and focus on reforming them to better adhere 
to democratic standards (the institutional forbearance standard). Modern 
liberal democracies have relied on the professional discretion, judgment, 
and specialized knowledge of public servants (the professional discretion 
standard). And since the early establishment of Enlightenment appeals to 
science and reason, liberal democracies have relied on the dogged pursuit 
of seeking truth through the applications of science and reason (the truth-
fulness standard) (Koliba, 2025).

When considering the elements of liberal democracy’s social contract 
regarding truth, and as equally important, the social contract’s influence 
over what constitutes the truth, we must consider the place of “reason” 
and the privileged position that reason possesses within the content of 
liberal democracies. We then consider the role science as an institution 
that has both grown up along side of democracy, but also is based, itself, 
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on some core democratic principles. And in turn science plays a central 
role in producing truth claims to inform the policy deliberations of liberal 
democracies. The final consideration of truth in relation to democratic 
accountability focuses on the relationship between truth and opinion, and 
into the realms of politics and value pluralism.

Truth and reason

Truth may be understood as one of the “epistemic “standards of liberal 
democracies (Lynch, 2012, p. 121). It is epistemic in nature because it 
opens one up to the question of methods and ways of knowing, or ways 
of building up an accumulation of knowledge. Epistemology is essentially 
how one comes to know what they know. The political philosophers of 
the Enlightenment, most specifically Kant, rooted classical liberalism in 
the virtues of reasoning and ways of knowing. Later the pragmatists, 
led by John Dewey, Jane Addams, and William James, deepened the link 
between knowledge production and democratic governance. The respect 
for the rationalism of science has long been associated with liberal 
democracies, most pointedly found in the rationalism of Kant and the 
emergence of science as an institution whose main purpose is to seek 
out, test, and validate truth claims (Galston, 2020, p. 17; Gaus, 2003).

Distilled from these classical considerations of reason in democracy, we 
can hone in on the place of reason in relation to liberal democracy by 
asking two simple questions: How do we know what it true in the pursuit 
of good governance? And how do we employ appeals to truth in the 
operations of democratic governance? The value of scientific knowledge, 
evidence, and logic should, according to democratic tradition, serve as 
the basis of the epistemological foundation that provides for how we come 
to hold truth claims in common. Distilled down to its essence, the epis-
temological foundation of science and the truth claims emanating from 
science, can be described in terms of correspondence theory.

The correspondence theory of truth has its origins found loosely in the 
science writings of Aristotle, and later codified in Thomas Aquinas’ asser-
tion that, “Veritas est adaequatio rei et intellectus” (e.g. Truth is the equa-
tion of thing and intellect). He eventually restated this as: “A judgment 
is said to be true when it conforms to the external reality’” (as quoted in 
David, 2022, p. 1). Framed as a proof, a correspondence theory of truth 
may be understood as:

x is true iff x corresponds to some fact;

x is false iff x does not correspond to any fact.

                          (David, 2022, p. 1)
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Some version of this axiom may be found in the Enlightenment works 
of Descartes, Spinoza, Locke, Leibniz, Hume, and Kant (David, 2022,  
p. 1) and later by J.S. Mill and more recently by Bertrand Russell (1917, 
p. 129) (David, 2022, p. 1). And while the merits of correspondence theory 
are not without their more modern critiques (see discussion of post-pos-
itivism and postmodernity later in this essay), the persistence of the cor-
respondence theory of truth has been noted as being, “far too obvious to 
merit much, or any, discussion” (David, 2022, p. 1). According to Rene 
Descarte, “the word ‘truth’, in the strict sense, denotes the conformity of 
thought with its object” (as quoted in David, 2022, p. 1).

However, it is this very conformity or convergence toward truth that 
serves as a problem for the politics of contemporary democratic societies. 
While we assert here that the correspondence theory of truth serves as a 
foundation of science as an institution and the “everyday discourse about 
physical things,” truth propositions may also be drawn from ethical and 
esthetic discourse as well (David, 2022, p. 1). Parsing the difference between 
truths generated through scientific inquiry, such as “the earth revolves 
around the sun,” our everyday observations of material reality through 
sense perception, such as “it rained this morning at my house,” and other 
pathways or discourses to truth needs to be accounted for.

Regardless of whether our appeals to truth correspond with observations 
of reality or an ethical or esthetic basis of metaphysical or subjective 
criteria for truth, the traditional democratic standard relating to truthful-
ness is rooted in a requisite appeal to reason that must be used by public 
leaders of liberal democracies, and more specifically, the impetrative to 
“give reason(s)” to justify policy stances. Writing on the role of democracy 
as a “space of reasons,” contemporary political philosopher Michael Lynch 
asserts that,

To say that democracy is a space of reason is to say that the practice of democratic 
politics requires the practice of giving and acting for reasons. That is, in the demo-
cratic state, disagreements between citizens ought to be handled in the arena of rea-
son alone, and arguments legitimizing uses of state power must be backed by reason. 
(2012, p. 115)

The act of reason-giving is critical for legitimizing democratic institu-
tions by granting citizens the respect and authority for checking admin-
istrative power, which is a central feature of liberal democracies. And the 
right to be given a reason may differ from the right to access the truth, 
as the act of reason-giving ensures that the rationale (the reason) is 
exposed to at least one of several domains of scrutiny.

For liberal democracies, the failure to give reasons equates with failing 
to treat citizens as rational, autonomous beings who are capable of judging 
on their own what to believe (Lynch, 2012, p. 118). A failure to give 
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“reasonable” reasons, a notion championed by Dewey (1988) and John 
Rawls (1995), may prevent citizens, “from accessing the full evidence 
available” and, in effect, circumventing the ability to render judgments for 
themselves (Lynch, 2012, p. 118). The dangers that may be associated with 
failing to give citizens sound reasons for government actions undertaken 
on their behalf, or the failure of citizens to seek out reasons and the truth 
from their government representatives was acknowledged by Thomas 
Jefferson who famously noted the importance of a well-informed, truth-seek-
ing citizenry. He went as far as to assert that, “… whenever the people 
are well-informed, they can be trusted with their own government…” (as 
quoted in Fischer 2000, p. 1), a sentiment that was the same sentiment 
echoed in Woodrow Wilson’s famous essay on democracy and the admin-
istrative state in 1887. While Jefferson hoped that citizens will be well-in-
formed and respected enough to be given credible reasons to justify 
government actions, Wilson suspected otherwise, and placed more faith 
in expert, scientifically-supported conceptualization of the administrative 
state as a response (Wilson, 1887).

