CREATING TRUST!
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Abstract: In this essay, we argue that trust is a dynamic emotional
relationship which entails responsibility. Trust is not a social
substance, a medium, or a mysterious entity but rather a set of social
practices, defined by our choices, to trust or not to trust. We discuss
the differences and the relationship between trust and trustworthi-
ness, and we distinguish several different kinds or “levels” of trust,
simple trust, basic trust, “blind” trust, and authentic trust. We then argue
that trust as an emotional practice, can be “willful,” voluntary and a
matter of personal responsibility.

In 1990, soon after the “Velvet Revolution,” Vaclav Havel was elected president
of Czechoslavakia. He pleaded with his people, in an impassioned speech,
“we have to trust one another.” That profound and startling request hit every
level of human interaction and exchange. It was, first of all, deeply personal, an
attempt to collectively fight fifty years of ruthless suppression and exploitation,
resulting in the widespread distrust and paranoia documented in Havel’s own
writings and in the expatriate works of Milan Kundera. It was also a plea to set
in place the preconditions necessary to establish capitalism and free enterprise
in place of the suffocating state-run operations of the past. Havel recognized, as
have most of the enlightened leaders of the world, that trust, not fear, cooperation,
not control are the path to a more prosperous and harmonious society. Of course,
Havel’s speech was a political plea, a plea for the recognition of Havel’s own
presidency and a chance to make things happen. This was not, as we cynically
say, “politics as usual.” But it is the nature of this plea for trust, and the similar
plea that is today resounding throughout the world and the business community
in particular, that we want to understand. How can we create trust, especially
where distrust and even paranoia reign supreme? More to the point of this essay,
how can an appreciation of trust be made an intrinsic part of business ethics?
In our experience, business people feel uncomfortable talking about trust,
except, perhaps, in the most abstract terms of approbation. When the topic of
trust comes up, they heartily nod their approval, but then they nervously turn to
other topics. Executives are talking a great deal about trust these days, perhaps
because they rightly suspect that trust in many corporations seems to be at an
all-time low. A consultant for a major corporation recently gave a lecture on “the
importance of trusting your employees” to several hundred executives of one of
America’s largest corporations. There was an appreciative but stunned silence,
and then one of them—asking for all of them——queried, “But how do we control
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them?” It is a telling question that indicates that they did not understand the
main point of the lecture, that trust is the very opposite of control. Or, perhaps,
they understood well enough, but suffered a lack of nerve when it came time to
think through its implications. We all know the importance of trust, the advan-
tages of trust, and we all know how terrible life can be without it. But creating
trust is taking a risk. Trust entails lack of control, in that some power is trans-
ferred or given up to the person who is trusted. It is leaping from the dark,
claustrophobic fuselage of our ordinary cynicism into what seems like the un-
supported free-fall of dependency. Yet, nothing is more necessary.

Today, there is a danger that trust is being oversold. There is such a thing as
too much trust, and then there is “blind trust,” trust without warrant, foolish
trust. Trust alone will not, as some of our pundits promise, solve the problems
that our society now faces. Thus we think there is good reason to listen to doubt-
ers like Daryl Koehn, who rightly asks, “Should we trust trust?’2 But the urgency
remains on the side of encouraging and understanding trust. There is a lot of
encouraging going on today. What is lacking, we want to suggest, is understand-
ing. The problem is not just lack of an adequate analysis. The problem is an
aggressive misunderstanding of trust that pervades most of our discussions. The
problem is that trust is treated as if it were a “medium” in which human transac-
tions take place, alternatively, as “ground,” as “atmosphere” or, even more
vaguely, as “climate.” Benjamin Barber, for instance, who is one of the early
writers on trust and often appealed to by the current crop of commentators, says
that trust is “the basic stuff or ingredient of social interaction.” But as “stuff” or
“ingredient,” as a “resource” (Fukuyama?), as “medium,” “ground,” “atmosphere”
or “climate,” trust all too easily tends to seem inert, simply “there” or “not there,”
rather than a dynamic aspect of human interaction and human relationships.

Trust is a dynamic aspect of human relationships. It is an ongoing process
that must be initiated, maintained, sometimes restored and continuously authen-
ticated. Trust is not a social substance or a mysterious entity; trust is a social
practice, defined by choices. It is always relational: A trusts B (to do C, D, E).
We can say that A is “trusting,” but by that we mean that he or she has a disposi-
tion to readily trust people. Indeed, the very word “trust” is misleading, insofar
as it seems to point to an entity, a thing, some social “stuff.” Although we will
continue to use the word, it might better be thought of as “trusting,” an activity,
a decision, a transitive verb, not a noun. [Where there is some chance of misun-
derstanding, we will add the parenthetical suffix, “(ing”).] The discussion of
trust is shot through with what French existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre called “bad
faith” (mauvaise foi), the distancing of our own actions and choices and the
refusal to take responsibility for them. The not very subtle message of too much
of the talk about trust today is, “The problem isn’t me/us, it's them,” as if WE are
perfectly willing to trust others—if they are trustworthy, that is, but, unfortu-
nately, they are not or have not proven themselves so.

The misunderstanding of trust takes the form of a dangerous rationalization.
Trust(ing) presupposes trustworthiness. Either one is trustworthy or one is not.
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So trusting takes the form of a kind of knowledge, the recognition (which may,
of course, be fallible) that someone is trustworthy. If one trusts, so the rational-
ization goes, then nothing need be said, and it is much better that nothing be
said. That is the core of our problem. Trust is rendered inarticulate, unpresent-
able. According to this view, to even raise the question, “do you trust me?” or
“Can I trust you?” is to already instigate, not only indicate, distrust.4 If one does
not trust, then nothing much is accomplished by saying so, except, perhaps, as
an insult, a way of escalating an already existing conflict or, perhaps, as a con-
firming test (“If you tell me that I should trust you, then you are doubly a liar.”)
When a politician or a business leader says, “trust me,” he takes a considerable
risk. Those who support him may well wonder why he needs to say that, and
become suspicious. For those who are already suspicious of him, such an intru-
sive imperative confirms their suspicions.’ On the other hand, when someone
says “I trust you,” there is always the possibility of some sense of manipulation,
even the unwanted imposition of a psychological burden, one of whose conse-
quences may be guilt. It is notable that Havel does not say “trust me” or “I trust
you” but “we must trust one another.” The circumstances in which a politician
(or anyone else) would or should say such a thing are worth analyzing, but here
we will only say that the primary reason for talking about trust is not just to
“understand” the concept philosophically but to put the issue of trust “on the
table” in order to be able to talk it through in concrete, practical situations. By
talking through trust, trust can be created, distrust mitigated. Not talking about
trust, on the other hand, can result in continuing distrust. In the Czech Republic,
and in the business climate which that new state is fomenting, we see a set of
circumstances in which people who have been living and working together for
centuries nevertheless do not trust one another, and this lack of trust has so far
proved to be calamitous to their flourishing as a nation and as individuals.

Trust in Philosophy and in Business Ethics

Until very recently, the business ethics literature was almost silent on the
topic of trust. There were the requisite nods to trust, for example, in discussions
of management-employee relations and agency relationshipsé but the nature of
trust went unanalyzed, as if no analysis were needed. Francis Fukuyama’s Trust:
The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity and John Whitney’s The Eco-
nomics of Trust have both attracted considerable attention in the business world.
Each has its virtues, and their central theme—that trust is essential for prosper-
ity and business—is undebatable. But what they fail to do is to say anything
much about trust itself, and they assiduously avoid the red-flag term “ethics.” It
is as if the point of trust is mere efficiency, the elimination of wasteful “transac-
tion costs,” with no moral or ethical implications. Whitney, for example, starts
and essentially ends his analysis with the Random House Dictionary definition
of trust—as if that “official” definition of the word were sufficient to grasp the
complexities and nuances of the phenomenon.” Fukuyama dubiously redescribes
trust as “spontaneous sociability” which is found in some cultures but not in
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others. Perhaps the single most important feature of his book is the subordina-
tion of economics to culture (which is why, we surmise, most economists have
abandoned Fukuyama). But then, against his own insight, Fukuyama turns to an
overly economic analysis of the consequences of trust and distrust. Neverthe-
less, it is the ethics of living in “high-trust” versus ‘low-trust” societies that
forms the real dynamic of the book, which is never given the analysis it requires.

