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Preface 

T 
his book presents an account of a particular but important class 
of trust relations: trust as encapsulated interest, in which the 
truster's expectations of the trusted's behavior depend on as­

sessments of certain motivations of the trusted. I trust you because 
your interests encapsulate mine to some extent-in particular, be­
cause you want our relationship to continue. This is a workable no­
tion that can be used to cover much of our experience of relying on 
others, and it can be used to help explain variations in our behavior 
from our beliefs about the reliability of others, including collective 
others. My central concern is such explanation. I argue (in chapter 3) 
that certain alternative, strongly asserted individual-level accounts are 
implausible as general accounts of trust. They might fit some of the 
apparent trusting relations we see, but they do not fit many trusting 
relations. 

I discuss trust as an individual-level problem, as in my trusting or 
distrusting you, and then as an individual-institution problem, as in 
my trust or distrust of our government. As it happens, the literature 
on trust is richest in sociological accounts, such as Bernard Barber's 
(1983) The Logic and Limits of Trust. Philosophers, economists, psychol­
ogists, and political theorists, especially those in the tradition of John 
Locke, have addressed trust and have given interesting insights; but 
there is surprisingly little in all of these disciplines. Discussions of 
trust are almost entirely missing from moral philosophy, where trust 
may be most often invoked in discussions of Kantian proscriptions on 
lying, as in Sissela Bok's (1978) Lying: Moral Choice in Public and Pri­
vate Life. In law, trust is often defined by a social norm or practice. 
Certain actions legally justify trust, so that one who relies on such 
trust can call on the law to enforce the entrusted action if necessary. 

People regularly say, roughly, "when we say trust, what we mean 
is X." Unfortunately, X is a variable with radically different meanings 
for different people. Ordinary language analysis can exclude some 
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meanings, perhaps, but it cannot promote one meaning above all 
other contenders. In the vernacular, trust is, not surprisingly, a messy, 
even confused notion. Quarrels about what it "really" means sound 
like the worst of Platonic debates about the "true" meaning of some­
thing. No matter how enticing it may sometimes seem to be, to en­
gage in that debate is foolish. I do not put forward the "true" mean­
ing of trust. There is no Platonically essential notion of trust.• 
Ordinary-language usages of the term trust are manifold and ill artic­
ulated. Most such concepts have, in their vernacular applications, 
many and varied meanings. Looking up the meaning of such a term 
in a dictionary should dispirit any essentialist. 

The point of the account in this book is to understand implications 
of trust in many contexts and to explain some behaviors. I therefore 
offer an account of trust that handles modal behavior across a wide 
array of contexts. There is remarkably wide disagreement over just 
what trust "really" is even among those who have given the topic a 
lot of careful thought. Arguably, much of the disagreement results 
from a mistaken focus of the inquiry on trust when what must first be 
understood is why another might be trustworthy in a particular rela­
tionship and context. Trust is a three-part relation that is grounded in 
the truster's assessment of the intentions of the trusted with respect 
to some action. Typically, the intentions of the trusted will be based in 
self-interest (as in the account of encapsulated interest), moral com­
mitment, or idiosyncratic character. Other views, that trust is an atti­
tude of ungrounded faith or belief or that it is inherently moral, are 
not convincing as general accounts of trust. 

Writing parts of this book was made much easier by the fact that 
literature and opera seem more often to be about trust and its viola­
tion than about anything else other than love and its violation (an 
intimately related theme). Writers on trust therefore have available 
constant sources of examples of almost every nuance one might wish 
to explain, although such examples cannot be used to prove very 
much. One reader challenged me with the Yiddish quip that "'for 
example' is not proof." In fact, of course, it can be proof-of exis­
tence. If you have seen one example of the black swans in Taiwan, 
you cannot any longer truthfully say that all swans are white. At 
most, my examples from fictional accounts establish conceptual possi­
bilities, which is a bit short of proving existence. It is in this spirit 
only that I invoke them. I do so because I think it is often important to 
reify any conceptual claim by giving an example of it. 

Philosophers often use examples in a more limited way simply to 
elucidate a concept or a possibility. For this purpose they often prefer 
artificial examples that include none of the complicating feat~res of 
real life. For the understanding of trust relationships, however, it is 
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fundamentally important to keep real-world complications in view 
because they are the stuff of relationships, and trust is inherently rela­
tional. Examples taken from literature in its various forms commonly 
are relational and rich enough to keep real-world complications in 
view. 

Very briefly, here is the plan of this book. The first four chapters 
are primarily about conceptual issues. In the last four chapters, which 
focus primarily on issues in explanation, I use the encapsulated­
interest conception of trust presented in chapter 1 to explain a wide 
array of trust phenomena from individual level to societal level. The 
balance is odd. One should expect the bulk of the account to focus on 
explanation. Unfortunately, conceptual issues in the understanding of 
trust are far messier and more complicated than one might hope. 
Clearing up these issues turns out to be a major task. 





Chapter 1 

Trust 

U SUALLY, to say that I trust you in some context simply means 
that I think you will be trustworthy toward me in that con­
text. Hence t9.-ask any question about trust is imJ2licitlYJo a~k 

about the reasons for thinking the relevant P-arty to be trustworthy. In 
chapter 2, I canvass some of the potentially many reasons for thinking 
someone trustworthy. One of the most important and commonplace is 
trust as encapsulated interest, which I discuss in this chapter. On this 
account, I trust you because I think it is in your interest to take my 
interests in the relevant matter seriously in the following sense: You 
value the continuation of our relationship, and you therefore have 
your own interests in taking my interests into account. That is, you 
encapsulate my interests in your own interests. My interests might 
come into conflict with other interests you have and that trump mine, 
and you might therefore not actually act in ways that fit my interests. 
Nevertheless, you at least have some interest in doing so. 

There are two compelling reasons for taking up trust as encapsu­
lated interest. First, ~uch trust fits a centrally im.e9rtant class of all 
trust relationships. Second, it allows us to draw systematic implica­
~r trliStrelationships across vari~texts, as subsequent 
chapters s 10Uia. rna e clear. 

To begin, consider an example of trust from Dostoyevsky's The 
Brothers Karamazov. The example is instructive because it involves 
minimal conditions for trust as encapsulated interest: the only reason 
for trustworthiness is the incentive to sustain the relationship-in this 
instance, purely for its profitable character and not for any richer rea­
sons. For many trust relationships there are additional considerations 
beyond monetary benefits. For example, I value my relationship with 
you in many ways, including for the favors we do each other, for the 
pleasures of talking and being with you, and for the mutual supports 
we give each other. 

In The Brothers Karamazov, Drnitry Karamazov tells the story of a 
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lieutenant colonel who, as commander of a unit far from Moscow, has 
managed substantial sums of money on behalf of the army. Imme­
diately after each periodic audit of his books, he takes the available 
funds to the merchant Trifonov, who soon returns them with a gift. In 
effect, both the lieutenant colonel and Trifonov have benefited from 
funds that would otherwise have lain idle, producing no benefit for 
anyone. Because it was highly irregular, theirs was a secret exchange 
that depended wholly on personal trustworthiness not backed by the 
law of contracts. When the day comes that the lieutenant colonel is 
abruptly to be replaced in his command, he asks Trifonov to return 
the last sum, 4,500 rubles, loaned to him. 

Trifonov replies, "I've never received any money from you, and 
couldn't possibly have received any" (Dostoyevsky 1982 [1880], 129). 
Trifonov's "couldn't possibly" is an elegant touch because it drives 
home in a subtle way that the entire series of transactions has been 
criminal. The lieutenant colonel could not have wanted any of it to 
become public-not even at the cost of the final 4,500 rubles to keep 
it secret. Had it become public, he most likely would have gone to 
jail, and his daughter's marriage prospects would have been ruined. 
Unlike many of our important relationships, this one was partially 
abstracted from social context rather than being heavily embedded in 
a context that could govern the interaction and enforce trustworthi­
ness. Trifonov's misappropriated rubles thereafter thread their com­
plex way through Dostoyevsky's entire novel, wrecking lives while 
motivating the plot. 

While their relationship was ongoing, Trifonov and the lieutenant 
colonel could each end their cooperation at any moment. Trifonov 
could have cheated at any time along the way, but then he might 
have lost more on forgone future interactions than he would have 
gained on his single, cheating defection, and he would have cheated a 
very powerful man. This was true so long as the interaction was ex­
pected to continue indefinitely. Once the interaction was to end, how­
ever, the incentive to the next mover was clearly to withdraw from 
the cooperation. It was the lieutenant colonel's misfortune that Tri­
fonov was the next mover at the end and, at that time, the lieutenant 
colonel had lost his power. 

Dmitry Karamazov says that the lieutenant colonel implicitly 
trusted Trifonov. After his sad day of reckoning, the lieutenant colonel 
would presumably have said that Trifonov was not trustworthy. Un­
fortunately, Trifonov was trustworthy just so long as there was some 
longer-run incentive for him to be reliable in their mutually beneficial 
relationship. The moment there ceased to be any expectation of fur­
ther gains from his relationship with the lieutenant colonel, Trifonov 
had no incentive to be trustworthy in this highly irregular commercial 
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d ealing between de facto crooks. Not surprisingly, he ceased to be 
trustworthy. The lieutenant colonel might have held the contradictory 
hope that Trifonov the crook was a man of honor who was, in that 
sense, trustworthy. If so, then he clearly misjudged his man. 