The expectations that public leaders “tell the truth” has long been a 
consideration of political philosophers. To this day, truthfulness is an 
expected element of “honest performance reporting” expected of elected 
officials and public administrators (Yang, 2008). Viewed through the 
lens of public accountability, policy actors of traditional democracies 
including citizens, elected officials, judges, and public administrators are 
obligated to, “pursue and draw on truth claims as the basis of their 
practices and actions on behalf of the public” (Koliba, 2025, p. 26), 
serving as one of the cornerstones of the public accountability regime 
of liberal democracies.

Truth and science

The institution of science has co-evolved alongside of liberal democracies. 
The development of scientific methods and disciplines has likely only 
thrived as a result of distributed, increasingly global networks of scientists 
and those who make drawing on scientifically-derived truth claims integral 
to their professional practices. The evolution of science as an institution 
for deriving, assessing, and evolving truth claims is essentially the result 
of the pursuit of liberal and democratic standards applied to the creden-
tialed and apprenticed professions of the sciences.

Scientifically produced truth claims are of a specific class of truth claims, 
and differ from truth claims derived from sense perception, deeply health 
belief systems, and religious texts (Lynch, 2012). Science as an institution, 
although far from perfect and prone to politics and market capture, pro-
vides a basis for a consistent and reinforcing set of rules for generating 
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knowledge (Kuhn, 1970). The pursuit of science as an institutionalized 
process is shaped by the “institutional grammar” of rules (Crawford & 
Ostrom, 1995) that those undertaking scientific inquiry agree to abide by. 
These rules have been understood as the “scientific method” (see Figure 1).

The institution of science has become one of the main vehicles for what 
best amount to a systemic validation of the truth claims. Science needs 
elements of liberalism and democracy to function. And in turn, liberal 
democracies need science to function. Gerald Gaus observes that for liberal 
democracies, “science is the ideal or model of truth-centered inquiry that 
produces consensus under conditions of free inquiry…” (2003, p. 3). This 
type of “free inquiry” is centered on the independence of the scientist, 
but that science as critical networks of peers, we may even dare suggest, 
is a semi-democratic enterprise grounded in the concept of merit. As Gaus 
notes, the norms of scientific inquiry based on free inquiry serves as a 
reliable pathway to truth claims because they generally converge around 
what can be settled as “scientific opinion” into discernable scientifically 
rendered truths about the universe (Gaus, 2003, p. 3).

Within the context of the scientific method (Figure 1), the role of 
facts or evidence as being devised through observation of “the universe” 
leads to a form of inductive reasoning that takes the correspondence 
of facts undertaken through direct observation and turns them into 

Figure 1.  Scientific method.
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some discernable meanings or “theories” about the manner in which 
a given phenomenon exists, functions, or persists. This place in the 
cycle of scientific reasoning encompasses naturalism, social construc-
tionism, and related qualitative methods that are decidedly non-posi-
tivistic approaches to science. Theories may be deductively tested using 
hypothesis, or predictions of how the phenomena will respond through 
the application of treatments via experimentation. By understanding 
the scientific method as encompassing deductive and inductive reason-
ing, we avoid having to defend the purely deductive approach to science 
that is characterized by positivism and appreciate the interplay between 
positivist and naturalist forms of inquiry. And while not all scientific 
inquiry follows through the entire scientific method cycle, the act of 
“doing science” entails the undertaking of inquiry somewhere within 
or across stages of the scientific method.

The scientific community, broken down into disciplines and sub-spe-
cialization form the basis of epistemic communities through which con-
sensus emerges and evolves around particular methods and related 
indicators of dependable research findings and theory development (Pfeffer, 
1993). These scientific norms and standards form the basis of scholarly 
consensus to build and test the assumptions of different scientific para-
digms and disciplines, including the social sciences (Kuhn, 1970; Baba & 
HakemZadeh, 2012, p. 846). The standards of logic that emerge through 
such processes have been widely extended into law (Elkins, 2012, p. 38), 
medicine (Post, 2012, p. 80), and other professional practices, including 
public administration (Head, 2008).

Scientific judgment standards are applied across professions and rely 
on a built-up history of best practices, accumulated and updated over 
time, passed down through formal and informal education and appren-
ticeships, professional development, and standards-setting bodies. Such 
standards form the basis of a “professional discretion” standard of liberal 
democracies (Koliba, 2025, p. 26). This standard essentially asserts that 
professionals carrying out the business of “the people” should rely on 
professional standards of practice, some of which need to rely on the use 
of scientific reasoning and evidence whenever and wherever appropriate.

At the practical levels of public administration, governments rely on 
scientific reasoning all of the time. Noting as much Brian Head asserts,

“…scientific and technical knowledge has been greatly prized in the evolution of the 
modern state, initially because of its links to economic growth and national defense 
(sic), and later to address the aspirations for social improvement by the citizens” 
(Head, 2008, p. 1).

In laying out the three lenses of knowledge and evidence used by dem-
ocratic institutions and the public leaders who lead and manage them, 
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Head (2008) sees evidence and knowledge as forming out of scientifical-
ly-derived conclusions, professional practices, and political judgment, pre-
sented in Figure 2 as a Venn diagram with overlapping functions.

The ability to visualize the overlapping functions of knowledge and 
evidence for democracies shows the potential for balancing of political 
judgment and scientific truth claims, while also taking into consideration 
the sense perceptions of a very specific set of individual actors: those who 
undertake professional practices to ensure that governments function, those 
public administrators who Robert Dahl labeled as the “guardians” of 
democracy (2000).

The use of science in relation to the development of public policies and 
governing democratic institutions can be cause for conflict, particularly 
when scientific truth claims contradict political goals. Ken Jennings and 
Jeremy Hall’s four-square model of “expected use of evidence-based processes 
in government agencies” asserts that when conflict is low and science capac-
ity high, the strongest case for evidence-based agency can be made. As 
conflict over truth claims increases, challenges to the evidence base or 
deeper criticisms of the methods used to produce truth claims are possible 
(Jennings & Hall, 2012, p. 261). The anthropogenic causes of climate change 
and vaccine hesitancy are two recent examples over conflicts between sci-
entific truth claims and policy. In some cases, the motives of the knowledge 
creators may be questioned, or the levels of uncertainty associated with 
their methods or results could be used to drive a wedge into truth claims.