Economic approaches to trust, while well-intended and pointing in the right
direction, are dangerously incomplete and misleading. Trust in business is not
merely a tool for efficiency, although it does, as Nicholas Luhmann argues at
length, have important implications for dealing with complexity and therefore
efficiency.® Moreover, it would hardly be honest to guarantee (as many authors
do these days), that more trust will make business more efficient and improve
the bottom line. Usually, of course, trust has this effect, but there is no necessary
connection between trust and efficiency, and this is neither the aim nor the in-
tention of trust. Indeed, trust as a mere efficiency-booster may be a paradigm of
inauthentic or phony trust, trust that is merely a manipulative tool, a facade of
trust that, over the long run, increases distrust, and for good reason. Employees
can usually tell when the “empowerment” they receive like a gift is actually a
noose with which to hang themselves, a setup for blame for situations which
they cannot really control. Managers know what it is like when they are awarded
more responsibility (“I trust you to take care of that”) without the requisite au-
thority. Like many virtues, trust is most virtuous when it is pursued for its own
sake, even if there is benefit or advantage in view. To think of trust as a business
tool, as a mere means, as a lubricant to make an operation more efficient, is to
not understand trust at all. Trust is, first of all, a central concept of ethics. And
because of that, it turns out to be a valuable tool in business as well.

In general, philosophers have been prodded to talk about trust only recently
and reluctantly.? Trust is not just another abstraction or “contested concept”10
but a rich, “thick” social and ethical phenomenon. Not surprisingly, philoso-
phers all-too-often tend to interpret trust as a phenomenon of belief, and thus in
terms of one more gquestion about justification, but trust is not primarily about
belief (although clearly it may involve any number of beliefs), nor does it readily
invite anything like the usual evidential grounds for justification (which is not
to say that trustworthiness, which is usually the basis for trust, does not require
evidence). Trust is first of all an attitude, a feeling, an emotion, an affect, topics
which make many philosophers uncomfortable. And justifying an attitude in-
volves a different logic and different kinds of evidence than the justification of
belief. Moreover, trust is not a single attitude.

In one of the most prestigious philosophy journals, three distinguished
ethicists—Karen Jones, Russell Hardin, Lawrence C. Becker!! have taken on
the phenomenon of trust full-tilt and attempted to remedy some of these short-
comings. Briefly, Jones and Becker analyse trust as an “affective attitude of
optimism” and “non-cognitive security” respectively, while Hardin focuses in-
stead on the “devices for commitment” which, he claims, make trustworthiness
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possible. (Trust is treated as an individual’s attitude or a set of subjective prob-
abilities.!2) Much of what they say is of considerable merit, but, perhaps, nothing
they say is as important as the very existence of the symposium itself, which
signifies the emergence of trust as a full-blooded philosophical topic.

Within the realm of ethics, trust fits best not into the framework of duties and
obligations nor into the familiar calculations of utility and efficiency but into
that relatively new (but also very old) form of ethics now known as “virtue
ethics.”!? So much of ethics, over the past two centuries, has been wedded to
theory, and, in particular, theories about rational principles and decision-proce-
dures for action that the kinds of considerations that would bring trust to the fore
have been systematically slighted. Trust, we argue, is primarily about relation-
ships. Of course, one can and does “trust x to do y” but rarely does such trust
make sense outside of some larger frame of trust and trustworthiness and a con-
text which includes the history and nature of the relationship between the people,
including their roles vis-a-vis one another. Annette Baier insightfully describes
the range of activities that fall within the range of appropriate trust, for example,
of a baby-sitter, a friend, a colleague. Under normal circumstances, for example,
one trusts a baby-sitter to take care of the baby but not to perform emergency
surgery, to straighten up the house, perhaps, but not undertake the installation of
a new plumbing system. Thus trust depends on the role and the relationship as
well as the particularities of the context. One could trust people, “on principle,”
we suppose, but this would be an odd and much-qualified principle, to be sure,
and certainly not the sort of rational principle that philosophers usually talk about
under the rubric of ethics.

Trust—both trusting and being trustworthy—has a good deal to do with
character—which is why it is so suited to virtue-ethical discussion. Trustworthi-
ness is obviously a virtue, indeed, so obviously so that some of the leading virtue
ethicists—Aristotle, in particular, do not bother to speak of it. (It is presupposed,
one assumes, in the character of the good person.) But it is not just the character
of individuals that is in question here but the character of relationships and insti-
tutions. Trust(ing) is more controversial, and here it is particularly important to
clarify the distinction and the relationship between trust and trustworthiness,
both of which are usually subsumed under the heading of “trust.” These form an
obvious complementary pair. In the ideal case, one trusts someone because she
is trustworthy, and one’s trustworthiness inspires trust. But “trust as a virtue” is
too often understood in terms of trustworthiness as a virtue.!4 To be sure, trust-
worthiness is a virtue,—the compound virtue of being dependable, capable,
responsive and responsible, but trust(ing) is a virtue of a different sort, and one
not limited to cases of trustworthiness. One can and sometimes must or should
trust someone who is untrustworthy or untried. Trust(ing) is a virtue both be-
cause it is often useful and necessary (and thus utilitarian), and because it opens
up possibilities in a relationship (and for its members) which would be impos-
sible without it. Inability to trust, in a situation in which trust is appropriate or
necessary, is a moral defect.!5 Inability or refusal to trust does not viclate any
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ethical principle, and it is not primarily concerned with the consequences of
action, although one can argue that the consequence of not trusting, in general,
are devastating.1¢ Nevertheless, trust can and should be considered an admi-
rable, occasionally courageous but most often simply amiable and agreeable thing
to do. A person incapable of trust is a person who is something less than fully
human, less than fully socialized, less than fully a member of society. Trust, that
is, trusting, is a neglected human virtue, indeed, a “non-relative” virtue, one that
is essential to all forms of society regardless (more or less) of the particular
culture. (Thus Fukuyama distinguishes between “high trust” and “low trust” so-
cieties as a matter of degree, not kind. Without some degree of trust, there would
be no society at all.!?)

In a relationship, trust and trustworthiness are typically to be found on “both
sides,” that is, as complements. To say that someone is trustworthy is to say that
he is “worthy of trust,” and to trust someone is to act as if he or she is trustwor-
thy. But, again, trust is not limited to cases of trustworthiness, and one sometimes
must trust someone who is untrustworthy. Most trust relationships are bidirec-
tional, however. That is, the person trusted typically trusts the trustor in certain
ways as well. An employer trusts his or her employee but is trusted (for ex-
ample, to pay the promised salary) as well. Thus cynics might say that trust is
based on a balance of power, or rather, on a balance of vulnerabilities and threats.
But it should not be supposed that because most trust relationships are bidirec-
tional they are therefore symmetrical. Typically, trust and trustworthiness are
role-related and, where the roles are asymmetrical, the trust relationship will be
asymmetrical too. Friendship and marriage may be, for the most part, symmetri-
cal, but employer-employee relationships, in general, are not.

Thus, in business ethics, the specificity of trust and the asymmetry of trust
and trustworthiness is more obvious than it is in many less well-defined rela-
tionships. It is a mistake, however, to move immediately into talk about implicit
coniracts and agreements, just because a business relationship is so well-de-
fined. Business relationships may well follow trusting or partially trusting
relationships, and, in rare cases, they may replace trusting relationships, but we
should not reduce trusting relationships to contractual relationships, no matter
how loosely or “implicitly” we understand the nature of contracts. In business, it
is pretty obvious that trust is always specified, we trust a person or a corporation
to do X at or by time T. But, again, all such specificities imply a more general
trust. A shop-owner trusts a sales assistant to take care of customers, watch the
cash register and take care of sales transactions, but virtually no list (and no
employment contract) could include all of the possibilities such trust encom-
passes. (In return, the employee trusts the shop owner to pay him on time, to not
“set him up,” to not expect more than is reasonable, and so on.) One can list any
number of possible actions encompassed by the trust (including such small prob-
abilities as acting sensibly in case of an armed robbery or protecting fragile
goods near-at-hand in an earthquake), and, no doubt, one could manufacture any
number of “principles” which apply, most of them either impossibly broad and
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vague or casuistic and ad hoc. But what is really going on is a certain kind of
relationship between the shop-owner and the assistant, and its viability depends
on the character of both of them. On the shop-owner’s part, he must be trusting,
if not in general (and who can or should be trusting in general, these days?) then
in the specific context of his business and his employee. Inability to trust, in
addition to being terribly inefficient and time-consuming (enforcement costs,
keeping a watchful eye, re-doing what one has already paid another to do, not to
mention thereby provoking resentment and possibly rebellion, even sabotage)
thus suggests a managerial as well as a moral defect.