Ordinary trust between individuals often fits the tale of Dos­
toyevsky's 4,500 rubles as a minimal condition and, more generally, 
the encapsulated-interest model as defined in this chapter. Under­
standing that model of trust can help us to understand many other 
issues. The encapsulated-interest conception fits three distinct catego­
ries of interaction: interactions that fit the model of the iterated one­
way trust game, iterated exchange interactions as modeled by the 
prisoner's dilemma, and interactions in thick relationships. These 
categories of trust relations represent increasing complexity of the in­
teractions. In all of these interactions, trust is relational. That is to say, · 
my trust of you depends on our relationship, either directly through 
our own ongoing interaction or indirectly through intermediaries and 
reputational effects. If we have no or only a passing relationship, we 
are not in a trusting relationship. 

Trust as Encapsulated Interest 

It is compelling to see many interactions of trust and trustworthiness 
as similar to the interaction between Trifonov and the lieutenant colo­
nel while it was ongoing. The trusted party has incentive to be trust­
worthy, incentive that is grounded in the value of maintaining the 
relationship into the future. That is, I trust you because your interest 
encapsulates mine, which is to say that you have an interest in fulfill­
ing my trust. It is this fact that makes my trust more than merely expecta­
tions about your behavior. Any expectations I have are grounded in 
an understanding (perhaps mistaken) of your interests specifically 
with respect to me. The relationship of Trifonov and the lieutenant 
colonel exemplifies a minimal core part of a remarkable array of trust 
relationships. That minimal core is that there is a clear, fairly well 
defined interest at stake in the continuation of the relationship. 

More generally, it is principally those with whom we have ongoing 
relationships that we trust. In addition, the richer an ongoing relation- ~ 

ship and the more valuable it is to us, the more trusting and trustwor­
thy we are likely to be in that relationship. When asked whom they 
trust in various ways, people typically name certain relatives, friends, 
and close associates. The relationship between Trifonov and the lieu­
tenant colonel was a minimal instance of trust in that it was grounded 
merely in the interest in the ongoing material benefits from the inter­
action. The lieutenant colonel valued his relationship with Trifonov 
only for that material benefit. It was specifically his relationship with 
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Trifonov that mattered to him, however, because this relationship was 
beneficial to him. His interests and those of Trifonov were causally 
connected so long as their relationship continued. 

While one might object superficially to bringing interests into trust­
ing relationships, such as one's relationship with a close relative or 
friend, they are clearly there much, and perhaps most, of the time. For 
many other trusting relationships, the whole point is likely to be in­
terests. For example, I have an ongoing commercial relationship with 
a local merchant that becomes a trust relationship. For many common 
trust relationships there is a far richer range of benefits from the rela­
tionship than the material interests that motivated Trifonov and the 
lieutenant colonel, two partners in crime. I enjoy the presence of 
many people in my life, and I want to maintain my relationships with 
them. Therefore, they can trust me in various ways. There might even 
be relationships that I value in themselves and not primarily because 
they are causally connected to certain other benefits that I get from 
them. For example, I love certain people and have rich friendships 
with others. Such relationships are at one extreme of the range of 
encapsulated interest, and the relationship between Trifonov and the 
lieutenant colonel is at the other, minimal, extreme. Many of our rela­
tionships with others develop from relatively minor exchange interac­
tions and become much richer relationships of fairly broad reciprocity. 

Both the relatively limited relationship between Trifonov and the 
lieutenant colonel and the relatively rich relationship you might have 
with a friend involve trust as encapsulated interest, which we may 
characterize as follows: I trust you because I think it is in your interest 
to attend to my interests in the relevant matter. This is not merely_to 
scry that you an have the same interests. Rather, itis to say that ou 

I 
nave an interest in attending to my interests because, lCa y, you 

, want our relationship to continue. At · imum ou rna want our 
relationshi to continue because it is economically beneficial to you, 
as in the case of Trifonov's relationship with the lieutenant colonel. In 
richer cases, you may want our relationship to continue and not to be 
damaged by your failure to fulfill my trust because you value the 
relationship for many reasons, including non·material reasons. For ex­
ample, you may enjoy doing various things with me, or you might 
value my friendship or my love, and your desire to keep my friend­
ship or love will motivate you to be careful of my trust. 

Note that our merely having the same interests with respect to some 
matter does not meet the condition of trust as encapsulated interest, al-

1 though it can often give me reason to expect you to do what I would 
want you to do or what would serve my interests (because it simul­
taneously serves yours). The encapsulated-interest account does entail 
that the truster and the trusted have compa tible interests over at least 
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some matters, but such incentive compatibility, while necessary, is not 
sufficient for that account, which further requires that the trus ted 
values the continuation of the relationship with the truster and has 
compatible interests at least in part for this reason. Other drivers on a 
highway and I enjoy incentive compatibility, and therefore each of us 
can be expected to try to drive on the appropriate side of the road to 
avoid accidents with one another. Generally, however, there is no 
sense in which the other drivers want me to be in the relationship of 
driving on the same road with them, and therefore I am not in a 
relationship of trust as encapsulated interest with them. 

One could assert a definition of trust that is nothing more than 
incentive compatibility or rational expectations of the behavior of the 
trusted . The word trust would be otiose in such a theory, however, 
because it would add nothing to the somewhat simpler assumption of 
compatible interests in explaining behavior. The massive literature on 
trust has not been stimulated by any such simplistic conception of 
trust. Much of that literature seems to suppose, for example, that 
there are important normative issues in the seeming fact of declining 
trust, and much of it supposes that trust is a complex and important 
matter in its own right. Indeed, Niklas Luhmann (1980, 22, 30) sup­
poses that ins titutional devices that arrange for merely stable expecta­
tions--have, of necessity, been substituted for relationships of trust in 
our complex modern times. 

A fully rational analysis of trust would depend not solely on the 
rational expectations of the truster but also on the commitments, not 
merely the regularity, of the trusted. How can one secure commitments 
from someone whose love or benevolence does not guarantee good will 
toward oneself? The most common way is to structure incentives to 
match the desired commitment. You can more confidently trust me if 
you know that my own interest will induce me to live up to your , 
expectations. Your trust is your expectation that my interests encapsu- , 
late yours. On this view, as Thomas Schelling (1960, 134-35) notes, 
"trust is often achieved simply by the continuity of the relation between \ 
parties and the recognition by each that what he might gain by cheating \ 
in a given instance is outweighed by the value of the tradition of trust \ 
that makes possible a long sequence of future agreement." 

Continuity of the relationship is not enough, of course, because the 
commitments matter. In a favorite philosopher's example, Immanuel 
Kant's neighbors may have relied on his punctuality in his morning 
walk to set their own schedules. To trust him, however, would require 
more: that they rely on his having their interests at heart in deciding 
when to take his walk. If they could not think he did, they could not 
be said to trust him ii1 the strong sense of the encapsulated-interest 
account (Baier 1986,. ·234). 
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Writings on trust often take the view that it involves something 
beyond merely reasonable expectations based in self-interest.1 In par­
ticular, some writers suppose trust is an inherently normative notion 
(Elster 1979, 146; Hertzberg 1988). We can make some sense of such 
claims by supposing they a re really misplaced claims about trust­
worthiness rather than about trust. You might be trustworthy in the 
strong sense that you would reciprocate even when it was against 
your interest to do so, as Trifonov might have returned the final 4,500 
rubles. 

Various social scientific accounts of trust take for granted that trust 
is ra tional in the sense of being based on empirically grounded expec­
tations of another person's (or an institution's) behavior (Barber 1983; 
Luhmann 1980). Trust can lead to intentional or motivational moves 
by the trusted as well as by the truster. A rational analysis of trust of 
another intentional being, as opposed to "trust" of a force of nature 
(our "trust" that it will not rain on a July day in Palo Alto), must take 
account of the rationality of both intentional parties. Indeed, in a trust 
relationship, I must think strategically, because my purposes are served 
by the interaction between what I do and what another does (or others 
do) . My outcome is the joint outcome of both our actions. In this 
sense, mere ex~tation-accounts are only half stra teg_Ic, and they 
therefore fail to address the central nature of trust relationships. They 
have a liability not unlike that of the similarly half-strategic Cournot 
theory of market behavior. In the Cournot theory, actors assume regu­
larity of behavior on the part of others in the market in order better to 
decide how to act themselves; but, although they are strategic in re­
sponding to others' actions, they suppose that others are not strategic 
in responding to them. Hence they fail to take account of second­
order effects of others' responses to their actions. Coumot actors are 
somewhat smart but they think others are dumb. 

Many writings on trust convey a vague sense that trust always 
requires more than rational expectations grounded in the likely inter­
ests of the trus ted. If this sense is correct, then we are at a very early 
stage in the development of any theory to account for trust or even to 
characterize it in many contexts. If an account' from interests is largely 
correct for a large and important fraction of our trusting relationships, 
however, we already have the elements of a theory of trust that 
merely wants careful articulation and application. In what follows, I 

I give an account of trust as essentially rational expectations about the 
! self-interested behavior of the trusted. The effort to construct such an 

account forces attention to varieties of interaction in which trust 
might arise and hence to differences in the plausible explanations of 
trust. The sense that trust inherently requires more than reliance on 
the self-interest of the trusted may depend on particular kinds of in-
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teraction tha( while interesting and even important, are not always of 
greatest import in social theory or social life- although some of them 
are, as is the trust a child can have in a parent. 

