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Reason, Truth, and Democracy:  Pope Benedict on Public Life 
By Kimberly Shankman 

Benedictine College 

 

It is an honor and a pleasure to have the opportunity to talk with you tonight.  I would 

like to share some thoughts I have about how Pope Benedict XVI can guide us as we approach 

this upcoming election, but also as we contribute to building our civic life in more ordinary, 

ongoing aspects of citizenship.   

 I’m going to start with a couple of political paradoxes.  In order not to get partisanship 

involved, I’m going to reach back into what must seem like the distant past; the Republican 

primary season of 2008, and then-Arkansas Governor Mike Huckabee’s turn-around on the 

Americans for Tax Reform’s “no tax raise” pledge.  Taking this pledge has become almost a 

ritual for Republican politicians, because this conservative watch-dog group monitors 

Republican candidates and applies relentless pressure to those who do not sign it.  Despite this, 

for several years, Governor Huckabee had publicly disdained this type of candidate pledge.  He 

argued that pledging to never raise taxes was imprudent, even dangerous (because if adhered to, 

this pledge would leave a leader with very few options to respond to unforeseen needs or to 

emergency situations).  Now, Governor Huckabee is by all accounts a man of integrity, yet, 

shortly after launching his presidential campaign, he himself agreed to sign the ATR pledge. 

 Of course this kind of thing happens in both political parties.  Advocacy groups extract 

commitments from candidates in exchange for their support; candidates realize that they need 

this support in order to effectively compete for their party’s nomination, and so they tend to 

move away from the purity of their positions to endorse the pet causes of many organizations.  It 

seems, then, that at least among political leaders, there can certainly be a a temptation, at the 

very least, to shade or trim the truth to make your positions more acceptable to a broader range 

of people. 

 On the other hand, let’s consider a different kind of example drawn from contemporary 

democratic politics. In her book Everything You Think You Know About Politics and Why You’re 

Wrong  Kathleen Hall Jamieson, perhaps the premier scholar of contemporary electoral 

campaigns, points out an interesting paradox in our electoral system.  Americans are regularly 

asked if they believe that political leaders keep the promises they make to get elected.  Just as 

regularly, they say no, they don’t.  When she started researching this, about 25 years ago, 2/3’s 
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of Americans said that politicians “seldom” or “never” keep the promises they made to get 

elected; now it’s up to over 90%.  Yet, just as regularly, both political scientists and journalists 

track and publish “scorecards” of how presidents and members of congress do regarding their 

promises.  Of course, neither presidents nor individual legislators can always do what they want 

to.  Yet, perhaps surprisingly, all the presidents since Jimmy Carter, have consistently kept 

between 75 and 80% of their promises, and attempted to keep over 90%.  Political scientists 

tracking the promise-completion of  individual members of congress have shown similar results. 

 Thus, we have a very strange situation.  On the one hand, candidates make promises to do 

things they don’t really believe in to get people to vote for them, while on the other hand people 

vote for them, presumably at least in part on the basis of these promises, which they don’t 

actually expect them to keep.  But, the politicians do keep these promises—which, remember, 

they don’t actually think are such great ideas—and yet the people still don’t believe that they will 

do what they say.   

Now, how can Pope Benedict help us understand this?  As the spiritual leader of a 

worldwide church, of course the pope does not involve himself directly in American electoral 

politics.  Although the church’s teachings are clear, and clearly articulated, on a number of 

fundamental, foundational issues—the sanctity of life, the critical importance of religious liberty, 

and the need for economic policies that respect the rights of even the most marginalized 

members of the human family—no one expects the pope to develop position papers or a 

checklist that would tell us who to vote for; still less would we see him coming up with a string 

of “zingers” or weighing in on the relative merits of Big Bird, binders, and bayonets.  As a 

matter of fact, it is precisely when we become aware of the vacuity of our politics, when we 

realize that the increasingly frenetic hurling of highly polished rhetorical flourishes that 

characterizes our campaigns are not the result of personal failings of the candidates, but rather of 

a deeper, more systematic problem with our political life, that the Pope’s message becomes 

especially relevant.  For, as the Pope says in Caritas in Veritate, “the church does not have 

technical solutions to offer and does not claim to interfere in any way in the politics of States. 

She does, however, have a mission of truth to accomplish, in every time and circumstance. . . .” 

(9)  

The Pope’s gift to us, in his encyclicals and other writings, is a clear call to re-examine 

our hidden assumptions about the nature of reason, especially as we apply it to public life.  Pope 
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Benedict may be considered the “epistemological pope”.  What we can know, how we can know, 

and the proper scope of our power of reason are all topics that he addresses over and over again, 

in a variety of contexts.  But for him these topics are not just abstract philosophical questions.  