On the part of the employee, on the other hand, the primary virtue in question
is trustworthiness. Trustworthiness clearly implies sincerity, first in the sense
that the (perhaps implicit) promises made to the employer are made sincerely.
Second, and derivatively, trustworthiness implies that those promises will be
kept. Traditional ethics would agree that promises (implicit or explicit) lie at the
heart of ethics, of course, but it would be the fulfillment of the promise, not the
making of the promise, that would earn their attention. (How deep Nietzsche’s
query goes, in the second book of his On the Genealogy of Morals, when he
asks, “To breed an animal with the right to make promises—is not this the para-
doxical task that nature has set itself in the case of man? is it not the real problem
regarding man?”!8) Trust and trustworthiness involve sincerity, that ultimate
“bourgeois” virtue that Nietzsche (sometimes) so despised. Trustworthiness vir-
tually never refers to a single instance of trust. It rather refers to something
approaching an objective fact about the person, a product of their past behavior,
their engagement in the situation, the sincerity of their promises and commit-
ments, their competence at the tasks in question. But trust, too, involves not just
probabilities and risks but an attitude that Karen Jones correctly describes as
“optimism,” if not toward the world then at least toward a small temporal and
personal bit of the world.!% In other words, the question of trust bypasses the
field of attention of most traditional ethical theories and goes straight to the
ancient concern for personal character and relationships.

Shifting the focus from principles and actions to character and relationships
allows us to look at how trust actually works. It is obvious that trust is, in one
sense, an everyday, taken-for-granted phenomenon. This is what one might call
the “ontic™ nature of trust, trust as a social and personal practice that is so famil-
iar and so “natural” that it is only in its breach or breakdown that we feel
compelled to look at it or try to understand it, what, following Heidegger, we
might call the “ontology” of trust. The perceived crisis of trust in politics and
business today presents us with just such an occasion. Thus Havel presents trust
as a challenge, as a promise, as something new and as yet untried. And Fukuyama
reminds us that trust is a vital “social resource” and a precondition for economic
prosperity which we may be in danger of depleting. But Fukuyama does not
sufficiently analyze the question, how trust is created (or destroyed). Instead, he
takes trust as a “given” aspect of some cultures, not others. Indeed, in one of the
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most important cases in his study—the enormity of China and Chinese business—
Fukuyama misses the topography of trust altogether.

China and Chinese societies (such as Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore)
have few large corporations and keep business trust mainly within the family, it
is true. But to understand the vitality of Chinese business culture one surely has
to appreciate the global reach of many thousands of intricate extended family
networks, spreading from East Asia to Europe and North and even South America,
including such vibrant economic centers as San Francisco, New York and Van-
couver, Sydney and Auckland. Fukuyama starts out with a limited cultural model
of trust, but trust (both in business and in culture) takes many forms, and
Fukuyama’s model seems not to fit what surely ought to be one of the most
tantalizing cases. This is the price of taking trust as a “given” rather than a dy-
namic aspect of relationships and of a culture.20

We want to take seriously the idea that trust is part and parcel of a social
practice, or, rather, a wide range of social practices, which have particular appli-
cation in business. To insist that we need to understand trust as a social practice
is to say that we have to understand trust not as a “resource” but in terms of
individual and collective activities and their presuppositions and skills. We do
not think of trust as a skill or a practice, but this is a mistake. One learns to trust
by trusting and that is how one gets good at trusting (which includes the knowl-
edge of when not to trust). Trust(ing) is a social skill in much the same sense that
communication, charm and salesmanship are social skills. They take practice
(even if, as is obvious, they presume a “given” temperament—extrovert-introvert,
charming-grumpy, trusting, distrustful). Trust(ing) is thus an existential con-
cern, which is to say not only that it is urgent and important, but that it is first
and foremost a matter of personal responsibility. This is not to deny the impor-
tance of trust in culture and in social life, of course, but it is to emphasize the
fact that trust is, first of all, something that we create for ourselves, and for
which we (individually and collectively) are responsible. Bemoaning the loss of
trust or insisting on the need for trust is one thing: resolving to create or main-
tain that trust is something quite different and much more important. Creating
and maintaining trust requires not silence and taking trust for granted but analy-
sis and self-criticism. Quite the contrary of the “resource” and “medium”
metaphors, trust requires articulation, understanding and continuing interper-
sonal action.

Trust as an Emotional Skill: Simple Trust, Blind Trust, Authentic Trust

To make trust into an economic resource, whether as “capital” or as a com-
modity, is to dehumanize it, to rob it of a good deal of its interpersonal
significance. Our central point, accordingly, is that trust is very much our own
doing, our own way of being. In particular, trust is essential to our emotional
well-being. Distrust breeds disharmony and alienation, and extreme distrust—
paranoia—is a pathology. By way of abbreviation, we might say that trust is
itself an emeotion, or, more accurately, an emotional phenomenon and part of an
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emotional practice. So, too, love and moral indignation are distinctive emotional
practices, shaped by our culture although clearly grounded in our basic biology.
To say that trust is an emotional phenomenon is not to say that its significance is
first of all “felt,” or that it is, like many (but emphatically not all) emotions,
merely transient. Trust, like love and indignation, finds its significance in the
bonds it creates (or, better, in the bonds we create through such emotions), and it
is the very essence of trust, like love (but unlike indignation), that it is enduring.
Nevertheless (as with love) it may be cut short, betrayed, interrupted, and, on
occasion, it may be all too fleeting, usually because it has been foolish. But
trust, like all emotions, is dynamic. It defines our relationships and our relation-
ship—our “being tuned”—to the world. The “being tuned” to the world (German,
Bestimmen) image comes from Martin Heidegger, who talked more about mood
(die Stimmung) than emotion or “affect” (Riihrung, Gefiihl, Affekt).

The importance of understanding emotion as a dynamic embracing of the
world (or some particular piece of it) is essential to our view of emotion in gen-
eral and trust in particular.2! The contrast is the usual passivity picture of emotions
as physiological interruptions of our lives that happen to us. Trust, in particular,
is not something that simply happens, or is found or intuited. It is rather created
through interaction and in the making of relationships. This is not to deny that
there is an innate predisposition to trust, as evidenced so obviously in most ba-
bies, and it is compatible with the fact that trust may (tentatively) be established
very quickly, within the first few minutes, of a relationship. But what this means
is that we will have to be very careful how we talk about trust, careful that we do
not collapse and confuse several very different phenomena.

Part of the problem with trust is that several very different forms of trust are
conflated or confused, not only trust and trustworthiness (which are quite dis-
tinct if typically complementary phenomena), but trust in various forms and
degrees of sophistication and articulation. We can and ought to distinguish simple
trust, naive trust, trust as yet unchallenged, unquestioned (the faith of a well
brought up child), blind trust, which is not actually naive but stubborn, obsti-
nate, possibly even self-deluding, basic trust, which consists in the sense of
physical and emotional security which most of us happily take for granted, which
is most blatantly violated in war and in acts of random violence, and authentic
trust, which is trust reflected upon, its risks and vulnerabilities understood, with
distrust held in balance. (Distrust admits of similar distinctions and levels of
sophistication.) Authentic trust, as opposed to simple trust, does not exclude or
deny distrust but rather accepts it, even embraces it, but transcends it, absorbs it,
overcomes it. With simple trust, one can always be surprised. The reasons for
distrust are not even considered, much less taken seriously.

Authentic trust can be betrayed, of course, but it is a betrayal that was fore-
seen as a possibility. There is no denial or self-deception, as in blind trust. There
is no naivete, as in simple trust. Authentic trust need not be opposed to basic
trust, but when basic trust is violated authentic trust sees clearly what trust re-
mains. Thus we might also distinguish articulate trust, trust articulated as belief.
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It is obvious that there are trusting relationships among animals—and, even more
obvious, between animals and people (notably between pets and their human
caretakers). It is obvious that babies trust their primary caretakers, too. Simple
trust, and much of basic trust too, is trust unarticulated, not “spelled out.” (This
is why Lawrence Becker puts so much emphasis on the “non-cognitive” nature
of trust, but by doing so he all but rules out articulate and therefore authentic
trust from consideration.?2) Once trust is spelled out, all sorts of new possibili-
ties arise. It can be examined. It can be specified. It can be turned into explicit
agreements and contracts. The mistake is to think that such agreements and con-
tracts precede or establish trust. There can, of course, be agreements and contracts
in the absence of trust, typically with elaborate enforcement mechanisms. (This
seems to be Russell Hardin’s cynical paradigm.23) But it is just as much of a
mistake to conflate all trust with articulate trust as it is to conflate all trust with
simple or basic (inarticulate) trust. The emotional life of trusting relationships is
much more intricate and humanly complex than either contracts and cognitive
interactive strategies or “non-cognitive security about motives” would alone allow.