Elements of Trust as Encapsulated Interest 

The encapsulated-interest view of trust includes several elements, 
some of which are common to other accounts of trus t. Firs t, trust is 
generally a thre~rt relation that restricts any claim of trust to par­
ticular parties and to parti5Cular matters. Second, t~s~ a ~e 
notion, in the family of such notions as knowledg~_be.lier__and the 
kind of judg~ent that might be called a~t. All of these are 
cognitive in that t ey are grounded in some sense of what is true. 
These cognitive notions-and trust, in particular-are not a ma tter of 
choosing: we do not choose what is to count as true, rather we dis­
cover it or are somehow convinced of it. Hence we do not trus t in 
order to accomplish anything, although our trus t might encourage us 
to enter beneficial interactions. (We may well choose to be trustwor­
thy in order to encourage others to cooperate with us.) Generally, we 
wish to explain cooperation or its failure by reference to trust. To 
make the cooperation itself a matter of trust would make the thing we 
want to explain the explanation of it. Thus we wish to keep trusting 
and acting from trust cleanly separa ted . Finally, acting on trust typ­
ically involves risk. 

Other issues of trust need be only mentioned, not discussed at 
length here. First, tr ust involves ex ectations vior from 
another, but not_j_ust any expectations. The expecta tions must be 
grounded in the trusted 's concern with the truster 's interests. Second, 
trust and trustworthiness are subject to the larger context. Your en­
capsulation of my interest in making your own choices may not be 
sufficient to get you to fulfill my trust because other considera tions 
may trump. For example, two people might trust you with respect to 
d ifferen t things, and in fulfilling one of those trusts you might violate · 
the other. Taken out of context, your trustworthiness in each of these 
relationships might be in your interest. But when they come into con­
flict in the context of you r wider life, one interest might trump the ; 
o ther. 

Many w riters take issue with one or another of these elements of 
trust. Some of the criticisms appear to be matters that are normative, 
as in_ some of the views canvassed in chapter 3, where I take up alter­
native conceptions of trust. Some of the disagreements, however, are 
genuinely conceptual. The view for which I argue here seems to fit 
mod al cases of actual trusting, in which the trusting makes a real 
d ifference to how people then behave. It also seems to yield or fit 
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with an explanation for both the trusting and the behavior that fol­
lows. from it. 

One other element of trust is shared in virtually all views: comee­
tence to do what one is trusted to dD. You should not trust me to get 
y ou safely to the top of Mount Eve;est and back, even if I convince 
you that I have the best will in the world to do so. I usually assume 
throughout this book that competence is not at issue in the trust rela­
tionships under discussion. The point of this is not to dismiss the 
problems of competence and of judging someone's competence­
such problems are often severe and de facto insurmountable barriers 
to trust-but merely to concentrate on motivational issues. There are, 
of course, many contexts in which competence is a major issue as well 
as many in which the problem of knowing how competent someone 
is can be very difficult. A substantial book could be written on these 
issues, but this is not that book. 

Competence is a major issue in many contexts in which specialized 
abilities are at issue, as is typically true of professional services as 
well as ordinary individual interactions. You would probably have 
less confidence in the competence of a young and inexperienced teen­
ager as a baby-sitter than in that of an older and experienced person. 
In such a case, you might know enough to judge the relative compe­
tence of these two people. In other contexts, however, the issue is 
how to judge someone's competence. We com.rrionly prefer to call on 
people whom we know to be competent and avoid relying on those 
about whom we know too little to judge them. 

My competence in getting up Mount Everest is, of course, a fairly 
fixed characteristic that is not specifically mobilized to answer to your 
potential trust in me. If I have not already developed such a capacity, 
you should not want to rely on my somehow developing it while 
leading you up that mountain. Most of the motivational issues in 
trust- for the encapsulated-interest account as well as for most 
others-are much more clearly specific to the p articular relationship 

, at issue. Again, therefore, the focus of this book is on motivations, 
\ which are far less well understood in the trust literature than is the 
\ 

4 \problem of competence. 
1 Certain institutional arrangements convert our particular personal 
judgment problems into problems of generalized assessments. For ex­
ample, we have agencies that assess the competence of such profes­
sionals as doctors, lawyers, and even mountain-climbing guides. 
These agencies also commonly oversee motivational commitments of 
the professionals-for example, they attempt to regulate conflicts of 
interests. Testing and certification of competence is, however, a major 

, part of their task. Such agencies convert our relations with profes­
sionals into something different from the kind of trust relationship I 
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might have with you personally. lildeed, they arguably eliminate 
much of the trust we might otherwise have developed, so that our 
dealings with professionals have more the character of assessing and 
acting on mere expectations. Similar devices of third-party "certifica­
tion" -as by a mutual friend or a Chinese guanxi mediator-also of­
ten stand in for direct assessments of those we must rely on for ordi­
nary personal relations. 

Trust as a Three-Part Relation 

A characteristic of.trusting relationships, one that is not uniquely rele­
vant to the encapsulated-interest view, is that trust is generally a 
three-part relation: A trusts B to do X (Baier 1986; Luhmann 1980, 27).2 

Even then, the trustcfepena~e context. For example, I might 
ordinarily trust you with even the most damaging gossip but not with 
the price of today's lunch (you always-conveniently?-forget such 
debts), while I would trust another with the price of lunch but not 
with any gossip. I might trust you with respect to X but not with 
respect to ten times X. Some few people I might trust with almost 
anything, many others with almost nothing. But in a radically differ­
ent context, such as when you are under gr_eat duress and my piece of 
gossip would help you out of a bad situation, I might no longer trust 
you with it. 

To say "I trust you" seems almost always to be elliptical, as though 
we can assume some such phrase as "to do- " o~atter.s--4'~ 
Only a small child, a lover, Abraham speaking to his god, or a rabid 1 
follower of a charismatic leader might be able to say "I trust you" \ 
without implicit modifier. Even in their cases we are apt to think they \ 
mistake both themselves and the objects of their trust. Many of us, of 
course, might start by taking a risk on newly encountered people or 
people in newly undertaken areas, but we would prefer not to take 
s~ a risk in im}2ortant matters without a substantial prior history of 
trustworthiness and a strong sense that the trusted will have incen­
live m-f'O"I ow ffiiough. 
- rhose who see trust as normative or otherwise extrarational argue 
that it is more richly a two- art or even one-part relation than this 
view implies. It is a one-part relation if r trust out of a -pure disposi- : 
tion to trust anyone and every-one with respect to anything and e.v- ­
erything, in w iCh case I am the only variaOJ.e part. There may be 
people, especially children, naive enough to have such a disposition, : 
but most of us clearly do not have it. There is a fairly extensive litera- :. 
ture on so-called generalized trust, ~hich is trust in the general other 
person whom we mignt encounter, perhaps with some restrictions on 
what matters would come under that trust. Conceptual issues in sur- , 
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vey research on generalized or social trust are discussed in chapter 3 • 
(also see the appendix) and the implications of the results of such 
research in chapters 7 (trust in government) and 8 (trust and society). 
But here note that this category has two odd features. First, it sounds 
more nearly like a simple expectations account than a richer trust 
account. In this account, I supposedly think everyone is reliable up to 
some degree independently of who they are or what relationship I 
have with them. I think this of them the way I might think the typical 
person would behave in certain ways in various contexts. 

Second, when survey respondents say they trust most people most 
of the time, this is almost surely an elliptical claim. They do not mean 
that, if a random stranger on the street were to ask for a loan of, say, a 
hundred dollars, they would trust that person to repay and would 
therefore make the loan. This ellipsis might be covered by the phrase 
"most of the time." Hence even this open-ended answer to a badly 
framed, vague question is almost certainly just a loose way of saying 
they would trust most people within somewhat narrow limits. More­
over, it is also elliptical in its reference to "most people." Few of the 
respondents would genuinely trust just anyone much at all. 

Trust and Cooperation 

! Trust is in the cognitive category with knowledge and belief. To say I 
I trust you in some way is to say nothing more than that I know or 
· believe certain things about you-generally things about your incen­

tives or other reasons to live up to my trust, to be trustworthy to me. 
My assessment of your trustworthiness in a particular context is sim­
ply my trust of you. The declarations "I believe you are trustworthy" 
and "I trust you" are equivalent. If it is cognitive, it follows that trust 
is not purposive (Baier 1986, 235). I donot trust you in order to gain 
frmni.nteractmg with you. Rather, because I do trust you, I can expect 
to gain from interacting with you if a relevant opportunity arises. 
Moreover, if trust is cognitive,J.Us_noLbehav.ioraL I may act from my 
~nd ffiy action may give evidence of my trust, but my action is 
not itself the trust, although it may _be compelling evidence of my 
trust.•lf I- trust you:--I trust you right now and not only in some mo­
ment in which I act on my trust by taking a risk on you.5 

Suppose my trusting you in some matter is rational in the sense of 
being well grounded. What follows? Perhaps nothing. That I trust 
you does not entail that I should act on the trust. There might be 
other things I would rather do at the moment or other people whom I 
similarly trust for the matter at hand. Therefore, I face a choice of 
what to do even though it is incoherent to say I choose to trust you. If 
I trust you, I will think it not very risky to rely on you in some matter. 
(I return to this issue in chapter 3.) 
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I can, however, also choose to take the risk of cooperating with you 
on some matter even if I do not trust you. While he was the prime 
minister of Israel,. Ehud Barak, when asked if he trusted Yassir Arafat, 
said, "I don't know what it means to trust. He is the Palestinian 
leader, not the Israeli leader, and he is determined to do whatever he 
can to achieve Palestinian objectives. The real question is not whether 
we trust him. The question is whether there is a potential agreement 
that could be better overall for both sides, a win-win, not a zero-sum 
game" (quoted in Goldberg 2001, 66). Cooperation or coordination is 
the general goal, but there are many ways to achieve it, some of 
which do not depend on trust. Hence my actions are not simply de­
termined by the degree of my trust, although they are often likely to 

1 

be influenced by my trust or distrust. 
In the encapsulated-interest account of trust, the knowledge that 

makes my beliefs about you a matter of trust rather than of mere 
expectations is my beliefs about your incentives toward me in partic­
ular. These are not merely bald, unarticulated expectations about your 
behavior. I have bald expectations that the sun will rise tomorrow, 
and I might not be able to give any account of why I think that, other 
than induction from the past. (As a physicist, you might be able to 
give a very good account, so that your expectation of the sun's rising 
is theoretically grounded.) What matters for trust is not merely my ' 
expectation that you will act in certain ways but also my belief that 
you have the relevant motivations to act in those ways, that you de­
liberately take my interests into account because they are mine. 