His speeches, letters, writings and addresses all bespeak an urgent project: not just to define and 

understand the nature of reason, but to recover a broad conception of reason tied to the pursuit of 

truth.  Again and again the pope seeks to remind us all that what we think about what we can 

know is of fundamental importance—not only for pursuing the truth, but for pursuing justice and 

peace, because our idea of reason decisively impacts public life.   

Today, we operate with a narrow, essentially positivistic, scientistic public reason.  It is 

important to realize that this narrowing of reason emerged in response to some very real 

problems; however, in overcoming these problems this attenuated conception of reason has given 

rise to a host of new problems, which we must grapple with.  Pope Benedict’s thought provides 

insight that can help us come to grip with these issues.   

Positivism and scientism were public stances toward reason deliberately adopted by the 

thinkers of the enlightenment, in large part to overcome the very real problems entailed by the 

entanglement of secular and sacred power, especially after the Protestant reformation which 

brought horrendous conflict in the name of moral and religious truth.  The very attempt to make 

universal claims to truth in moral and religious matters in the political realm seemed to be what 

had plunged Europe into decades of violent chaos.  

John Locke is perhaps the most significant enlightenment thinker, and in his thought we 

can see the power of contemporary positivistic relativism. His social contract theory has been 

profoundly influential in America, shaping both our political institutions and our world-view; 

through this he has come to have a significant impact on the rest of the western world.  

Locke believed that the best way to analyze politics was to look to nature—the world as it 

would be without law and government--as a starting place; he concludes that although this state 

of nature might originate as a state of peace and cooperation, it would inevitably devolve to a 

state of war due to conflict over the security of our property.  Hence, the need for government.  

Locke reminds us that it is scarcity that fuels conflict over property rights and hence leads to 

their insecurity in the state of nature.  Because, in Locke's view, each person unambiguously 

owns himself and the labor of his own body,  man has a moral claim to those fruits of nature with 

which he has mixed his labor.  The good news, from Locke's perspective, is that labor also is the 
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origin of value—that the goods of nature are almost useless until they are transformed, through 

human labor, into products that sustain life and provide comfort.  Thus, to avoid conflict and 

increase the common stock of mankind, man must be induced to labor.  A certain level of labor is 

obviously necessary to provide even the basic necessities of life; but if man can be induced to go 

beyond this minimal level, more and better goods will be available, lessening conflict and 

stabilizing society.   

Fear will only provoke man to provide for his necessities.  To go beyond that, it is 

necessary to unleash his acquisitiveness.  Unlimited accumulation should become the goal 

toward which we aim, because if we pursue wealth without limit our labor will provide a surplus 

that will benefit all around us.   

Here Locke asserts that the relentless pursuit of wealth and inflammation of desire is the 

most secure foundation for democratic or republican government.  Of course, there is a corollary 

consequence:  the state must recognize the panoply of possible desire; there is no single 

communal good to be striven for.  Rather, the goal of politics is to secure for each individual the 

right to pursue his own conception of the good life.  Freedom no longer consists in the ability to 

participate in the common discourse about the ends of society; rather it is the untrammeled 

ability to choose our own end, unencumbered by the consequences of the choices of others.   

Therefore, the enlightenment/social contract approach to the nature and origin of politics 

has left us with a conception of politics stripped of common purpose. It’s origins in the desire to 

emulate science as a means of constructing an account of the nature and purpose of human 

society is reinforced by the unleashing of acquisitiveness and steers society to positivism and 

relativism as the dominant epistemic paradigms.   

The consequence of this epistemic shift has made itself felt broadly throughout society.  

Scientific thought, with its goal of theoretical knowledge, is prized as the “true” form of 

knowledge.  All thought about non-material, non-empirically verifiable ideas is considered a less 

rigorous form of thought—it is the realm of subjectivity, where one is free to believe what one 

wishes, because it is understood that there are not rational principles which direct one to choose 

among competing visions of the good; rational principles only allow us to determine the veracity 

of factual propositions.   

As Pope Benedict has described it,  
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 two principles which are crucial for the issue we have raised. First, only 

the kind of certainty resulting from the interplay of mathematical and empirical 

elements can be considered scientific. Anything that would claim to be science 

must be measured against this criterion. Hence the human sciences, such as 

history, psychology, sociology and philosophy, attempt to conform themselves to 

this canon of scientificity. A second point, which is important for our reflections, 

is that by its very nature this method excludes the question of God, making it 

appear an unscientific or pre-scientific question. Consequently, we are faced with 

a reduction of the radius of science and reason, one which needs to be questioned. 

(Benedict XVI, "Faith, Reason, and the University") 

Truth, beauty, wisdom, God, eternal life, the common good—all of these things are 

values, not facts.  They are not based upon reason, but upon something else—some basic 

orientation in character or formation.  You and I may have not only different, but radically 

conflicting, ideas about the meaning and purpose of life.  The proper answer, from this 

perspective, is a shrug—you have your values, I have mine, live and let live.   