What we are suggesting is that while “trust” might well be used as a blanket
term to cover all of these, trust is best conceived not as a singular phenomenon
but as a fascinating family of phenomena, which may share a certain “optimism”
and a certain vulnerability but, nevertheless, are very different, particularly in
their relation to distrust. If trust is a kind of optimism, as Jones suggests, then
distrust can be seen as a kind of pessimism. It should also be clear that trust and
distrust, while “opposites,” are contraries and not contradictories: one can nei-
ther trust nor distrust but simply remain indifferent, or agnostic, or avoid specific
vulnerabilities altogether. (There is a popular ideology, however, that would cham-
pion the avoidance of interpersonal vulnerabilities altogether, in the name of
total “independence.” We think that this is a myth, and a dangerous one, a patho-
logical extension of what is generally referred to as “individualism.” But whether
or not such independence is desirable, it is rarely possible. One can avoid spe-
cific vulnerabilities most of the time, but one cannot avoid vulnerabilities.) But
trust and distrust are not exclusive either. One can have both at once, and a
denial of this not only contradicts familiar experience but betrays a false and
oversimplified view of emotions.? We can and do have “mixed feelings.” Some-
times, one feeling “triumphs” over another, sometimes not. Sometimes, we can
make one feeling “triumph” over another, sometimes we cannot. In authentic
trust, we do succeed in making our trust dominate our distrust, although this is
not to say that the trust is therefore well-placed. Even authentic trust can be
misplaced, mistaken, or, as in John Le Carré novels, just plain wrong.

Simple trust is a primitive emotional attitude that is devoid of distrust. In-
deed, the absence of distrust is what makes it so “simple.” A baby once dropped,
abused or left alone for an excessive amount of time already loses the simple
trust it is born with. A dog tripped over hastily checks out the tripper to see if he
or she is friend or foe, and if the trip was a kick or other act of malevolence. And
yet, simple trust is often treated in much the same way as what George Santayana
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called “animal faith.”25 Blind trust denies the very possibility of distrust, despite
all of the evidence that this or that person is not to be trusted. Blind trust, there-
fore, has much in common with self-deception, and shares many of the same
problems. In a larger frame, however, we might note that the obstinacy and “blind-
ness” to alternative evidence so characteristic of blind trust is not at all uncommon
in strong emotions in general. Anger, notably, has its own obstinacy and willful
blindness (and this is even before we get anywhere so extreme as in “blind rage.”)
Anger, it can be argued, sets up a kind of courtroom scenario, in which the pros-
ecution gets almost all of the attention and the outcome, as in the Red Queen’s
Court, is more or less determined from the outset.26 It is because of this resis-
tance or refusal of evidence or non-biased consideration that anger is often called
“irrational,” but it is important to appreciate just how much rationality is in-
volved in such emotions. Quite the contrary of incoherent, inconsistent thinking,
emotions such as anger are remarkably unified in their purpose, so much so that
one would not be wrong in considering them, as Jean-Paul Sartre does in an
early work, as strategies.?” This is what is so very wrong about setting up a false
conflict, as Larry Becker does in his essay, between cognitive strategies and
non-cognitive attitudes. Emotions are strategies, even if they are inarticulate.
Such strategies can be articulated, of course, but it is equally a mistake to think
that by thereby being brought into the proper realm of rationality, they are no
longer emotions. Quite the contrary, some of the most articulate strategies are
expressions of the sharpest emotions, for example, in caustic resentment or in
moral indignation.

Basic trust is more intriguingly complex than simple trust, although the two
are often fused. Basic trust is what Becker emphasizes in his stress on security,
but this is multiply ambiguous and by no means is limited to other people’s
motives. Basic trust is indeed a sense of security, but what counts as security
depends on the domain and context of the trust. For example, the truly most
basic consideration is freedom from physical harm. For most of us, for most of
our lives, this trust is taken pretty much for granted. As infants, we did not fear
that our parents would drop us (even when our doting fathers tossed us over
their heads—it was the smile that made it alright.) As children, we were told to
avoid but not to fear strangers. As adults, we assumed our physical safety on our
jobs, at home, even on the streets, with only rare and mercifully brief excep-
tions. In wartime, of course, such happy presumptions go by the wayside. It
remains to be seen what long-term affect the violence in our schools will have
on our children, or what effect the new breed of random, aimless violence in our
communities will have on our general sense of trust and justice. But what we
should not precipitously conclude is that the end of simple, basic trust, that is,
the end of taking trust for granted in the most basic matters of security, marks
the end of trust. As evidenced in wartime and times of shared emergencies, that
may be precisely when trust becomes most palpable, precisely because it has
been articulated and called into question.

Insofar as the matters of basic security are taken for granted, basic trust and
simple trust coincide. One might even hesitate to say that they are emotions. The
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overall attitude is rather a lack of emotions, lack of fear, in particular. Both simple
trust and basic trust involve “taking for granted,” the difference between them
being that in simple trust (e.g., trust in a baby or a very young child, or, perhaps,
a puppy) the possibility of danger or maltreatment is not even imaginable, whereas
in basic trust (appropriate in adults and, perhaps, in a well-cared for dog) the
possibility of danger or maltreatment is clearly imaginable but not emotionally
active. (Consider walking down the street and simply thinking, “On streets such
as this one, bad things sometimes happen to people” as opposed to walking down
the street, fearful for one’s safety.) Thus both simple trust and basic trust might
well be characterized as the absence of emotion, again, the absence of fear, in
particular. But this is probably a mistake, thinking that the absence of strong
emotion is the same as a lack of emotion. Here is where Heidegger’s notion of
“being tuned* becomes particularly important. There are any number of ways of
being open to and engaged in the world. Only some of them are as focussed and
as excited as a typical bout of anger or indignation. Trust, in particular, is virtu-
ally never like this. It is always a general “being tuned,” even when its object is
quite specific (e.g., trusting Jones to lock the door when he leaves.) But if we
take simple, basic trust as our paradigm, as Becker does, then we will surely get
a distorted view of what trust is. Perhaps trust is never so “intense” as anger or
indignation, but to assume that it is necessarily simple and not strategic is to
misunderstand the most dramatic cases of trust and trustworthiness.

Articulate trust, trust “spelled out,” becomes an issue. The question becomes,
“trust or distrust.” Trust is no longer taken for granted. Authentic trust, then, is
an articulate emotional attitude that has wholly taken into account the arguments
for distrust and has nevertheless thrown itself on the side of trust. How this
“throwing” takes place is a topic that we shall try to address here, for it lies at
the heart of creating (as opposed to simply having) trust. What we want to em-
phasize is the importance of that form of trust, authentic trust, which survives
and transcends the end of simple or even of basic trust and is a willful emotional
attitude constituted as much by doubts and uncertainty as confidence. Simple
trust may be a kind of paradigm (for instance, for Baier and Becker), but simple
trust can easily be naive, uninformed, taken in. Blind trust can be downright
foolish, even tragic, for example, in the much-discussed case of Othello.2® But
authentic trust embraces distrust and involves the willful overcoming of it.
Authentic trust differs from blind trust in its acceptance of the evidence for dis-
trust, although it is similar in that it ultimately insists on trust nevertheless.? It
is authentic trust that we want to promote, obviously, as the kind of trust—un-
like simple trust—that can most obviously be created or, in the case of loss,
restored. And it is obviously the sort of trust that is necessary in business and in
business ethics.

Consider a non-basic form of security, the sort of security that bears that
name, “security,” an interestingly ambiguous word. A security is both property
deposited as a pledge, something that secures, and an investment, a financial
instrument, for example, a share of stock or a bond. No matter how naive the
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investor, the presumption is that a good deal of consideration and attention has
gone into the investment, and while trust is involved on many levels, basic trust
is rarely an issue. (Investors have been figuratively mugged by their brokers,
perhaps, but rarely literally.) Babies have basic, simple trust. Investors are sup-
posed to have articulate, authentic trust. Business is shot through with this
demand, from “Caveat Emptor” (“Buyer beware”) to the presumption of under-
standing and the absence of coercion that underlies every business contract. Again,
the contract must be seen as secondary, trust as primary, but here we are clearly
talking not about naive, unblinking trust but well-considered, authentic trust in
which the risks and liabilities have been well thought-out and accepted.