It is common in the vernacular to say I "trust" you to do such 
things as, for example, defend yourself if attacked by a dog, in which 
case your motivations are not at all like those of the encapsulated­
interest account of trust. You defend yourself, as most of us would, 
for your own d irect interest. If trust reduces to such bald expectations 
of behavior, there is little point in using the loaded term "trust." My 
"trust" would be useless in helping us explain your self-defense, 
which is not motivated by your concern with my interests (or any 
other commitments you might have to me specifically). Moreover, my 
trust-as my assessment of your encapsula tion of my interests in 
your own interestso:__will commonly help explain relevant actions of 
mine, specifically my choosing to rely on you to do something on my 
behalf, whereas my "trust" that you would defend yourself when at­
tacked by a dog would explain none of my behavior. 

Acting on Trust as Involving Risk 

As virtually all writers on trust agree, acting on a trust involves giv­
ing discretion to another to affect one's interests. This move is inher­
ently subject to the risk that the other will abuse the power of discre-
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tion. As David Hume (1978 [1739- 40L 3.2.2: 497) observes, "'Tis im­
possible to separate the chance of good from the risk of ill." Hence to 
act on trust is to take a risk, although trust is not itself a matte.r_of 
geliberately taking a risk because it is not a matter of making a choice. 

As an objection to the encapsulated-interest account, one might 
suppose it perverse to say I trust you to do X when it is in your 
interest to do X. For example, consider an extreme case: I am confi­
dent that you will do what I want only because a gun is pointed at 
your head. (I have grasped the wisdom of Al Capone, who is sup­
posed to have said, "You can get so much farther with a kind word 
and a gun than with a kind word alone" [McKean 1975, 42n]). 

My coercing you to do what I' "trust" you to do violates the sense 
that trust has no meaning in a fully deterministic setting. I do not 
trust the sun to rise each day, at least not in any meaningful sense 
beyond merely having great confidence that it will do so. Similarly, I 
would not, in our usual sense, trust a fully programmed automaton, 
even if it were programmed to discover and attempt to serve my 
interests-although I might come to rely heavily on it. Many writers 
therefore suppose that trust is inherently embedded in uncertainty. 
"For trust to be relevant," Diego Gambetta (1988, 218-19) says, " there 
must be the possibility of exit, betrayal, defection" by the trusted (see 
also Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994, 133; Luhmann 1980, 24). More 
generally, one might say trust is embedded in the capacity or even 

1 need for choice on the part of the trusted. Giving people very strong 
\ incentives seems to move them toward being deterministic actors 
·.with respect to the matters at stake. At the other extreme, leaving 
'them with no imputable reasons for action generally makes it impos­
sible to trust them. Trust and trustworthiness (and choice and ratio­
nality) are a t issue just because we are in the murky in-between land 
that is neither deterministic nor fully indeterminate. Yet it still can 
make sense to say of someone, such as your mother, that you trust 
her virtually beyond doubt with respect to very many things. Such 
people, however, are rare in our lives. Trust is a problem of often 
great interest just because so few of our relationships are like that one. 

Part of the issue in the gun case is that your compliance with my 
request is not motivated by your concern with my interest at all. It is 
motivated purely by your concern with your own interests. Hence the 
gun case fails to fit the encapsulated-interest account of trust, which 
would require your concern with my interests. Luhmann (1980, 42; 

' see also Hertzberg 1988) seemingly opposes the encapsulated-interest 
. '. account because it turns on the interests of the trusted. "It must not ,. 

be that the trusted will toe the line on her own account, in the light of 
her interests," he writes. This unexplica ted obiter dictum runs counter 
to his own general account, according to which the overriding consid-
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eration is that the two parties in a trust relation are typically going to 
meet again (Luhmann 1980, 37)-presumably in an iterated or ongo­
ing exchange relationship in which a strong reason for trustworthi­
ness is one's interest in keeping the relationship and its exchanges 
going. His claim, however, might be the misstated observation that 
trust must not be a matter of the trusted's acting only on his or her 
own account without reference to the interests of the truster. 

The Rationality of Trust 

At the individual level, my trust of you must be grounded in expecta­
tions that are particular to you, not merely in generalized expecta­
tions. If I always trust everyone or if I always act from generalized 
expectations, then I do not meaningfully trust anyone. Trust is there­
fore in part inherently a rational assessment. My expectations about 
your behavior may be grounded in my belief in your morality or 
reciprocity or self-interest. With no prior knowledge of you, I may 
initially risk treating you as though I trust you, but our relationship 
can eventually be one of trust only if there are expectations that 
ground the trust. As Karamazov's lieutenant colonel learned, expecta­
tions that are well grounded in one context may not be reliable for 
new contexts, such as his sudden loss of status as base commander. 

That trust is essentially rational is a common view. For example, 
James Coleman (1990, chapter 5; also see several contributions to 
Gambetta 1988) bases his account of trust on complex rational expec­
tations. There are two central elements in applying a rational-choice ! 

account of trust: incentives of the trusted to fulfill the trust and 
knowledge to allow the truster to trust. The knowledge at issue, of 
course, is that of the potential truster, not that of the theorist or social 
scientist who observes or analyzes trust. Hence we require an account 
of the epistemology of individual knowledge or belief, of street-level 
epistemology, to complete the rational theory of trust (see chapter 5). 

A full s tatement of the rational theory, including the incentive and 
knowledge effects, is as stated earlier: Your trust turns not directly on 
your own interests but rather on whether these are encapsulated in 
the interests of the trusted. You trust someone if you believe it will be : 
in her interest to be trustworthy in the relevant way at the relevant 
time, and it will be in her interest because she wishes to maintain her 
relationship with you. Some accounts of trust do not specifically in­
clude reference to the trusted's interest in being trustworthy toward 
the truster but merely require an expectation that the trusted will ful­
fill the trust (Barber 1983; Gambetta 1988, 217- 18; Dasgupta 1988). 
Adequate reason for s~ch an expectation, however, will typically turn 1 
on an assessment of likely future incentives.6 
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The encapsulated-interest account backs up a step from a simpler 
expectations account to inquire into the reasons for the relevant ex­
pectations-in particular, the interests of the trusted in fulfilling the 
trust. The typical reason for the expectations is that the relations are 
ongoing in some important sense. There are two especially important 
contexts for trust: ongoing dyadic relationships and ongoing-or 
thick-group or societal relationships. The two classes are closely re­
lated, and both are subsumed in the encapsulated-interest account of 
trust. The first class is divisible into one-way and mutual trust rela­
tions, both of which are grounded in ongoing dyadic interactions. 
Such interactions pose incentives to the trusted that are of increasing 
severity. The sanction that compels the trusted party in a one-way 
trust game and both of the trusted parties in the mutual trust ex­
change interaction is withdrawal by the other party and therefore the 
loss of future benefits from the interaction. The sanction in thick rela­
tionships can go beyond such withdrawal to include shunning from 
the whole community of those who share in the thick relationships. 
Let us consider each of these in turn. 

One-Way Trust 

The interaction of Trifonov and the lieutenant colonel was, the first 
time they dealt with each other, an instance of what we may call the 
one-way trust game. This standard game has been widely used for 
the experimental study of trust for about a decade (Kreps 1990; Mc­
Cabe and Smith in press; Hardin in press a). (Variants of this game 
with other payoffs are strategically identical in the sense that the or-

' ders of the payoffs are the same.) The lieutenant colonel must act as 
though he trusts Trifonov in order to gain from their interaction, 
whereas Trifonov need only act in his own interest. The game illus­
trates one-way trust because it is only the lieutenant colonel whose 
actions might depend on his trusting. The lieutenant colonel can 
never cheat Trifonov. In the game, the lieutenant colonel makes the 
first move of lending or not lending the rubles. If he does not lend, 
the game ends with payoffs of nothing to both parties. If he lends, 
then there follows a next stage in which Trifonov chooses whether to 
repay fully with an additional personal gift or not to repay. The play 
of the game ends with his choice. 