These are the same wedges, however, that scientists and professionals use 
all of the time, often characterized by probabilistic reasoning, the quantifi-
cation of uncertainty, and the eternal drive for generalization and falsifica-
tion- all core practices advanced by and the through the institution of 
science. While what scientists and professionals see as the virtue of science 
as a means for rendering truth claims, others present this as a weakness of 
the institution of science, and as a justification that science cannot inherently 

Figure 2. T hree lenses of knowledge and evidence (Head, 2008).
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produce viable truth claims. We find the most robust critique of science in 
the promotion of an absolutist form of collective relativistic understanding 
of the social construction of reality, a core claim of postmodernism.

To understand the potential hold of postmodernism on shifting societal 
norms away from the truthfulness standard, we must understand the 
complex relationship between truth and opinion. Liberal democracies must, 
by definition, rely on citizens to make what Jefferson understood as 
“well-informed” decisions. Ultimately, such activities rely on the opinions 
they form.

Truth and opinion

In liberal democracies, individuals possess the freedom to formulate their 
own opinions and more practically, the proper course of action for them-
selves and their government based on those opinions. Regardless of how 
they are formed, public opinions are to be respected because everyone in 
a liberal democratic society are entitled to them. The prominence of “cit-
izen authority” as one of the bedrock standards of liberal democracy 
(Koliba, 2025) gives power to citizens at the ballot box, and in the soft 
power of public opinion (see for instance Madison’s Federalist paper #49, 
Madison, 2016). Over time elected officials have tended to place a pre-
mium on political responsiveness to public opinion in democracies. In 
this sense, taking public opinion into consideration is a necessary feature 
of the nature of public accountability between elected officials and citizens 
(Arendt, 2005, p. 298).

The classical decision scientists of public administration (Simon, 
Lindblom, etc.) have long noted how perceptions of policy actors, including 
citizens, are limited by “bounded rationality,” constrained by access to 
quality information and time, and selective attention. These constraints 
most often lead to incrementalism as a workaround, as Charles Lindblom’s 
classic “science of muddling through” aptly points out (1959). Bounded 
rationality limits achieving the kind of ideal speech communication settings 
assumed in Jurgen Habermas’s notion of “communicative rationality,” that 
asserts that individuals have unfettered access to viewing and understanding 
their own reasoning. However, differences in personal perceptions that are 
forged in relation to the weighing and synthesizing of truth claims and 
opinions can be enough to constrain a government’s ability to act (Ford 
& Ihrke, 2019). Contemporary pressures of modern life have made it 
increasingly difficult for individuals to know where, exactly, their agency 
lies. This challenge is amplified by the broader influences emanating from 
social media and algorithms designed not to help one seek the truth and 
process reasons, but to merely direct one’s attention to obtain views, “clicks” 
or “likes” on social media posts (Rienstra & Hook, 2006).
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The inherent subjectivity and mailability of public opinions stands in 
contrast to appeals to the objectivity of truth claims. The troubling paradox 
of truth and democratic politics lies in the matters that truth claims, 
regardless of from where they emanate, possess the potential elements of 
coercion (Arendt, 2005, p. 302). Speaking to the authority of truth claims, 
Hannah Arendt plainly states that, “Unwelcome opinion can be argued 
with, rejected, or compromised upon, but unwelcome facts possess an 
infuriating stubbornness that nothing can move except plain lies.” The 
authority of truth claims can also preclude debate altogether. Heralding 
the virtues of democratic politics she goes on to assert that, all the while, 
“debate constitutes the very essence of political life” (Arendt, 2005, p. 303).

It is essential to note that truth and opinion need not be antithetical 
to one another. Pragmatist philosophers have long understood just how 
considerations of truth claims shape public deliberation and decision-mak-
ing, leading to the notion that truth can serves as, “the grit that makes 
our individual opinions engage with one another” (Price, 2003, p. 169). 
Truth claims can center public deliberations over what counts, what mat-
ters, and what to do. Without the concept of truth present in the public 
sphere, “differences of opinion would simply slide past one another” (Price, 
2003, pp. 180–181). Speaking indirectly of the grit of truth in opinion 
formation, Habermas saw the interplay of truth and opinion in the “inter-
subjective recognition of truth claims” as the vehicle for shaping and 
informing the development of common opinion (Habermas, 1991).

Whether we understand truth as a counterbalance against opinion 
shaped by bounded rationality and algorithmic influences of social media 
or as the “grit” for opinion formation itself, liberal democracies are sus-
tained through the balancing of the inherent liberties of individuals to 
own the rights to formulate their own opinions with the authority of the 
truth claims produced through social institutions such as science and 
organized religion (Post, 2012, p. 81).

This look at the role of reason, science and opinion in relation to truth 
and in relation to liberal democracies provides us with a basis to better 
understand how and maybe even why, the types of norms relative to truth 
are being transgressed. The truthfulness standard of liberal democracy is 
anchored in the notion that an effective democracy hinges on the use of 
evidence, reason, logic, and when possible, well tested scientific knowledge 
to inform decision making and deliberation. These assumptions have been 
born out from a long-standing appeal to reason and science in the exe-
cution of democratic states that has taken root since at least the progressive 
era of civil service reform and appeals to scientific management (Bertelli 
& Lynn, 2006). The rise of progressive scientific methods for public admin-
istration have been bolstered in the liberal democratic appeals to a rule 
of law rooted in the principle of evidence, precedence, and conceptions 
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of reasonableness. There is, after all, a strong appeal to truth in reason, 
science, and opinion in both legal and political contexts. The correspon-
dence of observed phenomena to truth claims has long been a matter 
taken-for-granted.

If there is something to be understood as a “post-Enlightenment,” 
“post-liberal” re-interpretation of reason and science’s privileged role in 
rendering truth claims, it may be found in the philosophical tradition of 
postmodernism. For it is in postmodernity’s appeal as a disrupter of 
modernity and conceptions of progress, that the value pluralism of liberal 
societies has squarely centered itself in the matters of truth in reason, 
science, and opinion. The deconstructive forces of postmodernity have 
landed on the fertile soils sown by social media, and a political movement 
willing to use its disruptive forces to achieve political aims.

Truth and postmodernity

Originating out of the critical theory of neo-Marxism and linguistic decon-
structionism, postmodernism initially arose as a means of deconstructing 
the relationship between institutions and power. The postmodern critique 
goes accordingly: the power-holding institutions and those individuals who 
benefit from their dominance control the use of language and serve to 
privilege themselves as brokers of truth and power. By viewing their hold 
on power as manifesting out of their own agency to shape and control 
language and truth claims, the way to counter elite power-brokers lies in 
the ability to view all attempts to render truth claims in light of social 
de-construction. Postmodernity is also associated with the rejection of 
objectivity and the merits of any one metanarrative claiming to provide 
a foundation for knowledge. This has implications for liberalism’s com-
mitment to the correspondence theory of truth and an emphasis on a 
core set of values, norms, and standards centering on the self-governing 
capacities of individuals.