The idea that trust and distrust are exclusive, in the business context, makes
no sense whatever. Simple trust may be out of place in business, but it is a mis-
take for “hard-headed” businesspeople to conclude that trust is inappropriate as
well. Blind trust is downright foolish, a paradigm of bad (or no) business sense,
and basic trust is rarely relevant, except in the sense that we must trust our basic
financial institutions to function (more or less) normally. Every business deal
involves risk, and, so, every business deal involves some form of (usually lim-
ited) vulnerability. What makes it “business” is (more or less) wise choice in
trusting and distrusting, but this can only be authentic trust, articulate trust that
has already transcended simple trust and is well aware of the risks and vulner-
abilities, also known as “the market.”

Like most emotional phenomena, trust is generated out of and in relation-
ships. It does not simply precede them. It is not “either there or it isn’t,” as
background, to be taken for granted. In particular, trust is generated in dialogue,
by way of expectations, understandings, promises, demands and dependencies.
Again, this is not to say—as so many social analyses too quickly conclude—that
trust is an “agreement” or an informal (or formal) “contract.” But it is a dynamic
relationship, in which not only speech but pre- and nonverbal behavior of many
varieties are instrumental. (Think of the familiar and complex relationship be-
tween eye contact and trust.) Trust is not just the emotional attitude of an
individual, although, of course, it is this too. The mistake here is akin to one that
is prevalent in discussions about love, a kindred emotion. Love is too often dis-
cussed as an emotional attitude one person has for another (which may or may
not be reciprocated). There is something obviously right about this, but what
gets left out is love as a relationship, not only between two people but also within
the emotions of each of them, as part of their essential structure. We would ar-
gue that trust is structurally a lot like love, even if it is also (obviously) different.
In the context of business, this is not a point we would care to push very hard.30
What is important here is to get away from the solipsistic view that trust
and love (and emotions in general) are processes or states in individuals’
minds or “heads” rather than relationships between them in the social world.
(Even where there is delusion, as in blind trust, the trust is a function of the
relationship—whatever that may be—and not merely the mistaken or self-
deceptive thoughts of the deluded trustor.) The ontology here is more complex
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than we can discuss here, but the “political” nature of emotions is an essential
feature of their dynamics.3! It is because trust is engendered in relationships,
and not just “in the head” of the trustor, that it can be systematically created and
destroyed. Personal “affirmations” may occasionally do wonders in strengthen-
ing one’s confidence (in oneself or in another), but conversations, commitments
and commitments fulfilled do far, far more.

Trust In Dynamic Relationships

Trust is created in relationships, it does not precede them. Obviously, trust
may precede any particular relationship, but we do not form relationships only
with people we already trust. Trust in most human relationships develops and
continues to develop throughout the relationship. We usually assume basic trust,
that is, we do not enter into most relationships concerned about our physical
safety and well-being. Simple trust is not usually so routine, since most relation-
ships that really matter—romantic relationships and important business alliances,
for example—typically include at least a modicum of suspicion and distrust, and
the development of the relationship is, from one perspective, the incremental
(and occasionally dramatic) overcoming of that suspicion and distrust. Even when
the trust is established and can be taken for granted, the memory and the aura of
residual doubts and distrust remain, which means, to be a bit overdramatic, per-
haps, that trust can never rest.

Although trust is not a “medium” for relationships, as Fukuyama and Barber
suggest, the trust established in one relationship or—more generally—in a cul-
ture, a community or an institution may appear to act as a “medium” in much the
same way that a couple’s love may, for certain purposes, be treated as a medium
in which their particular transactions take place. In any civilized society, at least
most of the time, basic trust acts as such a medium, from a feeling of safety
walking down a strange street or unanxiously eyeing an approaching stranger to
the ordinary shopping transaction. But “medium” here is misleading as a way of
referring to a dynamic process that has become mutual and routine and has re-
ceded into the background. But, again, trust should not be taken for granted, and
it is not taking it for granted that makes it authentic, even when it has become
“second nature” in the relationship and no longer a matter of active concern. Of
course, in any good relationship, trust will fade into the background and be taken
for granted for substantial periods of time. In a healthy “high trust” culture, trust
may also fade into the background and be taken for granted as simply part of or
even definitive of that culture. But trust is not an inert substance, a concrete
foundation, “ground,” nor a more ethereal “atmosphere.” Trust is part of the
dynamics of a relationship (or a culture), even when it seems to be not dynamic
or “in play” at all. Even in its “taken for granted” state, trust is being increased
or decreased, created or destroyed.

In particular, trust is created (and damaged) through dialogue, in conversa-
tion, by way of promises, commitments, offers, demands, expectations, explicit
and tacit understandings. It is through such dialogue and conversation, including
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the rather one-way conversation of advertising, that producers make the nature
and quality of their products known, that professionals and companies make
their services and the abilities known, that expectations get initiated and intensi-
fied. This is not to say that trust is entirely linguistic, the product of promises
and expectations verbally created. There is a good deal of trust embodied in our
mere physical presence to one another, in our gestures, looks, smiles, handshakes
and touches. Animals (especially “social” animals) have enormously complex
trust relationships, often highly competitive at the same time, as any casual ob-
servation of two or more dogs (or wolves) together will confirm. Nor is the
emphasis on dialogue and conversation suggested to imply—as so many social
analyses too quickly conclude—that trust is an “agreement” or a “contract” (for-
mal or informal). Contracts, too, are too static (although the negotiation of them,
and negotiation out of them, may be dynamic indeed). Nor should trust be
understood primarily in terms of limited or momentary interactions or transaction—
or any number of them. Analyses of trust too often take as their paradigm either
the intimate of relationships—mother and child, husband and wife or lovers—or
the most casual of them—notably, the one-shot business deal (for example, buy-
ing gas on the Interstate), or, the repeated one-shot business deal (buying gas at
the same station on the way back down the Interstate). An interaction—even
repeated interaction—is not yet a relationship, although, obviously, such repeated
exchanges—and, occasionally, even a single one, can easily turn into one. A
relationship is not simply the banal ontological status of “two things in relation
to one another” (e.g., “to the left of”’) nor is it the vacuous sociological category
of “two people interacting.” A relationship is by its very nature ongoing and
dynamic, in which one of the central concerns of the relationship is the relation-
ship itself, its status and identity and, consequently, the status and identity of
each and all of its members. Trust is an essential and “existential” dimension of
that dynamic relationship.

This is not to deny the obvious, that we can and sometimes must trust or put
our trust in strangers. When I stop at a store in a strange town, I trust that the
melons are not rotten, that the coffee or the fruit juice in the open dispensers is
not poisoned, that the change I receive is not counterfeit, and so on. But let us
not trivialize the notion of “relationship” by reducing it to any interaction what-
ever, or, in the case of strangers with whom we are not engaged, non-interaction.
Basic trust, particularly insofar as it consists in trust that one will be left alone
and not, for example, attacked in the street, does not presuppose the existence of
arelationship. Nevertheless, we should distinguish between those forms of trust
that extend to strangers and others with whom we have no ongoing relationship
and those forms of trust that are selective, even exclusive, and particular to rela-
tionships. It is not that these will have nothing in common, but basic trust is
“basic” just because it precedes not only any particular relationship but all rela-
tionships (within a certain domain). For example, when I touch down at the airport
of an unfamiliar city, my basic sense of trust—which, to be sure, varies from
Auckland to La Guardia to Bogoté—that trust precedes even my first encounters



220 BUSINESS ETHICS QUARTERLY

(with customs, with baggage handlers, with taxi drivers) there. But, presumably,
it does not precede all such encounters anywhere. I have been to an airport, or at
least public thoroughfares, before.

Our discussion of trust, for the most part, focuses on trust as it functions in
relationships, what Jones less commitedly calls “interpersonal trust.”32 It is a
mistake, we think, to confuse such “interpersonal trust” with the sporadic inter-
actions or transactions that game theorists, in particular, like to talk about.
“Interpersonal trust” means an ongoing (even if possibly brief) mutually con-
cerned dynamic of some significance. (Indeed, in the popular social sciences, a
“relationship” is distinguished precisely by its importance, however disguised
by the euphemism.) The significance turns on the vulnerability of the self in
relationships. To be sure, one may be vulnerable in a momentary, isolated trans-
action (say, on a street corner with an aggressive stranger, or at an unknown
eatery miles off the Freeway), but it is systematic vulnerability that is at stake in
trust relationships. Whatever other vulnerabilities may be at stake (one’s job,
the next election, substantial amounts of money, the success of the business, the
good opinions of the betrothed’s family) it is the self that is in some danger.
Relationships, as opposed to mere exchanges, transactions and interactions, in-
volve vulnerabilities of the self.