If the game is played only once, clearly Trifonov's interest is to 
defect, and therefore the lieutenant colonel's interest is not to make 
the initial loan. In many experiments using variants of this game, the 
firs t mover (the lieutenant colonel here) often risks cooperation and 
the second mover often reciprocates, even when the game is to be 
played only once (which appears to be the most common way to use 
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the game experimentally). If the experiments were run with payoffs 
on the scale of what the lieutenant colonel and Trifonov faced, we 
might expect almost no cooperative plays in games played only once. 
If, however, the players were like the lieutenant colonel and Trifonov 
and were able to play the game repeatedly over the years, their inter­
ests might change dramatically, because both could do very well over 
many plays of the game. 

Let us suppose that after every audit, there will be about 4,500 
rubles to play with and that Trifonov makes a generous profit from 
his investments, enough to yield 2,000 rubles to himself and a gift of 
300 rubles to the lieutenant colonel. The payoff structure of a single 
play of their game will then be as in game 1 (figure 1.1). Moves are 
sequential. First, the lieutenant colonel must choose either to defect or 
to cooperate. If he chooses to cooperate, then Trifonov must decide 
whether he will defect or cooperate. If Trifonov gets the Loan three 
times and successfully invests it and repays it, he makes a clear profit 
(1,500 rubles) in comparison with cheating already on the first loan of 
4,500 rubles. If he carries it off often for several years, he makes a 
very large profit that swamps the initial 4,500 ruble loan. Repayment, 
with the small gift, is therefore clearly in Trifonov's Long-run interest. 
Presumably Trifonov can cheat the lieutenant colonel only once, and 
while the lieutenant colonel is powerful, Trifonov might suffer repri­
sals if he cheats. Hence so long as he can foresee two more plays of 
the game beyond the current play, it always serves his interest to 
repay the money. Once the relationship is clearly over, however, and 
there is no longer any chance of reprisal, there is only a short-run 
gain from a single final loan, and that is substantially trumped by the 
gain from cheating and keeping the 4,500 rubles (plus any profit he 
has made from them). 

The game as represented might not include all the relevant payoffs. 
For example, so long as he has the resources of his power over the 
military base and his standing in the local community, the lieutenant 
colonel has power to take vengeance on Trifonov if Trifonov cheats. 
When he was embarrassed by an unannounced audit and discovered 
that he would be replaced in office, however, he lost that power. If the 
initial loan had been a personal loan from the lieutenant colonel's 
own funds, it could have been governed by a legally enforceable con­
tract, so that trust need have played little or no role in the lieutenant 
colonel's expectation of getting full repayment with a bit of interest. 

Note, incidentally, that the one-way trust game of game 1 is a 
three-part relation. The lieutenant colonel trusts Trifonov with respect 
to about 4,500 rubles. This is true for the general trust game no matter 
who the parties are or what the stakes are. In addition, it would, of 
course, be plausible for the lieutenant colonel not to trust Trifonov in 
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Figure 1.1 Game 1: One-Way Trust 
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a one-way trust game with radically higher sta1<es even though he did 
trus t him with the stakes at 4,500 rubles. 

It is a great strength of the experimental protocol for the trust game 
that it virtually forces us to be clear on at least some of what is at 
issue. It is difficult to imagine a reduced analog of the one-way trust 
game tha t would represent only a two-part relation unless it allowed 
the payoffs to be merely ordinal and completely open-ended. In that 
case, however, the relevant player would be unable to choose to coop­
erate at the firs t move because the loss, if the other party chose to 
take the noncooperative payoff, could be catastrophic. Players who 
understood such a game could not, if their own resources were at 
stake, seriously claim to think it smart to cooperate at the first move. 
Unlike the findings of experiments using these games, survey results 
on so-called generalized trust can be based on questions that are 
vague and even glib and can therefore confuse what is at issue (see 
the discussion in chapter 3 and the typical survey questions presented 
in the appendix). 

As the example of Trifonov and the lieutenant colonel shows, even 
when it is played once only, the one-way trust game represents real 
choice problems. The choices precede any trust relation, however; 
hence calling it a trust game is misleading if the game is not iterated. 
The example is also in a sense only half of commonplace trust rela­
tions, in which both parties are at risk, both might trust or not trust, 
and both might be trustworthy or not trustworthy. For example, in an 
ongoing mutual exchange relationship, you and I might both be in a 
position on occasion to cheat each other. Neither of us would have the 
restricted role of the lieutenant colonel, who can trust or not trust but 
cannot act on the misplaced trust of Trifonov, because Trifonov need 
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not tr\1St. Let us turn to this slightly more complex case of mutual 
trust, in which the two parties are in a symmetric relationship. 

Mutual Trust 

Iterated one-way trust relationships are of great analytical interest be­
cause of their simplicity, although they are arguably somewhat un­
usual in the mass of all trust relationships. One can imagine that some 
parent-child relationships are virtually one-way relationships, as are 
many others in which the parties are not equal or are not in sym­
metric roles. For good reason, the more stable and compelling trust 
relationships are likely to be mutual and ongoing. Why is this so? 
Because a good way to get me to be trustworthy in my dealings with 
you, when you risk acting on your trust of me, is to make me recip­
rocally depend on your trustworthiness. A reciprocal trusting rela- \ 
tionship is mutually reinforcing for each truster, because each person 
then has built-in incentive to be trustworthy (Coleman 1990, 77). I 
trust you because it is in your interest to do what I trust you to do, 
and you trust me for the reciprocal reason. If, as subjectively seems to 
be true, trust relationships are typically reciprocal, we have reason to 
suppose they are not typically grounded in particular characteristics 
of the trusted. They are relational because they are grounded in incen­
tives for trustworthiness, as in the encapsulated-interest account. 

The prototypical case of mutual trust at the individual level in­
volves an interaction that is part of a long sequence of exchanges 
between the same parties. Each exchange is simply the resolution of a 
prisoner's dilemma (Hardin 1982b). A sequence of exchanges is there­
fore an iterated prisoner's dilemma with, perhaps, some variation in 
the stakes at each exchange. Hence the main incentive that one faces 
in a particular exchange in which one is trusted by the other is the 
potential benefit from continuing the series of interactions. The sanc­
tion each of us has against the other is to withdraw from further 
interaction. 

The model of mutual trust as trust from iterated exchange is not a 
definition of trust in certain relationships, but it is an explanation of 
much of the trust we experience or see, much of which is reciprocal 
and is grounded in ongoing relationships. As discussed further in 
chapter 3, trust is typically reducible to other terms. We can deter­
mine what some of these other terms are from the iterated exchange 
model, which is an explanatory theory of trust. Ongoing dyadic rela­
tionships of trust typically involve mutual trust.7 

Ordinary exchange can be represented as a prisoner's dilemma 
game, as in figure 1.2 (see Hardin 1982b). In this game, the payoffs to 
each player are strictly ordinal. They bear no relation to dollars or 
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Figure 1.2 Game 2: Prisoner's Dilemma or Exchange 

Cooperates 

Row Player 

Does not cooperate 

So11rce: Author's configuration. 
(x,y) 
x = row player 
y = column player 

Cooperates 

2, 2 

1, 4 

Column Player 

Does not cooperate 

4, 1 

3,3 

Note: In each cell, the first payoff is the row player's, the second the column player's. 

utiles. They merely indicate the order of optimal benefit for each 
player from each possible interaction. The first cell, for example, indi­
cates that the cooperation of both parties yields the second-best pay­
off for each of the players. The outcome with a payoff of 1 is the 
player 's first choice, or most preferred outcome, that with a payoff of 
2 is the player's second choice, and so forth. There is therefore no 
sense in which we can add, say, the payoffs that are ranked 1 and 4; 
nor can we say that Row's 1 is comparable in magnitude to Column's 
1. In each cell of the matrix, the first payoff goes to the row player 
and the second to the column player (in the mnemonic Roman Catho­
lic convention). Hence the top left cell of the game gives both players 
their second-best outcomes, which are an improvement over their sta­
tus quo third-best outcomes that result from joint failure to cooperate 
w ith each other. (Such games are more commonly presented with car­
dinal payoffs in money rather than with merely ordinally ranked out­
comes.)8 

If we play the prisoner's dilemma once only with no expectation of 
encountering each other again in an exchange relation and without 
the benefit of any external agency to compel us to cooperate, it is in 
our interest individually not to cooperate. If we p lay the game repeat­
edly, however, we have strong incentive to cooperate, if we can get 
each other to recognize this fact. Therefore, the once-only interaction 
has none of the force of the encapsulated-interest account to get us to 
trust each other, but an iterated, ongoing interaction does have that 
force (Hardin 1982a, chapters 9 to 14). Some game theorists argue that 
iteration cannot generate incentives to cooperate in ongoing interac­
tions in the ordinary prisoner's dilemma. I briefly address their objec­
tion later in this chapter. 
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Several types of behavior often identified as moral can be clearly 
understood as self-interested in many contexts. Promise keeping, hon­
esty, and fidelity . to others often make sense without any presupposi­
tion of a distinctively moral commitment beyond interes t. Consider 
promise keeping, which has been the subject of hundreds of articles 
and books in moral theory during the p ast century.9 In the. eighteenth 
century, David Hume (1978 [1739- 40], 3.2.5: 523) said, without seem­
ing to think the statement required much defense, that the first obli­
gation to keep a promise is interest. The claim is obviously true for 
typical promises between close associates who have an ongoing rela­
tionship that they .want to maintain. If I promise to return your book, 
I w ill be encouraged to do so by frequent contact with you and fre­
quent desire to make other exchanges with you . If I generally fail to 
keep such promises, I can probably expect not to enjoy as many ex­
changes and reciprocal favors. Promising relationships typically are 
those in which exchanges are reciprocated over time. Because ex­
changes are resolutions of prisoner's dilemma problems, promising 
relationships involving exchange have the incentive structure of iter­
ated plays of the prisoner's dilemma.10 Prima facie, it is in one's inter­
est to keep such a promise, although that interest might be trumped 
by some other (see further Hardin 1988b, 41-44, 59-65). (I discuss the 
relationship between promise keeping and trust in chapter 3.) 