Postmodern philosophers critique the idea that a reason can be pred-
icated on objectivity or metastandards for describing and implementing 
specific worldviews. Instead, a linguistically-structured, social de-construc-
tion of reality is said to be predicated on a “radical subjectivity” that is 
mediated through language that is drawn on to interpret, manipulate, and 
shape meaning (Sanderson, 2002, p. 7).1 The use of language to construct 
“narratives” becomes the central feature of postmodern politics.2

When radical subjectivity persists at scales that begin to influence the 
direction of the public polices and elections of liberal democracies, we 
have moved toward more epistemic or cognitive relativism, “in which even 
factual observation is regarded as subjective” (Fukuyama, 2022, p. 86). 
The influence of postmodernism within liberal democracies has been 
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impactful. Nietzche’s claim that “there are no facts, only interpretations” 
(as quoted in Fukuyama, 2022, p. 89), has found its way into the con-
temporary political discourse of liberal democracies.

At this instance, it will be useful to draw on examples from contem-
porary politics and policy making to illustrate the point that liberal democ-
racies have been corrupted by a postmodernist turn in relation to the 
truth and politics of liberal democracies like the United States. For exam-
ple, William Galston’s claims that the arguments used to justify and defend 
the invasion of Iraq by the United States in 2003 represents a postmodern 
turn for international relations, in which a narrative was formed and 
perpetuated claiming that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction 
without any corresponding set of evidence to back up the claim. “We can 
argue all we want about competing conceptions of truth and the criteria 
for assessing it,” he observes, adding, “While we do, the proposition that 
‘Iraq had weapons of mass destruction in 2003’ will still be false” (Galston, 
2012, p. 131). Galston notes, the flood gates for a form of “truthiness” to 
be generally accepted had been opened.

A more recent example of the postmodern transgression of truth claims 
to advance political aims occurred during the campaign of Donald Trump 
during the 2024 US presidential election, who famously made unfounded 
claims of “dogs and cats being eaten by illegal immigrants” during a 
presidential debate, a claim debunked during the debate itself. It was then 
defended by Trump’s running mate, J.D. Vance, who, when questioned by 
a news anchor about the credibility of the claims responded, “If I have 
to create stories so that the American media actually pays attention to 
the suffering of American people, then that is what I’m going to do Dana” 
(Vance, 2024). The “suffering” that he was referring to concern the per-
petuation of a narrative regarding the perceived harms that illegal immi-
grants were rendering somewhere (anywhere, everywhere?) in the country. 
Vance and others who have knowingly advanced falsehoods in the name 
of conveying a political narrative have been defended by supporters as 
being “directionally correct.”

The concept “directional correctness” has been used in mathematics and 
statistics to infer movement in empirical analysis toward a convergence 
toward greater precision and accuracy. In the context of politics, however, 
particularly in the 2024 U.S. presidential election, the phrase “directionally 
correct” has been co-opted to justify the telling of lies or inaccuracies by 
claiming that while the specific details might be wrong (i.e. the evidence 
to make of the claim is lacking), the overall message or narrative is still 
valid. Politicians are using this justification to downplay factual errors by 
suggesting that although the facts may not be accurate, the sentiment or 
“direction” of their argument is justified. This framing allows politicians 
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to assert that their broader point or intended outcome is what matters, 
rather than whether the specifics are truthful or grounded in evidence.

“Directionally correct” narratives “degrades data culture by promoting 
incomplete data analysis over sufficient data analysis” (Kemeny, 2020, p. 
1). And with the denigration of the need to have a claim correspond with 
an observed reality, it makes it virtually impossible to hold the narrator 
accountable. The truthfulness standards of liberal democracies is trans-
gressed by the use of directional correctness in politics. One can only 
imagine how corrosive it can be for the social contract of liberal democracies 
to accept directional correctness as akin to a valid truth claim.

A common form of directional correctness may be found within the 
context of conspiracy theories. Conspiracy theories have long been a part 
of human discourse (Van Prooijen & Douglas, 2017), and have tended, at 
least in contemporary political settings, to be used to advance a “system 
is rigged” narrative, through which some hidden group of coconspirators 
plot to manipulate events to achieve nefarious ends, as is found in the 
“deep state” narratives being advancement by ultra-right wing populist 
leaders in the United States (Roberts, 2020). Additionally, recent widespread 
conspiracy theories that have received substantive attention in the context 
of the United States may be found in the perpetuation of the “big lie” 
regarding the 2020 presidential election, a movement that culminated in 
the insurrection of January 6, 2021, and the persistence of vaccine con-
spiracies related to the COVID-19 pandemic (Koliba, 2023).

The perpetuation of the postmodern application of political directional 
correctness to create and distribute falsehoods and half-truths in the 
name of conveying “alternative facts” vaults postmodernity from a novel 
continental philosophy to a widespread movement of collective cognitive 
relativism, the likes of which even strong appeals to truth fall by the 
wayside. For those defenders of democratic tradition and reason, these 
events are a form of utter Derridean “madness” (Derrida, 1978). This 
“truth deficit” (Zerilli, 2012, p. 74) can undermine the public account-
ability of an entire democratic governance system. The battle over the 
status of truth in a democratic context is what is at stake in the present 
moment as the unsettled status of truth claims in the public sphere is 
likely contributing to serious instances of democratic backsliding (Bauer 
& Becker, 2020).

Reclaiming truthfulness as a democratic standard

The antidote to the transgression of truthfulness standard of liberal democ-
racies lies in a renewal of public discourses regarding truth in three vital 
areas of public accountability: the public sphere, the professional standards 
and actions of public leaders, and in the performance management systems 
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of democratic institutions. Each of these areas are discussed in light of 
public accountability, and specifically the role that public administrators 
can play in creating better public spheres where truth claims and opinions 
can be vetted, stronger appreciations of codes of ethics and conduct of 
public leaders, and repositioning performance management systems as 
providing clear “grit” for the formation of public opinion about government 
performance.