Of course, questions about what is to count as the self makes this distinction
problematic, since one can sufficiently identify with one’s job, one’s office, with
one’s wealth, with one’s business, and, of course, with one’s family, such that
any danger to these things is a danger to self as well. What we are trying to do is

-to force some distinction, however “fuzzy,” between exchanges, transactions
and interactions that only minimally involve the self and, consequently, require
minimal trust, and those that involve something more, in which the self and its
vulnerabilities enters in necessarily. To be sure, as soon as an exchange, transac-
tion or interaction takes on the additional dimension of a promise or a
commitment, it may become a relationship. Thus if one buys an item at the mar-
ket and pays cash, that is a mere transaction. As soon as one orders it for delivery
later or, perhaps, pays by promissory note, takes it back to complain or follow
through with another order, it starts to become a (mini-)relationship. What is
important here is not the precise boundary between exchanges, transactions and
interactions, on the one hand, and relationships on the other so much as the
nature of the difference between them. Relationships are involved in a way that
exchanges, transactions and interactions are not. This is not to deny the fact that
relationships sometimes consist for the most part of exchanges, transactions and
interactions or that there are exchanges, transactions and interactions that readily
become relationships, for example, with the friendly neighborhood grocer after
just a few weeks of regular shopping.

Trust in human relationships, at any rate, is largely developed through dia-
logue and in conversation. Again, this is not to deny the importance of nonverbal
cues and it is certainly not to deny the significance of actions performed. But it
is a way of focusing on the dynamic through which most human relationships
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build and occasionally destroy trust, by way of promises, commitments, requests
and offers. Various assertions and ascriptions are crucial to trust, of course, no-
tably descriptions of one’s intentions and one’s abilities. If a lawyer says, “I
know real estate law, I think you have a winnable case, and I have the time to
take it on for you,” she is not just stating some truths for you to think about but
establishing hopes, expectations, and confidence that encourage and solicit your
trust. In other words, she is making an offer, with an implied (if qualified) prom-
ise, and, consequently, a commitment to you. One readily expects a series of
demands will then follow. What we have in mind is that broad view of language
that has come down to us as “speech act theory,” whose application we want to
greatly expand to encompass not only the usual examples (promise-making, chris-
tening, marriage vows) but to go the heart of our relationships before the more
formal commitments are made.33

Although the exchange of information obviously provokes questions of trust:
Is the information accurate? Is the bearer of the information trustworthy ?—the
more important source of concern about trust involves those speech acts that J.
L. Austin called “performatives,” such as promising, requesting, and getting mar-
ried. Of course, such speech acts do not only depend on language. They also
depend on the context and circumstances surrounding the speech act and the
totality of behavior of the speaker. One cannot get married, for example, except
in the (ever more lenient) context of an appropriate civil or religious authority,
together with another person and the assumption that neither of you is already
married. One cannot readily make a promise in a context of fictional and ironic
dialogue, for instance, in a stage play, where the words “I promise” are just part
of the performance, not a “performative” in Austin’s sense. And body language,
pre- and nonverbal behavior is relevant and sometimes definitive too. A person
who rolls his or her eyes while promising or, more sneakily, crosses his or her
fingers, undermines the promise, indicating that it is not to be taken seriously.
Indeed, the familiar and complex relationship between eye contact and trust is
central here. It is simply false that one can tell that a person is untrustworthy if
he or she is unable or unwilling to look you in the eyes, but there is no doubt that
some much more complex connection exists between truthfulness, trustworthi-
ness and the ability to look one in the eye. Eye contact (and the rejection of eye
contact) between wolves and dogs and other pack animals is illustrative of the
complex trust relationships that are possible on a non- or preverbal level.
Posture, for instance, is an important but rarely appreciated ingredient in mutual
trust, as a cowering dog makes painfully clear. People don’t usually cower, ex-
cept on the stage, but even a casual observation of bosses and subordinates,
husbands and wives, teachers and students, reveals many more subtle but equally
telling gestures.

Trust in business is especially focussed on speech acts, but it is equally im-
portant to realize how much trust between people who work together, often for
long hours, depend on routine and unremarkable gestures and postures, indicat-
ing respect of one another’s “space,” for instance, or that slightly overdrawn
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look that spells suspicion or distrust. A great deal of focus is placed on such
questions as who comes through on their large, important commitments and who
does not, but in terms of everyday working trust—and consequently, trust re-
garding those large, important commitments—what is just as important but often
overlooked are all of those small but indicative acts of commitment which are
too easily taken for granted or not taken seriously at all. The members of a de-
partment show up fifteen, twenty minutes late for a meeting scheduled “promptly”
at three o’clock. Does that not already tell us something profound about their
attitudes towards their own commitments and obligations? Do we really need to
“test” them by giving them a big assignment, when they cannot even walk down
the hall on time?

To say that trust is borne in and of relationships and through speech acts is
important because this view makes trust much less mysterious than the usual
view of trust as unanalyzed “ground” or “atmosphere.” Trust is the result of
interactions within relationships (or in a culture or between cultures). We can
readily appreciate how this works if we consider, for example, the coming to-
gether of two people in courtship and marriage, or simply in a friendship, orin a
business relationship. Two people meet, each of them with a lifetime of experi-
ence and “baggage,” including their dependent relationships with their parents
and possibly siblings, including their prior relationships and any number of vi-
carious relationships through novels, movies, friends and acquaintances. They
may both be “trusting,” or they may not, or, just as often, one is trusting and one
not. In the last case, it will probably fall to the more trusting to “win” the trust of
the other. How does that happen? Any two-bit love story gives us a clue. What
does not happen is that trust is established in a sort of default position to begin
with, good until violated. There are many people who think this way, of course,
which makes certain scenarios more or less self-fulfilling. That is, believing that
trust is established means that it need not be “worked” for, and believing that
betrayal is the end of trust means that any perceived betrayal does indeed mean
the end of the relationship, because it immediately becomes a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy. Not working to increase trust is itself a decision about trust, an abnegation
of responsibility, and the decision to end the relationship because of a betrayal is
not brought about by the end of trust. It is rather a decision to stop trusting (by
ending the relationship).

Every relationship, no matter how “easy,” proceeds by supposition, trial and
error. One person is punctual and expects the same of the other, who is habitu-
ally late. The reason may be overscheduling, or a casual indifference to time, or
the false belief that one ought to be a fraction late for all non-work-related ap-
pointments. The explanation does not matter. (Indeed, if or when the tardy person
begins to explain his or her lateness, that is in itself a new development in the
relationship, and not necessarily a positive one.) The punctual person, on the
other hand, silently simmers, sooner or later coming to expect the other to be
late. Coming to expect the other person to be late ends the period of dashed
expectations (now the punctual person makes it a point to have a good book
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while waiting), but that period of anger and frustration is replaced by another,
potentially more damaging. The late arrivals, now expected, are seen not as irre-
sponsibility but as disrespect, or even as contempt. Trust, accordingly, is eroded.
The lateness begins to poison the relationship. For some time, the perpetually
tardy person does not realize that his or her behavior is not only discourteous but
trust-destroying. Depending on the relationship, the outspokenness of the punc-
tual person and the sensitivity of the tardy person, this period may be protracted.
But once the conflict is aired (which might be provoked by excuses on the part
of the tardy person), the dynamic changes. It becomes mutual, a problem to be
solved, in place of two independent behavior patterns that have resulted in unin-
tended conflict. A conversation leads to a concrete program, a new resolve, on
the part of the tardy person, to be on time. It may or may not lead to a promise,
an explicit commitment, but it is clear that the conversation as such amounts to
a commitment of sorts. Future tardiness will now be viewed as betrayal, a seri-
ous and direct violation. On the other hand, future punctuality may well be
rewarded, if only by a word of praise or an extra gesture of affection. The result-
ing collaboration converts the former source of distrust into a strong source of
trust, as the tardy person’s effort to overcome old habits in sole consideration of
the feelings of the punctual person is appreciated.