A strong external force generally backs promises: the loss of cred­
ibility that follows from breaking them. Without credibilitr- one loses 
the possibility of making promises. Why should anyone want the 
power to make promises? All I really want in my own interest is the 
power to receive them. And there's the rub, because promises are 
generally part of a reciprocal exchange. The real penalty here is not 
that others will no longer rely on me but that they will not let me rely 
on them . As is commonly true also of trust relationships, promising 
typically involves intentions on the parts of two people. As w ith 
promising, future expectations, generally based in ongoing exp eri­
ence, contribute much of the force that binds in a trusting relation­
ship. Trifonov and the lieutenant colonel could trust each other so 
long as future expectations of their relationship were motivating. 

When it is repeated, the one-way trust game has some of the qual­
ity of the iterated prisoner's dilemma and therefore of mutual trust. It 
is not a prisoner's dilemma, however, because there is no outcome that is 
best for the lieutenant colonel that is simultaneously worst for Trifonov. 
When played once, the prisoner's dilemma of game 2 (figure 1.2) has 
four outcomes, whose orderings of payoffs define the prison er's di­
lemma, while the one-way trust game has only three outcomes. The 
worst outcome for Trifonov in any given play of the one-way tru st 
game is analogous to the noncooperation, or s tatus quo, outcome (3, 
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3) in the prisoner's dilerruna. If Trifonov is the column player in game 
2,. the outcome in which the lieutenant colonel's payoff is 1 and Tri­
fonov's 4 is not possible; hence a two-by-two matrix representation of 
the one-way trus t game has an empty cell. Still, there must be some 
degree of mutual trust if they are to continue playing because each 
time he returns the 4,500 rubles Trifonov must take a risk that the 
lieutenant colonel will not continue the arrangement after the next 
and other future audits. 

In mutual trus t, again, the interaction is a finitely iterated exchange 
or prisoner 's dilerruna. According to a standard argument in game 
theory, one should not cooperate in such a game. The argument be­
gins with the premise that one should treat the final play of a finite 
series of plays of the game as a one-shot game, in which one should 
defect. If one should defect on the final play, however, then the pen­
ultimate play is de facto a final play in the sense that it can have no 
effect on anything thereafter, and so one should defect on the penulti­
mate play as well. By tedious induction backward, one should defect 
already on the first play in the series. 

If the backward induction argument is compelling, it is hard to see 
how rational individuals could ever enter into normal relationships 
of trust and exchange. All such relationships would have to be 
grounded in something extrarational, perhaps in normative commit­
ments to be altruistic or more decent than is rational. On this view, 
the fact that there is apparently a great deal of trust in our lives sug­
gests that we are not rational. I think, on the contrary, that trust 
is eminently rational and that the backward induction argument is 
flawed. In brief, the flaw is this: Suppose I know that you are emi­
nently ra tional and that you believe the backward ind uction argu­
ment. I also know that we could gain substantially from entering a 
series of exchanges tha t must terminate, perhaps unhappily, at some 
distant future point. I can now wreck your backward induction by 
simply cooperating at our first encounter. You may now suppose I am 
irrational, or you may reconsider your induction. Either way, you 
may now decide it is in your interest to reciprocate my cooperation, 
so that we both gain far more than we would have from continuous 
mutual defection. Indeed, I think you must reconsider your induction 
because if I, by acting cooperatively, can get you to cooperate, you 
should realize that you could do as well with others in such an inter­
action. That is to say, you must agree that it would be sensible for you 
to cooperate initially rather than to defect.u 

Moreover, and more to the point here, if you think cooperation in 
finitely iterated prisoner's dilemma interactions is irrational, you 
must wonder at your own tendency initially to take risks of cooperat­
ing with those whom you do not yet know well. All our relationships 
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with people are of perhaps ill-defined but necessarily finite duration. 
The backward induction argument recommends initial distrust and, 
furthermore, COJ;ltinued distrust. This is a recommenda tion for slow 
death by abnegation in mimicry of Herman Melville's (1984) Bartleby, 
the scrivener, who became so asocial that he died of starvation and 
whose response to every entreaty was, "I would prefer not to." What­
ever the apparent force of the backward ind uction argument for rar­
efied game theorists, it appears that actual people in living societies, 
including the game theorists who preach against the rationality of 
doing so, regularly take the risk of initially cooperating to upset that 
argument. Only for that reason do we have living societies. 

The analysis here of the iterated prisoner's dilemma applies as well 
to an iterated one-way trust game, such as that between the lieuten­
ant colonel and Trifonov. When that game is iterated, Trifonov has 
reason to cooperate in order to induce the lieutenant colonel to con­
tinue to loan him the loose cash after each periodic audit. 

Thick Relationships 

Now tum to trust that is grounded in a complex of overlapping iter­
ated interactions over broad ranges of matters. In a small, close com­
munity, each of us can have ongoing relationships with every other 
one of us. Such overlapping relationships typically generate a lot of 
knowledge relevant to trusting any particular person, and they gener­
ate incentives not only between two partners in trust but also be­
tween each of them and others in the thick community. Even outside 
such a close community, I may belong to a subcommunity of similarly 
overlapping relationships with a close circle of relatives and friends 
and a small number of others with whom I regularly deal. In our 
subcommunity we may all know one another well enough to know 
the limits of one another's trustworthiness and to rely on each mem­
ber 's being responsible not merely to a particular truster but to the 
entire group of us. Those with whom we deal have not only the in­
centive of loss of our relationship but also that of loss of reputation 
and the possibility of shunning by others if they cheat us on a deal. 
Among these people we therefore know whom we can trust for what 
(Williams 1988). We may say that trust in these contexts of a close 
community or subcommunity builds on thick relationships. 

Bernard Williams (1988) explicitly and some others implicitly de­
fine trust as a function of thick relationships. Williams supposes that 
there'fore trust is not possible in many contexts in which we do not 
have such relationships. For example, he views the issue of my trust­
ing political leaders as though it were an exact analog of the more 
familiar problem of .my trusting a close associate. Because I am not 
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involved in many overlapping interactions with the typical political 
lea.der, then, on the thick-relationship theory I cannot trust him or her; 
hence trust cannot handle this relationship in general (Luhmann 
1980). 

Williams, Luhmann at times, perhaps the anthropologist F. G. Bai­
ley (1988), and others seem to see thick relationships as virtually de­
finitive of trust. The correct way to see the role of thick relationships, 
however, is as one possible source of knowledge for the truster about 
the trustworthiness of another and one possible source of incentives 
to the trusted to be trustworthy. The first of these is essentially an 
epistemological role. Obviously, however, thick relationships yield 
only a part of the knowledge we have of others. Our understanding 
should not stop with only the thick-relationship class of epistemologi­
cal considerations. In practice, this class may often have priority 
among our sources in our face-to-face interactions, but this descrip­
tive fact does not give it conceptual or theoretical priority. A fully 
articulated theory will include this class as a part, not as the whole 
story, of the epistemology of trust. There is unlikely to be any quarrel 
with the view that knowledge of another's trustworthiness can come 
from many sources other than thick relationships. 

Similarly, a thick relationship with another is only one of many 
possible ways to give that other the incentive to be trustworthy. A 
thick relationship with the truster commonly gives the trusted such 
incentives not only through the workings of an iterated prisoner's 
dilemma of reciprocal cooperation but also through reputational ef­
fects on others in the thick community. Such reputational effects must 
have a substantial effect on trustworthiness among familiar relations. 
Reputational effects give me an incentive to take your interests into 
account even if I do not value my relationship with you merely in its 
own right. They do this indirectly because I value relationships with 
others who might react negatively to my violation of your trust, Be­
cause my reputation is valuable to me in my further relationships, I 
encapsulate your interests in my own to some extent. The thick­
relationship theory is therefore merely a special case of the encapsu­
lated-interest theory of trust. It is a partial theory that does not gen­
eralize to many contexts. In any theory of trust, the restriction to 
small-scale thick relationships must follow from other principles. 
Going back to those principles is a first step in generalizing the the­
ory. 

It is a merit of the thick-relationship theory of trust that it blocks 
the quick blurring of individual and institutional problems, which is 
one of the most common mistakes in writings on trust. Writers in all 
disciplines occasionally succumb to the easy analogy from individual 
to institutional issues that abstracts from the differences in individual-
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level and institutional-level constraints and possibilities. For some ex­
planatory theories of trust and how it can work, Williams's conclu­
sion that trust cannot'be generalized beyond the small scale may well 
follow. For other theories, it might be easy to see how individual-level 
and institutional-level trust are conceptually related even though dif­
ferent kinds of data or evidence are commonly relevant at different 
levels. I address this issue further in chapter 7. 