Truth in the public sphere

The very nature of what constitutes as “public spheres” has undoubtedly 
evolved over time. We can find the origins of the conception of the public 
spheres in the Athenian boule of antiquity, in the assemblies of Frankish 
and Germanic societies, in the communes of early Renaissance Italy, in 
the “little Republics” of Indian (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2020), and in the 
Longhouse traditions of Native Americans (Wengrow & Graeber, 2021).

The more modern conceptualization of the public sphere have relied 
on the use of communication technologies and media. The liberalization 
and democratization of societies has been long associated with the expan-
sion of print medium (Zaret, 2000). The proliferation of the printing press 
allowed for the wider dissemination of philosophical and political treatise 
as well news of the day. That eighty-five tracts of the Federalist papers 
and likely an equal number of Anti-Federalist papers and other revolu-
tionary pamphlets during the American Revolution were published in 
newspapers across the American colonies speaks to the role of media in 
distributing information across the public sphere. But the printing press 
is no longer the dominant vehicle for the transmission of information 
through which citizens can process truth claims to derive their opinions. 
Social media in all of it forms has allowed for the further democratization 
of information sharing. The World Wide Web was established based on 
liberal democratic principles, largely constructed without censor and central 
conduits through which information and official knowledge is to be shared. 
The ubiquity of these information channels has led to a major challenge 
to the truthfulness standard of democracy. Reflecting the challenges of 
the present age, contemporary political philosophers have considered these 
challenges, asking, how to develop a public sphere in which citizens can 
tell the difference between warranted public option and manufactured 
policy narratives? And how can citizens turn what they know to be true 
into something politically significant, acknowledge what they know, and 
draw the appropriate political consequences? (Zerilli, 2012, p. 58).

That truth requires “publicity” has been an assertion advanced by 
Socrates, Kant, and Arendt, and Habermas (Zerilli, 2012, p. 68), and has 
become associated with liberal democracies, particularly in considerations 
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of “deliberative” democracy (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004). When truth 
claims are validated through the crucible of public scrutiny- whether it 
be through the pages of peer reviewed scientific journals, the opinion 
pages of news media, or the community forums of the internet- they have 
been elevated to levels of integration into the decision making criteria of 
policy makers.

To adhere to a liberal democratic standard of truthfulness, public spheres 
need to be intentionally constructed to stimulate the exchange of ideas, par-
ticularly ideas that are anchored in the pursuit of reason and science. And 
the pursuit of open and free exchange can still be structured in such a way 
as to affirm an assertion laid out by Arendt in her classic essay on Politics 
and Truth, that “it is not the truth that sets you free… rather, a love and 
practice of freedom [that] saves truth…” (as quoted in Zerilli, 2012, p. 71).

The public sphere, even in these contemporary times, is the only space 
to air “reasons” for the making of truth claims. This premise serves as 
the basis of Habermas’ notion of communicative rationality in relation to 
“perfect speech” situations (1991). In his context of the public sphere, the 
aims of reason-giving are less about discerning “the truth,” as it is to 
fashion “publicly acceptable” views of truth claims (Zerilli, 2012, p. 73), 
a move that also aligns closely with John Rawl’s sense of “reasonableness” 
(1995) and John Dewey’s notion of “warranted assertability” (1988). And 
here we are reminded of the relation between truth claims and opinion, 
and the pragmatic role that truth plays as the “grit” of political opinion 
formation. The public spheres of liberal democracies need to be committed 
to making facts publicly acceptable. This leads to a conscious pursuit to, 
“make the truth of a fact meaningful in a politically significant way” 
(Zerilli, 2012, p. 73).

Truth claims can be made meaningful in politically significant ways 
through efforts of authentic public engagement (King et  al., 1998), open 
government platforms, and through civic education. Public and open 
participation between ordinary citizens, public leaders, and even members 
of the scientific community reduce the information asymmetry between 
them (Yang, 2008, p. 86). This type of ideal participation by no means 
leads to conflict-free agreements. However, it is possible that “good faith 
controversies” prevail over “cynical struggles over power” in the daily 
operations of democratic institutions like courts and public bureaucracies 
of high functioning liberal democracies (Post, 2012, p. 78). Efforts must 
be made to protect the integrity of public spheres where such practices 
persist, and work to provide for more intentional deliberation over truth 
claims to unfold in those public spheres where few clear means of doing 
so persist. This is a challenge that is particularly relevant in regards to 
the many platforms of social media.
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Public spheres including in-person forums and online social media 
platforms should be places where the democratic tradition of creating 
“spaces of reason” is created. The practices of reason-giving will need to 
be practical in nature, and be understood as being among autonomous 
agents who are, as Lynch notes, worthy of equal respect. While the pro-
cesses shaping a reinterpreted public sphere will include opportunity to 
engage in processes, “of giving and asking for reasons for what we ought 
to believe.” Echoing pragmatism, and most particularly Jane Addams and 
Dewey, the methods of reason-giving must be themselves democratic in 
character (Lynch, 2012, p. 124), meaning they are forged through a cru-
cible of public scrutiny in a manner that is not short-circuited by algo-
rithms designed to maximize views, clicks, or likes, and merely attract 
one’s attention.

The shape of a contemporary ideal public sphere we speak of here may 
still best be understood as the Greek’s first understood it, as “the polis,” 
and the space for people to deliberate and fashion a civilization together 
(Stone, 2012). The polis is a complex adaptive system through which 
interest groups self-organize, and, when it operates based on some level 
of truthfulness standards, allows for the emergence of a “reasoned con-
sensus” (Rawls, 1995). Here we can point to the extensive literature and 
some active experimentations of “deliberative democracy,” as advanced by 
contemporary political philosophers such as Amy Gutmann and Dennis 
Thompson (2004), and in the experimentation in deliberative democracy 
advanced by such organizations as the Kettering Foundation, and in the 
prevailing public administration literature pertaining to public participation 
(Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). In these contexts, deliberative democratic 
practices take on both a moral and a procedural dimension.