However, there is a dark side to this apparently easy-going relativism.  If we cannot have 

a rational discussion about right and wrong, then I cannot hope to persuade you that you are 

wrong.  If we differ on an issue that I believe is truly significant, since these positions are not 

based on reason, but on some quality of heart and will, I can only conclude that there is 

something fundamentally wrong with you if you don’t see things as I do.  I’d like to illustrate 

this point by rehashing a well-known incident.  Lawrence Summers, as president of Harvard 

University, was asked to deliver some remarks discussing the relative scarcity of women in the 

sciences.  He unleashed a firestorm that eventually led to his resignation, by indicating that one 

thing that might explain part of the gender discrepancy among elite scientists could be some 

intrinsic difference in ability.  He advanced this as a hypothesis that was based on evidence 

prepared for conference participants.  The story was widely reported after one of the female 

scientists in attendance, Dr. Nancy Hopkins, told a Boston Globe reporter that she left his session 

because his remarks made her physically ill; she said she had to leave because if she stayed she 

would have “either blacked out or thrown up." In general, he was not assailed with evidence that 

would demonstrate that what he said was false.  Rather, he was castigated for having said 

something offensive.  In other words, the president of the most prestigious university in the 
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country was pushed out of his job because he dared to raise the possibility of an unpopular 

answer to a significant question.  

In the prevailing atmosphere of relativism, the response to a statement we find offensive 

is not the response of Socrates—to engage in an argument until we reach consensus; it is the 

response of Dr. Hopkins—you make me sick; you have no right to occupy a position of prestige 

and influence.  So, even as this option for tolerance is intended to open up the field of value, by 

allowing each person to choose the values they embrace, in practice the result is to radically limit 

the realm of public discourse, because ostracism and isolation—rather than rational 

engagement—are the penalties exacted for presenting a divergent view. The point then is that 

once we have come to see our fundamental beliefs as private and incommensurable, we lose the 

ability for rational engagement, and thus we likewise are more prone to be intolerant of those 

with whom we disagree.  If we disagree in a fundamental matter about which there can be no 

rational resolution, resolution can come only through force or coercion. It is difficult to see what 

can result but mutual mistrust and hatred. 

Of course, on its own terms, the Enlightenment project has been a resounding success. In 

the western world we enjoy a level of prosperity that even John Locke in his wildest vision of the 

power of unleashed acquisitiveness could never have imagined., and the western world is at 

peace with itself; in fact, the idea of a war between the western democracies has become almost 

unthinkable.   

Yet we must ask ourselves if it is time to count the cost for all of this peace and 

prosperity. 

In many of the very countries that have the most to offer, from a material perspective, to 

the next generation, birthrates continue to fall, in some cases to below replacement rates.  

Families are stressed, divorce is increasingly common, and family life itself has an aspect of 

impermanence. Most disturbingly, we look around us and see that, despite the lives of relative 

ease and plenty that await them, young people are committing suicide in record numbers.   

How does this dark side flow from the Enlightenment project?  The twin pillars of 

individualism and materialism that support the philosophy of John Locke have reached their 

logical limits in today’s world.  Locke rejected common ends, and provided the replacement for 

the older longing for civic glory:  the unlimited acquisition of wealth.   



7 

Interestingly, although the unlimited acquisition of wealth requires in one way the 

unleashing of desire, in another way it requires a radical reduction of desire.  The accumulation 

of wealth at the level Locke envisioned requires the creation of a consumer-oriented economy, 

stimulated by marketing. The goal of all marketing is the reduction of a big desire to a small 

desire.  In other words, you long for beauty, love, friendship, wisdom.  It is the job of the 

marketer to convince you that what you really want—the way you will achieve these desires—is 

to purchase a certain brand of shampoo. The “big” desires can’t be satisfied with anything you 

can buy, and so we are trained, day by day throughout our life, to deny that we have them; to 

substitute the little desires that someone can make a profit from.   

Thus we are implicitly and explicitly taught to turn away from community, to deny our 

longings, and to attempt to fill the resulting emptiness by purchasing more and more products.  It 

is perhaps not too surprising that the bonds that hold even the most intimate community (the 

family) together are fraying, and that we feel alone as we face the void within us that the newest 

car, the coolest phone, and the fastest computer can’t possibly fill.  Leo Strauss summed it up 

this way; for Locke, life is “the joyless quest for joy.” 