Or, it may be up to the person who expects and demands punctuality to ad-
just. There are, to be sure, more and less important commitments. Once the tardy
person has explained his or her difficulty meeting the other’s expectations and
schedule, it may well be more appropriate for the latter to adjust to the former
rather than the other way around, or, some combination of both. What is impor-
tant is that the problem is mutually recognized and “worked through,” by way of
a serious of understandings and renewed commitments, including, perhaps, the
commitment not to take the scheduling so seriously.

This example may seem trivial and insignificant, but trust in relationships is
built out of such “trivia,” such routine everyday making and keeping of prom-
ises and commitments. Philosophers seem to love talking about adultery and
sexual infidelity.3¢ But business relationships offer more practical if only be-
cause more routine and less traumatic examples. To think that trust in a marriage
amounts to the absence of such flagrant violations only feeds the view that trust
is an established “foundation” which can simply be taken for granted and is not
in general in dynamic equilibrium. So, too, to think that trust in business is sim-
ply based on the absence of flagrant violations of trust feeds the view that trust
can simply be taken for granted and is not the subject of continuous negotiation.
But we want to suggest that trust is continually under negotiation, whether ex-
plicit and articulated or not. Trust in any relationship is built out of (and destroyed
in) routine frustrations, promises and commitments. Indeed, one way of under-
standing relationships is by understanding the importance and the intensity of
these everyday and ongoing encounters, like going to the same store or dealing
with the same administrator everyday.

Recent philosophy sometimes talks in grandiose terms of “teleology” and
“shared values,” but paying attention to our own relationships seems to show
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that such grand concepts are often secondary to the primary importance of working
together and mutually adjusting to expectations and demands. Couples function
harmoniously despite considerable differences in political ideology or religion.
The surprising but successful marriage between Mary Matlin, chief campaign
strategist for the Bush presidential 1992 campaign, and James Carville, chief
Clinton strategist in the same election, is but one of many examples. They had
not only opposed but urgently competitive jabs. They needed to keep secrets
from one another and played serious tricks on the other side. But the marriage
depended not on this so much as on the routine promises and commitments that
every couple makes and lives with. It is in being conscientious to “trivia” that
trust becomes generated. So, too, in business relationships, suspicion, distrust
and dissolution usually follow not the grand betrayal (by which time a hundred
smaller infidelities should have been evident) but those small infidelities and
infelicities themselves.

Conscientious habits regarding trivia readily become conscientious habits
regarding the most major matters. In the military, it is not anal compulsiveness
that leads sergeants to insist on mirror-shine spit polish on the boots of their
recruits. It is the secure knowledge that soldiers who are conscientious about the
details of their appearance because of the demands of their superiors will be-
come equally conscientious in their dealings with military authority in matters
much weightier, when lives are on the line. Business relationships show much
the same logic, this logic of “trivial” promises and commitments. At a major
Manhattan bank, for example, bank officers who are caught in even the smallest
infraction are fired, not because of the seriousness of the infraction itself, but
because such behavior is corrosive of trust. Executives who worry how they can
improve trust in the corporation and limit their attention to grand compensation
schemes, profit-sharing programs, for example, are missing the obvious. Em-
ployees are not so much upset by the astounding differential between executive
salaries and their own (averaging 160:1 in 1995, up from 34:1 in 197435) as they
are by seemingly minor disappointments of reasonable expectations. A bonus
program is announced in January; in November, its terms are altered. A disrup-
tive and unproductive assistant manager is promoted only because he is a friend
of the Vice-President. The company Christmas Party is cancelled to save money.
For all of the proper commotion about “down-sizing,” distrust in corporate
America is arguably as provoked by “trivia” as by the disruptions that make the
headlines.36

The upshot of this discussion, although its “proof” requires a more extensive,
detailed analysis of the dynamics of trust (and distrust), is that trust, particularly
in business and in business ethics, should not be viewed as a “given” or as some-
thing so ethereal as an “atmosphere” or so concrete and established once and for
all as a “medium. Trust is the product of our relationships. Unlike matter and
energy, it can be both created and destroyed. It is not, in the usual passive sense,
a mere phenomenon, something that appears. Neither is it a passion, insofar as
that term has come down to us to mark off something suffered, something that
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happens to us. Our views of trust too often share in this passivity, as view trust
as a blessing we are fortunate to have, or which can be taken for granted, or an
advantage which, once lost, cannot be regained. That, of course, becomes a self-
fulfilling prophecy, which is then mistaken for an obvious truth. But together we
are, if not masters or captains, then at least the oarsmen of our fate.

On Whether Trust And Trustworthiness Can Be “Willed”

Central to our theme of “creating trust” is the idea that trust is indeed some-
thing that we are responsible for. Russell Hardin, for one, is utterly dismissive
of any such idea.?” That trustworthiness might be a matter of willing is a bit of
“psychological nonsense.”3® He adds, “Hobbes and many others ridicule such
willing. As Hobbes noted, there is nothing that keeps me from changing my
mind if there is only my own will to motivate me.... This seems so overwhelm-
ingly correct a view that there is little point in exploring the possibility of direct
willing of trustworthiness.”3? Hardin thus dismisses one of the central obses-
sions of Western philosophy, from the earliest stories of the Hebrew Bible to the
philosophy currently called “existentialism,” the importance of “one’s own [and
God’s own] word.”

Karen Jones is mercifully less dogmatic, but she claims, “Because trust in-
volves an affective attitude, it is not something that one can adopt at will.”4 The
question of whether one can adopt an emotional attitude “at will,” however, is
by no means obvious, and one might suggest that making a commitment—
making a promise, for example, including a “promise to oneself”—is exactly
what we mean by adopting an emotional attitude. As she goes on, however, she
modifies this claim: “trust cannot be demanded in the absence of ground....we
can’t just decide to believe regardless of the evidence.” Well, people do, and
when they do so in the realm of religion we do not consider it inappropriate or
“irrational.” Where many emotions are concerned, “leaps of faith” (or what-
ever) are not at all uncommon. Getting angry, for example, often involves leaping
beyond the available evidence, typically with a foregone conclusion or even an
ulterior motive in mind.#! Love, certainly, often proceeds on the basis of belief
without evidence, and trust, we have suggested, bears several similarities to love.
But Jones modifies her claim still further. She says that “while trust cannot be
willed, it can be cultivated,...by a selective focus of attention toward the grounds
for trust and away from the grounds for distrust.”42 She then acknowledges that
trust “gives rise to beliefs that are highly resistant to evidence,” and one won-
ders why she will not acknowledge that trust is also created not only in the face
of but on the basis of beliefs that are highly resistant to evidence.

We beliceve, on the contrary, that the willfulness of trust and trustworthiness
lies at the very foundation of the issues discussed here. Hardin’s dismissal of
any such notion in favor of “external constraints” strikes us as contrary to the
very idea of trust and an exemplary case of what Jean-Paul Sartre called “bad
faith” (mauvaise foi), a refusal to acknowledge one’s responsibilities.43 Lady
Ukifune in Masakawa’s Genji (Hardin’s example) is hardly showing weakness
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of will when she shaves her head and debases herself before her community,
thus making a retreat from her commitment to the religious life impossible.4
The fact that she takes these steps is not only to assure her commitment by add-
ing external constraints but, at least as important, it is part of the expression of
that commitment itself. It is fair is to say that any commitment of any interest
brings with it its own sanctions, not only a sense of guilt and shame in the face
of failure but the loss of some more particular personal “face” which was very
likely the reason for putting the commitment in play in the first place.

Hardin presses the importance of institutional sanctions, and, in general, ex-
ternal constraints. This seems exactly wrong. Trust and trustworthiness are
relevant precisely where there is an absence or inadequacy of such sanctions. I
may say that I trust you not to steal my books because I will have you arrested or
that I trust you not to steal my ideas because I will sue the pants off you, but my
use of the word “trust” is surely ironic in those contexts. It is when I cannot or
will not do anything by way of having you punished or sanctioning you that [
give you my trust, although, to be sure, I do not therefore have to give it to you.
I could keep my eye on you every minute, ready to run with my possessions. I
could simply sit here in terror, or perhaps well armed, an attack dog or my attor-
ney at my side. But probably the most prudent thing for me to do would be to
trust you, and at the same time tell you that I am trusting you, thus making your
knowledge of my trust part of the circumstances in which you will then be moti-
vated to be trustworthy. Karen Jones collapses this dynamic into a single
phenomenon, such that the trusting and the projected expectation of being trusted
are one and the same. They are not. It is one-thing for me to trust you. It some-
thing more for me to tell you I am trusting you, and something more again for
you to be trustworthy because you know I trust you as opposed to merely being
trustworthy because that is how you are or, more to the point, how you choose to
be. You need not know that I trust you, and whether or not you are trustworthy
(with regard to me) is quite independent of what you know or think about me.
Indeed, it is my telling you that I trust you, not my trusting you, that may well be
interpreted as unwarranted or unwanted pressure, as an imposition, as coercion,
even if my trusting you (and your knowledge that I trust you) is unproblematic.