More extensive examination of the role of public administrators, partic-
ularly at the local levels at which some level of authentic citizen deliberation 
is possible (think New England-style town meetings) in advancing deliber-
ative practices is needed. Certainly, the vast literature on public participation 
across the public administration literature provides opportunity to investigate 
the ways in which new public spheres can be created to bring “publicity” 
to truth claims, and serve as vehicles for open, honest, and civil exchanges 
of ideas and opinions. And while more small-scale experimentation is called 
for, for liberal democracies to reestablish some basis of a truthfulness stan-
dard, and wrestle contemporary political discourses from postmodernist 
politicians, new social media platforms that are governed by clear, compel-
ling, and transparent standards of democratic deliberation are needed. The 
possibility of the widespread development and use of a “Facebook for solu-
tions” derived through virtual social contracts between users should be 
considered (Coleman et  al., 2017). Such efforts will need to rely on public 
leadership to be envisioned and enacted at scale.
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Truth and public leadership

The division of labor is essential for the functioning of any complex society 
(Durkheim, 2018) including liberal democracies. We rely on any number 
of experts in our private lives (think grocer, plumber, doctor, lawyer, etc.), 
and the same is true in politics and governance. Early philosophers of 
democratic republics considered the need for the new form of government 
to be led by elected representatives. Two main schools of thought relative 
to democratic representation prevail, that of representatives as delegates of 
citizen preferences and sentiment, and that of trustees, in which citizens 
select representatives and expect them to in turn rely on their own judg-
ments (Dovi, 2018). Arguably, modern democratic representation encom-
passes some combination of both features. Regardless, elected officials are 
the products of the division of labor of democratic societies, whether their 
specialization lies in representing public sentiment or rendering their 
expert judgment.

While the roles of elected officials are a critical feature of the division 
of labor of democracies, citizens also employ a wide array of professionals 
to run their governments- from generalist public administrators to spe-
cialist judges, engineers, medical doctors, economists, etc. The public 
leaders of democratic institutions, therefore, include elected and appointed 
political officials and career civil servants operating across all levels of 
government jurisdiction. “Hired” public servants operate in public bureau-
cracies (both big and small) that are structured in some hierarchical 
fashion, with some measure of formal accountability directed toward elected 
representatives. Despite the command-and-control characteristics of such 
bureaucracies, the ability of individual career public servants to rely upon 
their own judgments- be they at the strategic, tactical, or operational 
levels- serve as necessary features of “getting things done” (Maynard-Moody 
& Musheno, 2022). These career public servants often have to adhere to 
constitutional obligations, professional codes of ethics and regime values 
(Rohr, 1989). Those hired to run the governments of liberal democracies 
clearly constitute a profession that is a necessary extension of the division 
of labor of liberal democracies.

Public leaders, whether elected representatives serving as trustees or 
delegates of the people, or those public servants hired to work within and 
run government, should be expected to draw on truth claims when ren-
dering judgments, truth claims that are triggered by the expectation to 
“give reasonable reasons.” Fulfilling this obligation may be understood as 
the virtue of the political trust that must persist between citizens and 
their public servants, whether they are elected, appointed, or hired 
(Blind, 2007).
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One way to see the truthfulness standard as being honored by public 
leaders in democratic societies lies in the practice of honest reporting. 
Applying this version of the truthfulness standard to the performance 
management systems of democratic institutions, Kaifeng Yang asserts that 
public leader have an obligation to, “purposefully report performance 
results to stakeholders truthfully, responsibly, and in a timely manner” 
(Yang, 2008, p. 82). Such reporting done by public leaders, public auditors, 
and professional journalists gets conveyed through the media of the pub-
lic sphere.

A second way that truth and public leadership are aligned may be found 
in the pursuit of transparency, considered one of the key regime values 
of public administration (Piotrowski, 2014). Authentically transparent pub-
lic leaders demonstrate a respect for citizens, their ability to process infor-
mation, and their ability to determine the extent to which credible reasons 
have been given to guide policy making and government actions.3 
Transparency requires that information is clear and made readily accessible 
(Gutmann & Thompson, 2004, p. 4), and subject to scrutiny, open to 
detection of inaccuracies, display of half-truths, or outright errors (Galston, 
2012, p. 139).4 Interestingly, recent studies of transparency of government 
operations and citizen trust in those government operations have rendered 
mixed findings regarding a link between trust and transparency 
(Grimmelikhuijsen, 2012). Greater attention to the construction of per-
formance managements systems may be needed, a point we turn to in 
the next section.

A third feature of truth and public leadership lies in the need for public 
leaders to balance and/or synthesize truth claims and public opinion. 
Efforts should be made to avoid conflating truth claims with opinion 
(Arendt, 2005, p. 304), as in cases when conjecture or anecdotes are rou-
tinely used to justify policy decisions and actions, or when outright false-
hoods are advanced in the spirit of “directional correctness.” If the 
correspondence theory of truth claims is to continue to be honored, public 
leaders should avoid suppressing, censoring, or altering research that 
reflects best scientific practices when they are at odds with the policy 
goals (Kitrosser, 2018, p. 1544).

The tensions between truth claims that are meted out through scientific 
peer review, honest reporting, and performance management, and the 
public opinion that is shaped through the crucible of public debate and 
more recently social media algorithms, shape how public problems and 
policy solutions are evaluated, selected, implemented, and justified. Elected 
officials, courts, and public administrators as agents of democratic insti-
tutions need to mediate the terrain between the types of certainties that 
are inherent to truth claims and the validity of public opinion and do so 
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with a clear set of “regime values” (Rohr, 1989) that form the foundation 
of professional public administration ethics.

Public leadership operating within the bounds of traditional democratic 
standards of accountability are beholden to the efficacy and ethicality of 
the professional discretion standards of public leaders, be they elected, 
appointed, or career public servants. Such standards are often codified 
into a set of code of ethics, oaths of office, and the practices of honest 
reporting, transparency, and in the obligation to balance and synthesize 
truth claims and public opinion. For professionals taking on leadership 
roles within democratic institutions this professional code necessarily 
extends to upholding liberal constitutional laws and obligations 
(Newbold, 2011).

Current transgressions of truthfulness standard of liberal democracy are 
calling into question the nature of “neutral competence” and the estab-
lishment of a clear line of demarcation between politics and administration 
that has long been a staple of public administration. How then, can or 
should career public servants who are faced with adhering to decisions 
made based on the perpetuation of falsehoods, half-truths, or denial of 
credible evidence respond? This question leads to considerations of the 
“ethics of dissent” (O’Leary, 2019) and the countless instances when career 
public servants, in particular, voice dissent or objection, intentionally 
subvert the will of elected officials, or serve as whistleblowers revealing 
instances of corruption, organized lying, or subversion of constitutional 
obligations. As Robert Dahl noted, “To govern a state requires more than 
knowledge. It also requires incorruptibility, a firm resistance to all the 
enormous temptations of power, a continuing and inflexible dedication to 
the public good rather than benefits for oneself or one’s group” (Dahl, 
2000, p. 73). Contemporary public leaders, particularly career public ser-
vants must learn to navigate the gap between politicians who peddle in 
organized lying, half-truths, narratives of “directional correctness,” and 
their deeper obligation to serve the public interest. Career civil servants 
can rely on systems of performance management and monitoring to pro-
vide one important avenue to stem the transgression of truth claims.