 Let’s return to our opening enigmas.  Why do politicians promise things they don’t 

believe in and why do people not believe the promises, even after the politicians do their best to 

keep them?  Politicians sign pledges and make promises they don’t really believe in, because 

they fundamentally believe that their positions are not that important.  They see themselves as fit, 

for various reasons—usually experience in executive leadership or unusual empathy for 

underappreciated groups in society—to provide essentially technocratic guidance to the 

government, allowing it more effectively to support the pursuit of prosperity, and perhaps to 

facilitate the more equitable distribution of that prosperity.  While most actual and aspiring 

leaders believe that their fundamental beliefs and principles are important to them personally, 

they do not believe it is incumbent upon them, or even appropriate for them, to attempt to 

persuade their fellow citizens of these beliefs and principles.  Thus, if enough people think it’s 

important for you to sign a pledge that you won’t raise taxes, even though you personally think 

it’s foolish at best, there is no real reason for you not to sign it as a signal that you support this 

group.   

 Similarly, if you believe that politics is almost exclusively about the pursuit and exercise 

of power, of course you will believe that politicians don’t keep their promises.  Social 
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psychologists have shown the powerful effect of ideological filters—that we tend to ignore, 

misunderstand, or discount (often without being aware that we’re doing it) information that 

conflicts with our fundamental approach to understanding the world.  Every promise unfulfilled 

is a powerful reinforcer of the basic idea that there is no moral content to politics and that 

politicians care only about being elected, even if that unfulfilled promise is only one of a 

hundred others that have, indeed, been kept.   

 What Pope Benedict keeps telling us is that we can never break out of this cycle of 

cynicism and increasingly vapid politics without first regaining a fuller, truer, and more robust 

understanding of the human person and human reason.   

  Benedict indicates three areas of particular concern. 

To begin with, modern thought has generally accepted (without much consideration of 

how very radical it is)--and modern practice has radicalized--the conceptualization that the only 

politically relevant actors are the individual and the state.  However,  other forms of association 

exist through which the elemental need —to search for truth in solidarity with others—can be 

fulfilled.   The subsidiary institutions and webs of relationship—primarily family and friendship, 

but also more focused forms of association such as schools, professional associations, trade 

unions and civic societies—provide a mediation between the individual and the state.  Robert 

Putnam’s work, for example, has continued to demonstrate that the stronger the networks that 

attach neighbor to neighbor, citizen to citizen, and friend to friend outside of the formal realm of 

politics, the healthier the polity that those citizens form.   In Caritas in Veritate, Pope Benedict 

calls for reinvigorating the concepts of subsidiarity and solidarity that are so central to Catholic 

social thought.  Today conservatives applaud the call for subsidiarity (because it means removing 

governmental control and regulation), while passively or actively dismissing the call to 

solidarity; liberals, on the other hand, praise the focus on solidarity, while more or less ignoring 

the call for subsidiarity.  This virtual incapacity to see the interconnectedness of these two 

concepts, or to articulate a political program that encompasses both,  is evidence of the extent to 

which we, as a society, have so deeply embraced the dualism of the individual v. the state that 

we can hardly comprehend the relevance of man's social nature.   

The second Enlightenment concept that has limited the horizon of reason in 

contemporary public life is the deeply engrained commitment to the Lockean concept of self-
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ownership, which in our society we have radicalized to the concept of self-creator.  Pope 

Benedict articulated this in Caritas in Veritate: 

"Sometimes modern man is wrongly convinced that he is the sole author of himself, his 

life, and society. . . The conviction that man is self-sufficient and can successfully eliminate the 

evil present in history by his own action alone has led him to confuse happiness and salvation 

with immanent forms of material prosperity and social action.”    

Finally, Pope Benedict has implored us, over and over again, to give up the limitation of 

reason to the empirically verifiable.  The assumption was that this would lead to peace and 

tolerance.  However, as he articulated so powerfully in the Regensburg lecture, this has not been 

the result of our shortened horizon.  By defining talk of man's ends as essentially private and 

arational, and limiting public rational discourse to discourse about means, we have encouraged a 

deracianated religion and a devalued politics.  Religion, in many cases, has retreated to a 

fundamentalism, hostile to culture and immune to dialogue.  Culture has devolved to empty 

gestures designed to shock and subvert, without any clear sense of who is being shocked, what is 

being subverted,  or why.  Increasingly rigid ideological homogeneity is enforced in both the 

camps of religious believers and secular culture-bearers.  Public life is reduced to shrill and 

cynical sloganeering, because power is understood to be the only goal of politics. 

Truth and democracy became sundered in our understanding because of the political 

problems caused by the civic commitment to the quest for truth.  This bought us peace and 

prosperity, but at the price of denying our need for truth, or, more basically, denying human 

nature.  We can reclaim human nature, and keep our peace, and most of our prosperity, by 

reclaiming the essentially communal (although not necessarily political) nature of the search for 

truth.  Pope Benedict has pointed to a path to this end.  We can't solve our problems until we 

reclaim the tools to understand them, and this is the great challenge that Pope Benedict, in his 

speeches and writings, urgently lays before not just Catholics, not just Christians, but all people 

of good will.   

 

 