From Interests to Well-Being 

Framing an account of trust as encapsulated interest may provoke an 
unfortunate misunderstanding. Sometimes interests are the whole 
story of a person's motivations in a particular context. Typically, how­
ever, I have an interest in having more resources, such as money, only 
because they enable me to consume or experience various things. 
These consumptions constitute my welfare. The whole story is one of 
well-being through the use of resources. Interests are merely a proxy 
for this whole story. It would be a mistake, however, to suppose that 
interests translate smoothly into well-being or even consumptions. 
Consumptions generally trade off against one another (and against 
interests), because if I use my resources for one consumption I may 
have none for other consumptions. 

It is also a mistake to suppose that my well-being is merely selfish. 
Among the things that make me enjoy life are the enjoyments of cer­
tain others. I might enjoy a lovely dinner, but I might enjoy it even 
more with you. Or I might want my son to enjoy the evening and 
might use some of my resources to make that possible. My well-being 
will often depend on my sharing intentions with you to do things 
with or for you. 

It is common to say that people are rational in some contexts and 
not in others. One might be seemingly rational in choosing between 
two jobs but not in choosing a spouse. It is even supposed that some 
whole cultures are less rational than others. James Scott (1976) has 
argued that the peasants of Southeast Asia, for example, are driven 
by a "moral economy." What he means is that they do not maximize 
their production of rice. Rather than adopting seed grains that would 
have large average annual yields, they stick with grains that w ill al­
most always produce enough to keep them from starving but much 
less on average than the most productive seeds. 

Sc;ott says that these peasants have "preferences which do not 
make sense in terms of income alone" (Scott 1976, 35). But preferences 
make sense only over whole states of affairs, in which income is only 
part of what matters.· The peasants are like anyone else; they want 
income only for what it w ill buy for them. If in a bad year with the 
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higher-yielding grain they starve, their income will have done little 
for. them. As is presumably true of Scott and virtually everyone else 
as well, I also do not have an unrestricted preference for higher in­
come. If higher income entails giving up my academic life or more of 
my leisure time, I may not prefer it to my present income with my 
present lifestyle and consumption pattern. There are no preferences 
that "make sense in terms of income alone." Income is just a proxy for 
what we really want. And interest in the encapsulated-interest model 
of my trus t of you is merely a proxy for all that you might take into 
account on my behalf.12 

Concluding Remarks 

The encapsulated-interest account of trust holds that the trusted en­
capsulates the interest of the truster and therefore has incentive to be 
trustworthy in fulfilling the truster's trust. The encapsulation hap­
pens through causal interactions in the iterated one-way trust game, 
iterated exchange (or prisoner's dilemma), and thick relationships. 
None of these, however, is itself definitive of the trust relation. They 
are all merely ways to give the trusted incentive to take the interests 
of the truster into account. This might be done in other ways as well. 
For example, we might suppose that a near variant of the iterated 
exchange relationship is reputational effects on my incentives (as dis­
cussed further in chapter 6). If I fulfill your trust, that action might 
help me in other relationships that I value or would value, and if I fail 
your trust, that action might jeopardize other relationships I might 
have. 

Consider another class of ways I might come to take your interest 
into account. If I love you, or am your close friend, or am altruistic 
toward you, I might directly count your interest to some extent as my 
own. In economists' jargon, I might partially include your utility in 
mine. Hence you can trust me to some extent just because the effect of 
our interaction on your welfare will matter to me. We commonly trust 
our parents, siblings, close friends, spouses, and others who are close 
to us in this way within varying limits. One might wish to call these 
normative instances of trust. But the actual trusting is not different 
from the purely interested cases under the trust game or iterated ex­
change. If there is a normative quality to these instances from love 
and so forth, it is in the fact of the love or friendship and the caring 
for another that follows from these. 

It might also happen that what affects your welfare similarly af­
fects mine, so that I should act de facto in your interest just because 
the same action would be in my interest. Here, however, we would 
not want to count me as someone you could trust so much as merely 
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someone from whom you can expect beneficial actions. For example, 
in the important coordination of traffic, as noted earlier, with every­
one driving on the right (or everyone on the left), we share an interest 
to such an extent that our welfares are causally interdependent even 
though we need not care at all about one another. My driving on the · 
right is not an instance of my having a positive causal interest in your 
actions in the sense that I actually want you to interact with me, as I 
do want you to interact with me in a beneficial exchange and as the 
lieutenant colonel wanted Trifonov to interact with him. It is, rather, a 
case in which I would actively prefer that you and I were not even 
interacting-I would be safer if you were off the road. If your interest 
is to do what you do independently of my presence, your interest 
does not meaningfully encapsulate mine. 

If we consider all the trust relations we experience, we fincLthat. a 
large fraction of them tall into three categories: relationships or inter­
actions that are iterated, those that are backed up by institutions, and 
those that are mediated by other (noninstitutional) third parties. This 
chapter has focused on the first of these categories. Chapter 4, on 
distrust, suggests that such interactions are inadequate to secure co­
operative behavior in many contexts. Chapter 6 considers mediation 
by third parties (often institutional third parties), and chapters 7 and 8 
consider social and institutional devices for mobilizing cooperation 
where trust might be lacking or inadequate to secure cooperation. All 
of these categories can be understood easily without any supposed 
residue beyond rational expectations grounded in the motivations or 
interests of the cooperating parties because each of them builds in the 
incentives necessary to induce trustworthy behavior-although, of 
course, these incentives can be and sometimes are trumped by others. 
The first category-iterated interactions-seems to be far and away 
the largest in ordinary interpersonal life. That is because much of our 
lives is spent in ongoing relationships, such relationships constitute 
much of what is most valuable to us, and we make substantial com­
mitments to one another in such relationships. 

Some of the alternative visions of trust (canvassed in chapter 3) are 
plausible accounts of some instances of trust. I might trust you with 
respect to certain things because your moral commitments make you 
reliable or because your character virtually ensures your relevant ac­
tion. In such cases, my trust is grounded in an account of your trust­
worthiness. Such accounts differ significantly from the model of trust 
as encapsulated interest, and they often have different implications in 
various social contexts. Consider two examples. 

I once had an acquaintance of whom many people said, with genu­
ine force, that he was a person you could trust. Alas, that depended 
on who "you" were. Many people did not trust him at all because 
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they thought him deceitful and manipulative. The latter group in­
cluded people whose interests often conflicted with his and whose 
future value to him he had seemingly written off. He could be richly 
and deeply trusted by those who shared enough of his interests, not 
at all by those who did not. He was almost mythical in his capacity to 
put people into two distinct classes. On a cynical reading, he was not 
trustworthy on the encapsulated-interest account. He was merely reli­
able to those whose interests he happened to share. 

For the second example, one might note that a member of some 
ethnic or other group is extremely reliable within that group but is 
capable of viciousness and deceit outside it. Within the group, I might 
be considered wonderfully trustworthy, but outside the group I might 
be thought utterly reprehensible in my abuse of any opportunity to 
exploit or harm certain others. 

Ethnic bigots and my acquaintance of the past, if viewed strictly in 
the contexts of their own groups, might seem generally to be acting 
from trustworthy character or moral commitments. Seen in a different 
or much broader context they might seem to be not trustworthy ei­
ther in character or moral commitments. On the account of trust as 
encapsulated interest, however, their actions might readily fit their 
own interests both within and outside their groups. We should there­
fore be clear which of these conceptions we are using when we at­
tempt an explanation of some behavior. 

If trust is grounded in encapsulated interest, then clearly it is, as 
noted earlier, relational. It is not merely a reflection of my character or 
yours. Little of the systematic empirical work on trust allows us to 
assess any relational elements. Much of the psychological work is on 
high and low trusters. Most of the survey work is on relatively loose 
claims of how much subjects "trust" most people or government. The 
game theoretic work often deliberately excludes any possibility that 
the players will have any broader relationship-often, for example, 
the adversary-partner of a player is unknown and will not be met 
again after a single, initial interaction. Claims from these bodies of 
empirical research therefore can tell us. virtually nothing about trust 
as encapsulated interest or any other relational conception of trust. (I 
address many of the empirical studies later in relevant contexts.) Typ­
ically, the most we can get from this research is some insight into the 
readiness of people initially to take risks of cooperation with un­
known others-usually very small risks. Because trust in our lives is 
generally relational and is commonly to be explained by relational 
considerations, one may hope that empirical studies will begin to take 
relational elements into account. 

The discussion in this chapter is of trust between individuals. 
T -> t o r in rh;:mters 7 and 8, I take up generalizations from trusting 
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individuals to trusting groups or institutions. The goal in these chap­
ters is to make sense of trusting groups or institutions in terms analo­
gous to those o£ trusting individuals. When people say, in ordinary 
language, that they trust the government, they do not mean anything 
closely analogous to what they typically mean when they say they trust 
another person. That can become clear, however, only if we first un­
pack what ordinary individual-level trust is about in common in­
stances. 



Chapter 2 

Trustworthiness 

T HE GREAT importance of trust in ordinary life can be read in the 
massive role it plays in great literature-or, rather, the role that 
betrayal of trust plays. Trust may be second only to love as a 

plot line and motivator, and even half of the power of love as a plot 
line is in the eventual betrayal of it.~~ of course, not a failure 
of trust but a failure of trustworthiness. It is odd therefore that in 
academic writings-~oth philoso.E_hlcal and social scientific-the 
focus is heavily o.nJ:rllS_t rather than on trustworthiness (but see 
ShKlar 1984). Poets, playwrights, and novelists get the iSslle'right, but 
academics often miss it. Indeed, throughout academic writings on 
trust there seems to be a tendency to say things that would make easy 
sense if applied to trustworthiness but make less sense when applied 
to trust. They make sense for trust, if at all, only indirectly through 
the causal connection that trustworthiness begets trust. 