But none of this yet answers the question, whether trust and trustworthiness
can be willed. One might admit the secondary nature of external sanctions to
trust and trustworthiness and yet insist that trust and trustworthiness cannot be
willed. Jones qualifies this significantly when she, and then Hardin too, suggest
that, nevertheless, trust and trustworthiness can be cultivated. The difference
here is interesting and important. It is a point often made, nowadays, about the
voluntariness of emotions. On the one side is the traditional view of emotions as
“passions,” that is, as things that happen to us.45 On the other side, Jean-Paul
Sartre has forcefully insisted that such a view is exemplary of “bad faith.” Such
mauvaise foi allows us to make excuses for attitudes and behavior which ought
to be acknowledged as our responsibility. More recently, Robert Solomon has
similarly taken the strong view that emotions should be understood as strategies,
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as choices, as explicitly “willful.”46 (Nothing should be read into this somewhat
archaic phrase, which does not presuppose any strange Kantian entity called
“the Will.”) According to the traditional view, emotions cannot be willed. Ac-
cording to the opposing view, emotions are or at any rate can be willed, although
what this means is not entirely clear. The “cultivation thesis” attempts to de-
velop a middle ground between the two, insisting that we are responsible for our
emotions but, nevertheless, they cannot be understood as “willed.” The familiar
analogy is to Aristotle, who in the Nicomachean Ethics argued that a man
may not have control over his action while he is drunk, but he is, nevertheless,
responsible for having gotten drunk and, more fundamentally for having cul-
tivated a vice instead of a virtue.4’ He is therefore responsible for his drunken
actions as well.

Heidegger also takes a middle ground, but without resorting to “cultivation.”
Heidegger’s language, admittedly obscure, has the virtue of adopting a stance
strategically ambiguous between voluntaristic and “happening” imagery. Indeed,
the realm of the mental has too long been forcefully partitioned by a philosophi-
cal “green line” between straightforwardly “willable” deliberate intentional
actions and purely victim-status passive experiences. But much of our mental
life is not so clearly one or the other, which is why Nietzsche can so famously
and insightfully say, “A thought comes when it will, not when I will.” To be
sure, we are happy to take credit for our thoughts, or, at least for most of them.
(Those we wish to disown we now attribute to the Unconscious, or, in New Age
philosophy, to voices not our own.) But it is not at all clear that we normally
“will” thoughts, nor is it entirely clear what it means to do so. To be sure, we can
decide to think of Buenos Aires, or to recall a quotation from Borges, but it is
not at all clear that we simply “will” these de nihilo. Not only do such thoughts
require some modicum of knowledge beforehand, but a different kind of com-
plexity comes into view when we think about breakdowns, an inability to form
an image or to recall what one knows that one knows. (“It is right there on the tip
of my tongue. I just can’t quite get at it.”) This seems especially so of our emo-
tions. One can decide to love—or not to love, one can decide to get angry—or
not get angry, one can decide to grieve—or to stop grieving, but all such efforts
are insecure and depend on the circumstances and one’s state of mind more
generally. Deciding to love, for example, is to decide to adopt a certain way of
looking at and thinking about someone. Needless to say, anyone will not do, and
it is hopeless to make such a decision with someone with whom there is little
attraction or compatibility. But the real mistake is in thinking that a single deci-
sion, a single commitment, will do the job. Most decisions, most commitments,
depend not on a single initiating act but on a continuing sequence of acts, many of
them reciprocal with another person (especially in trust, or in love).

So, too, one can choose to make oneself lovable, by adopting a certain role,
making certain gestures, and so on. One can both choose to make oneself trust-
ing and choose to make oneself trustworthy. This cannot be done de nihilo, in
the absence of evidence, etc., but one can leap over the evidence nevertheless.
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Every instance of trust, like every instance of faith, is a “leap.” The circum-
stances have to be right, one’s frame of mind has to be right, but one can act to
alter circumstances and one can act to alter one’s frame of mind. Cultivation and
commitment go together here. Trusting is not just doing something which will
cause us to have certain emotions, nor is being trustworthy entangling ourselves
in constraints and sanctions such that, whatever we THEN choose, it is out of
our hands. Being trustworthy is by its very nature being able to breach the trust,
and where and when one can no longer do so, the question of trust and trustwor-
thiness is no longer relevant.

We think that the puzzle over “willfulness” and the harsh choice between
voluntariness and passivity depends upon an obstinate refusal to look closely at
cases and a refusal to give up on inadequate but long-standing dichotomies. So
long as the argument remains abstract, the false dichotomy between what is willed
and what is not will continue to haunt us. But when we consider cases—Hardin’s
literary examples of Wagner’s Alderich and Lady Ukifune will do—this “either/
or” is no longer very plausible. Every commitment is riddled with both “given”
circumstances and possibilities, “facticity” and “transcendence.” Consider a par-
ticularly difficult example: quitting smoking. Unlike most examples of emotion,
certainly including trust and even Alderich’s lust, the craving to smoke is clearly
beyond voluntary control. But would we ever say that smoking or not smoking
is not a choice, that the commitment to quit, on the basis of “resolve” alone, is
“preposterous”? Hardly. We understand perfectly well both the difficulty of see-
ing such a commitment through and the inescapable need to insist on
responsibility. To be sure, a dramatic announcement alone will do. A smoker
who simply declares his resolve to quit, like Alderich with his dramatic fore-
swearing of love, may not be convincing. And when we add the enormity of the
stakes involved—a longer, healthier life in one case, the gold and power of the
Rheingold in the other—we are still not convinced. The disjunctions between
the agent’s beliefs and the resolve, and between the stakes and the resolve, are
not to be so easily bridged. Resolve is not just cultivation, but a continuing se-
ries of difficult and painful decisions, “one day” (or one hour) at a time. There is
nothing preposterous about Alderich’s resolve (much less the least credible inci-
dent in the whole of Wagner’s Ring8), nor is there anything preposterous about
a friend who tries, for the nth time, to quit smoking. The craving is a given. The
decision, competing as it may with the whole of a person’s history, seems like
pure will. But to understand the phenomenon takes both some close looking, and
more importantly some empathy with both human heroism and weaknesses.
Hardin seems to recognize the weaknesses. But the idea of making oneself trust-
worthy, or even of seeing through one’s commitments without coercion, seems
to escape him.4

Why are we concerned with trust? The reason for talking about trust in the
first place is not just that trust needs to be analyzed as a philosophical concept
but also that frust can thereby be created and restored. Not talking about trust,
on the other hand, can result in continuing distrust. Trust, whether it involves
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social or institutional constraints and sanctions or not, is not simply a matter of
individual psychology (“character’) or, more generally, of human nature. It pre-
sents us with an existential dilemma, one captured well by Fichte, who insisted
that “the sort of philosophy one adopts depends on the kind of [person] one is.”
We should by now be tired of the once-bold but now pathological cynicism bor-
rowed from Hobbes, et al, that employs natural human weakness and even
“rationality” to explain or excuse irresponsible behavior. At risk of being outra-
geous, let us say, What we believe is that philosophy makes a difference. Believing
in the viability of human commitments is the necessary first step in making our-
selves trustworthy, and it is the presupposition of trusting as well. To dismiss
such commitments in the absence of sufficient constraints is not just pessimistic
or cynical, much less “realistic,” but revealing. If someone truly refused to be-
lieve in trust and trustworthiness except as probable self-advancing moves in
life according to game theory, we would not trust him or her to return a book to
the library, except, perhaps, with a written contract, a list of assets and a good
lawyer. Robert Frank has done some marvelous ad hominem empirical research
in which he has found that economists, who believe as a matter of profession
that people act in their own self interests, leave lousy tips in restaurants, consid-
erably less than any of their professional counterparts.’¢ His finding, that
“economists make bad citizens,” might serve as something of a warning in the
trust literature as well. Thinking about trust in the right way may mean the dif-
ference between being able to trust and refusing to do so.
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