Truth and performance

At the intersection of the public sphere that should be understood as a 
free and open space for the confluence of truth claims and opinion, and 
public leaders adhering to professional standards of truthfulness lies the 
existence of institutionalized performance management systems and prac-
tices that are the vehicles through which honest reporting and transparency 
are operationalized (Poister, 2003; Moynihan, 2008; Radin, 2006). These 
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systems provide a critical avenue for demonstrating how a truthful ren-
dering of governance performance adds public value.

The core assumption driving performance management systems is that 
public trust in democratic governments is predicated on the demonstration 
of performance. Performance management in its ideal form can be valued 
as attempts to render honest reporting of truth claims about government 
successes and failures (Lynn et  al., 2000), as key features of political and 
public accountability, as a means for allocating resources (Moynihan, 2008, 
p. 10), and as a means for building public trust in the operations of liberal 
democratic institutions (Van Ryzin & Lavena, 2013, p. 89; Han & 
Tang, 2022).

The origins of performance management systems may be found in the 
scientific management movement of the progressive era of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Performance management is applied 
across many, if not all facets, of government operations of democratic 
societies, including: monitoring and reporting; strategic planning; budgeting 
and financial management; program management; program evaluation; 
quality improvement; contract management; external benchmarking; and 
more generally in communication with the public (Poister 2003, pp. 9–15). 
Performance management systems can provide the reasons or logic of 
government outputs and outcomes, implying a correspondence theory 
between causes and effects that is commonly found in “logic model” lay-
outs of performance (Radin, 2006, p. 191). When operated effectively, 
performance management systems can provide a means by which critical 
policy actors, “engage in coding, interpreting and refining information 
from the external environment and internal stakeholders into a series of 
information categories such as strategic goals, objectives, performance 
measures, and targets” (Moynihan, 2008, p. 6). In their ideal forms per-
formance management systems foster active inquiry and discussion into 
government operations, what Donald Moynihan calls “dialogue routines” 
(Moynihan, 2008, p. 110). In other words, performance management sys-
tems and the data and analysis they produce can provide the “grit” (truth 
claims) to support the formation of public opinions about democratic 
institutions.

While the advancement of performance management and measurement 
is admirable and justifiable as a key application of liberal democracy’s 
truthfulness standards, are these systems doing enough to demonstrate 
the efficacy of government services in the lives of ordinary citizens? How 
might the truth of effective government performance be authentically 
linked to the improvement of the lives of citizens? While performance 
management systems should accurately report on instances of government 
failures, do they do enough to document government successes? And when 
organized lying is being employed by elected politicians and political 
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pundits to undermine the integrity of liberal democratic institutions, do 
performance management systems provide sufficient documentation on 
which to build counter narratives based on truth claims?

Renewed approaches to performance management systems should inte-
grate a deeper level of awareness of the need to derive narratives of 
performance that demonstrate to citizens the ways in which their govern-
ments are working for them. They need to not only include the presen-
tation of data, dutifully collected and analyzed using scientific methods, 
but of stronger metanarratives regarding the purposes and legitimate roles 
of the governments of liberal democracies in bettering the lives of ordinary 
citizens. And in so doing, they need to also humanize the work of dem-
ocratic institutions, and most importantly, the people who are employed 
to carry out the people’s business. In other words, while attention to 
developing and maintaining performance management systems as tools of 
public accountability is needed, so to lies the need to construct authentic 
narratives of government performance that demonstrate the real value of 
democratic institutions.

The promulgation of performance management systems has failed to 
outpace the postmodern narratives that draw on falsehoods, half-truths, 
and appeals to “directional correctness” that are undermining the credibility 
of democratic institutions. To adapt to these postmodern times, more 
focus is needed to advance the production of narrative emanating from 
scientifically anchored performance management systems of liberal democ-
racies that give honest reporting of both performance successes and fail-
ures. We cannot assume that efforts to publicize and demonstrate 
government performance is enough. The power of postmodernity lies, in 
part, on its appeals to narratives that evoke affective responses. The role 
of feelings and emotions in relation to accountability needs to be taken 
into consideration (Overman & Schillemans, 2022).

Conclusion

The relationship between truth and public accountability of democratic 
societies can be boiled down to one simple premise: that it is important 
to seek out and to tell the truth in most instances when matters of public 
interest are considered. This assertion is woven into the fabric of tradi-
tional democratic accountability standards. Not only may we look upon 
truthfulness as a virtue unto itself, but we should consider it as a means 
to other ends. These ends include the imperative to respect the abilities 
of citizens to be able to grasp “hard truths,” and to respect their autonomy 
to use truth claims as the grit of their opinion formation.

The importance of having a well-informed citizenry has been, after all, 
a central feature of democratic governance since at least the penning of 
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the “self-evident” claims of Declaration of Independence of the United 
States in 1776. Truthfulness is critical to determining when individual 
rights have been violated or harms done. Truthfulness of reporting between 
branches of government serves as a critical feature of democracy’s check 
authority standard. Truthfulness in reporting is key to engendering trust 
in government and the advancement of institutional forbearance or restrain 
toward democratic institutions. And, truthfulness is and must continue to 
be an integral feature of the professional practices and discretion of public 
leaders and the performance management systems they design, implement, 
and rely upon (Koliba, 2025).

The transgression of the truthfulness standard of traditional democracies 
is evidenced by the, “systemic or habitual conflating of truth claims with 
opinion, the active suppression of ‘hard’ truths emanating from scientific 
discovery, and/or the intentional perpetuation of falsehoods” (Koliba, 2025, 
p. 26). As of the writing of this essay it is undeniable that the intentional 
obfuscation of objective facts and the use of falsehoods has been used to 
manipulate public opinion in liberal democracies like the United States. 
And while we can and should point fingers at those public leaders who 
rely on these methods to gain political power, their grip and influence on 
the populace needs to be understood in the context of the standards that 
have been established for the government of liberal democracies. The rise 
of illiberal populist movements have gained followers based in the per-
petuation of a “politics of the low” (Ostiguy, 2017, p. 76), premised on 
the overturning of political norms, doctrines and those elites responsible 
for brokering in truth claims.

While one may be inclined to “simply” assert that the current sense of 
collective apathy toward the truth and the inherent collective relativism 
that comes with it is the result of a few public leaders “leading the public 
astray,” we have asserted that the challenges to the truthfulness standard 
of liberal democracies run much deeper. The threat lies not merely in the 
actions of a handful of people, but at a deeper crisis of modernity, of 
science, and of the capacity of liberal democracies to survive and dare we 
suggest thrive in an era of rapid technological and environmental change.

The present crisis relative to truth and democratic accountability suggests 
that we cannot simply take the act of “telling the truth” for granted. Public 
accountability scholars must more explicitly integrate considerations of 
truth and its surrogates (evidence, reason, and logic) into their theoretical 
and empirical assessments of public accountability, particularly in the 
context of democratic jurisdictions. Studies of public accountability also 
need to evaluate the standards upon which individuals render accounts, 
and not assume that scientifically derived truth claims will hold sway. As 
Siors Overman and Thomas Schillemans have found, account holders 
generally need to possess a sense of “felt” accountability found in appeals 
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to sense perception, esthetic, and ethical truth claims as much as ratio-
nally-derived ones (2022), and that these felt accountabilities are will vary 
drastically by context and actor configurations (Overman et  al., 2025). 
Behavioral and social psychology science applications need to integrate 
the type of political philosophical considerations of democratic societies 
raised in this essay, and advance theories of cognition and affective rea-
soning for the democratically-ordered political sphere that elevates appeals 
to reason and evidence-based decision making. Efforts to consider appeals 
to higher order metastandards of political order that are felt by account 
givers and holders, including appeals to truthfulness, are needed.

Additionally, standards regarding truth claims in the uses of artificial 
intelligence (AI) will need to be developed if liberal democracies are to 
successfully integrate AI tools and features into their operations. The oppor-
tunities to shift administrative discretion from humans to embedded AI 
systems are already being realized (Engstrom et  al., 2020), and the public 
accountability systems in place to monitor and shape them are woefully 
underprepared to meet the challenges arising from algorithmic governance 
(Yuan & Chen, 2025). The introduction of AI systems is leading to calls 
for strong regulations concerning privacy, data integrity, bias, and fairness, 
leading to the need for public leaders, including public administrators, to 
quickly grasp to scale and scope, and ultimately the quality of the truth 
claims generated by AI systems (Koliba & Spett, 2023). While AI systems 
have the potential to improve the accuracy and efficiency of administrative 
discretion, they are only as good as the quality of the data inputted into 
them and the integrity of the analytical assumptions used to shape algo-
rithms and AI embedded systems. In other words, AI tools and systems 
are also prone to the challenges posed by postmodernity and public leaders 
willing to leverage falsehoods and organized lying to advance their political 
aims. Concepts such as data sovereignty, data transparency, AI fairness, and 
the like will be critical to ensuring that truth claims are an integral part of 
the public accountability standards of liberal democracies.

The social contract of liberal democracies is threatened when the basis 
for correspondence between observation of phenomena and facts is under-
mined by postmodern logic endorsed by political operatives, most recently 
emanating from right-wing populist leaders. This essay is being published 
during a time when appeals to truth claims in the public sphere are 
actively contested and countered, often intentionally, with falsehoods or 
conspiracy theories, or in the very least, as active undermining of the 
institutions of science and reason that have undergirded social, economic, 
and technological progress. The rules of democracy used to imply that a 
politician or other public official was expected to tell the truth, to honor 
appeals to reason, and to draw on evidence to make decisions. And as 
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we have noted, appeals to truth claims serve as the cornerstone of effective 
and legitimate public accountability regimes of democratic societies. Appeals 
to the correspondence theory of truth, that truth claims are to be aligned 
with some observed phenomena, and that the correspondence between an 
objective reality and our acts of observation hold are being undermined 
by the prevalence of postmodernist decentering of truth and by inference 
of reality, contributing to democratic backsliding. One wonders how long 
any democratic society can hold on in the face of such a movement.

Notes

	 1.	 It is important here to distinguish between postmodernity’s claims of radical subjec-
tivity and the inductive reasoning of science. The act of inductive reasoning is 
carried out through the filters of observation commonly associated with qualitative 
methods, those instruments of science used to observe and measure the world. And 
in much the same manner that telescopes, microscopes, calipers, and spectrometers 
are used to take measure of the physical universe, human beings themselves can 
and do serve as the instruments of observation, some of which carried out with a 
level of rigor and methods that meets the standards of science (Patton, 2014). Meth-
ods for conducting inductive science include the training of the human observer as 
an instrument of observation and through the construction of research protocols, 
and at times subject to intercoder reliability.

	 2.	 Social construction, however, need not imply the extreme view of radical subjectivity and 
the inherent uncertainties inherent to them. And here we note the difference between 
science’s appreciation of social construction and the de-constructionist agenda of post-
modernity. The idea of social construction as a core construct of science has its roots 
in classical sociology and first advanced by Emile Durkheim’s observations of “social 
facts” (Durkheim, 1885). The subsequent field of the “sociology of knowledge,” was 
perhaps best captured by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann. Those applying the 
sociology of knowledge approach study how humans construct knowledge, including 
“whatever passes for ‘knowledge’ in a society.” The key to the sociological view of 
knowledge construction centers on the use of knowledge and knowledge systems to give 
shape to how “a taken-for-granted ‘reality’ congeals for the man in the street” (Berger 
& Luckmann, 1991, p.14). Habermas referred to these knowledge systems as lifeworlds. 
Phenomenologists like Alfred Shutz referred to them as “recipes of knowledge.” .

When these knowledge systems are filtered through the lens of individuals, their con-
structions of reality should be taken at face value, not in absolutist terms ascribed 
to by radical relativists, but as objects of observation. Berger and Luckmann’s notion 
of social construction is rooted in the scientific method, as are all “interpretivist,” 
“naturalistic,” and qualitative researchers of social science (Patton, 2014). These 
methods are undertaken to claim a simple fact: that individual human beings con-
struct their own version and shared versions of “reality” and that this ability is 
woven into the ability of human beings to possess consciousnesses.

	 3.	 Writing about this trust and respect bond, Lynch observes that, “Where we don’t give 
reasons for our beliefs, or where we use methods for producing reasons that are 
secretive and isolated, the province of only the few, we risk not only incoherence; 
we risk falling out of democratic space altogether” (Lynch, 2012, p. 124).
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	 4.	 It is widely recognized that there are legitimate reasons for secrecy or failing to divulge 
the truth among public leaders. Protecting personal privacy and ensuring national 
security may be two such reasons.
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