1f my trust in you is well placed:-that ts ecause yoJ are likely to 
have the motivation to do what I trust you to do. That is to say, you 
are likely to be trustworthy. In the encapsulated-interest account, 
trustworthiness is just the capacity to judge one's interests as depen­
dent on doing what one is trusted to do. In virtually all accounts, the 
central problem in your trustworthiness is your commitment to fulfill 
another's trust in you. We commonly asse~t commitments, but those 
who are to rely on us must want not merely the assertion of a com­
mitment now but some hope that the commitment will actually moti­
vate relevant actions in a future moment. How do we make a present 
commitment work into the future? There are three general categories 
of reasons for fulfilling such commitments. First, there are internal 
inducements. We might simply have or somehow adopt a relevant 
disposition. We can do this by bootstrapping a bald commitment, 
from moral compunction, or out of character or habit. 

Second, we can subject ourselves to external inducements. We can 
trv to nrrnn2:e matters so that our interests will be aligned with our 
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commitment when the time for acting on that commitment comes. We 
can do this by setting up ad hoc personal devices or by relying on 
societal and ins titutional devices. An ·individual cannot do much 
about the availability of societal and institutional arrangements-they 
either exist or they do not. But if they do, I can hope and often even 
contrive that they will help me rely on you. Legal and other institu­
tional constraints can give us strong incentives to be trustworthy. 

Third, we can subject ourselves to a mixture of internal and exter­
nal inducements. We can be induced by norms that motivate and 
even sanction behavior. Norms can evidently be internalized, so that 
we simply act from them without need of sanction. I have little to say 
here about this possibility, on which even the best arguments for how 
it works are not very compelling, although the claim that it works 
seems clearly to be correct. Instead, I discuss norms primarily in their 
external role, in which their effectiveness depends on the success of 
sanctions from others. 

The encapsulated-interest account of trust is grounded in the par­
tial alignment of the interests of the trusted with those of the truster, 
and it comes primarily under the second of these categories. Because 
many norms and social conventions are backed by sanctions, it is 
commonly in our interest to follow them. Hence it will often be in our 
interest to be trustworthy even though it would sometimes be wrong 
to say that this is because our interests encapsulate the interests of 
someone who might trust us. If you are driven by institutional con­
straints or societal conventions, then you have a strong incentive that 
does not depend on me or any ongoing relationship with me. In such 
a case, we can have merely congruent or compatible interests without 
having the least concern for each other. 

These three general forms o · ~I!lellt-internal, external, and 
mixed inducements-to be trustworthy in some future moment deter­
mine the range of forms that commitments must take in the three 
cases. After discussing the sometimes mistaken tendency to speak of 
trust when the issue is trustworthiness, I discuss the internal induce­
ments of dispositions for trustworthiness, beginning with a case of a 
bald disposition that is simply and deliberately adopted-the case of 
Richard Wagner's Alberich, the Nibelung. I then discuss other inter­
nal dispositional accounts of trustworthiness, accounts based on ex­
ternal interest, and, finally, the mixed-motive account from norms. 

Trust and Trustworthiness 

Surprisingly, much of the literature on trust hardly mentions trust­
worthiness. even though implicitly much of it Is _rimarily ab.Jll!!_ 
~orthiness,_not about trust. Consider four striking cases. First, 
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under the guise of discussing trus t, the philosopher Bernard Williams 
(1988) gives an account of the possibilities of general trustworthiness, 
from which trust is merely inferred. Second, the economist Roland 
McKean (1975) ostensibly addresses the economics of trust, but his 
actual problem is that of trustworthiness. It is not trust itself that is 
the collective good in his account but trustworthiness. Creating insti­
tutions that help secure trustworthiriess thus helps to support or in­
duce trust. 

Third, Bernard Barber (1983, 170) says that "we need to discover 
... how to foster trust and make it more effective." His concern is 
with general social relations. Surely, what we need for making these 
go better is trustworthiness. This is the inference to be drawn from 
Barber's study of professionalism and the problems of getting profes­
sionals to behave well on behalf of their clients, clients who need 
professional help because they do not know enough to handle their 
own problems of health care, legal advocacy, and so forth. Resolving 
this problem is, in Barber's account, what the creation of professional 
norms is about. Their point is to make doctors, lawyers, and other 
professionals trustworthy. Teaching potential patients merely to trust 
their doctors would be perverse if the doctors are not trustworthy. 

The fourth case is more complicated. The sociologist Niklas Luh­
mann (1980, 8) says trust constitutes a more effective form of com­
plexity reduction. This is a very elliptical claim. Clearly, where there is 
trust that is justified there are increased possibilities for beneficial ex­
perience and action. Trust by itself, however, constitutes nothing. Pre­
sumably Luhmann is saying that we cannot handle enormous com­
plexity without having others act de facto on our behalf. If we cannot 
count on their acting in our interests, however, we may be reluctant to 
empower them or to follow their advice. Hence whatever can secure 
their trustworthiness enough for us to trust them will help us manage 
complexity. That is to say, again, the focal problem is trustworthiness, 
not trust. 1 Elsewhere, Luhmann (1988, 95) says he is concerned with 
social mechanisms that generate trust. Once again, he has substituted 
concern with trust for concern with trustworthiness. Commonly, the 
best device for creating trust is to establish and support trustworthi­
ness.2 As before, acting on trust without the latter can bring harm. 

Linger with· this issue for a moment. In The Remains of the Day, 
Kazuo Ishiguro portrays Mr. Stevens, an aging butler rethinking his 
life with his late master. In an imagined debate with another servant, 
Stevens says, "the likes of you and I will never be in a position to 
comprehend the great affairs of today's world, and our best course 
will always be to put our trust in an employer we judge to be wise 
and honourable, and to devote our energies to the task of serving him 
to the best of our ability" (Ishiguro 1990, 201). He slowly revalues his 
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master from the point of view of others, who detested the master 's 
reprehensible and foolish politics. '~t least [his lordship] had the 
privilege of being able to say at the end of his life tha t he made his 
own mistakes," Stevens reflects. "I cannot even claim that. You see, I 
trusted. I trusted in his lordship's wisdom. All those years I served 
him, I trusted I was doing something worthwhile. I can' t even say I 
made my own mistakes. Really-one has to ask oneself-what dig­
nity is there in that?" (Ishiguro 1990, 243). Stevens recognizes that 
trust can finally be stupid and, when it seemingly justifies action or 
inaction, even culpable. 

Hence merely trusting in itself obviously need not help in manag­
ing complexity well-it could lead to dismal results, including quick 
destruction. Again, the core of Luhmann's account of the role of trust 
must be an account of the importance of trus tworthiness. If his ac­
count really commends trust in its own right, it elevates Stevens's 
culpable stupidity. Trust has led Stevens not to manage complexity so 
flluch as to fall victim to it. 

In general, the_g:unplQX.i~e problem of trust derives primarily 
from the complexity of the problem of trustworthiness. As this chap­
ter demonstrates, the motivations for being trustworthy are mani(oJd. 
In a sense, trusting someone in some context- is simply to be ex­
plained as mer~ the ex_pectatio.rU hat the r-erson wil most likely be 
trustwo..rth_y. Trust is little more than knowle ge; trustworthiness is a ' 
motivation r a et of m otivations for acting. Motivationally, there is 
much to be explained about why someone acts as though with trust 
when there is little ground to believe that the other is trustworthy, so 
that, in fact, there is little or no trust. The explanation of your actually 
trusting in some context will be simply an epistemological, evidenti­
ary matter-not a motivational problem. The explanation of your 
trustworthiness can be either simple or complicated , and it will de­
pend on motivation. 

In the d iscussions of several conceptions of trust in chapter 3, the 
slippage from trust to trustworthiness becomes evident. This is true of 
the moralized accounts, with the possible exception of that of Lars 
Hertzberg (1988), who seems genuinely to insist that it is trust that is 
morally dem anded of us. It is also true of both the genetic and the 
social evolutionary explanations for the rise of trust, which actually 
make sense rather of the rise of trustworthiness. The misconception 
infects the discussion of trust as a commodity and, perhaps, of trust 
as social capital. It might even infect functional accounts, such as Bar­
ber 's ·(1983) and, less clearly, Luhmann's (1980; on functional accounts 
of trustworthiness, see further chapter 6). , 

Perhaps the most compelling reason for the frequent slippage, or at 
least for why it is not recognized immediately as such, is that trust-
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worthiness commonly begets trust, because my trustworthiness will 
potentially reward your trusting me (if you'act on your trust of me). 
Hence if something conceptually entails or causes trustworthiness, 
then indirectly it might entail or cause trust. 

Dispositions of Trustworthiness 
Much of the literature on trust seems to be grounded in dispositional 
assumptions, although these are often not articulated. I therefore dis­
cuss the plausible role of dispositions in establishing trustworthiness. 
A dispositional account of trustworthiness must be highly relational, 
because we cannot sensibly hope to assess others' dispositions unless 
we know them well either directly or by reputation. Dispositional ac­
counts in psychology are often about the disposition of the truster 
rather than of the trusted. For example, people are assumed to be 
either high trusters or low trusters. Often the disposition is simply 
posited and left unexplained. In chapter 5, I treat the disposition to 
trust as essentially a problem in learning to judge trustworthiness. 

Alternatively, we might suppose that the trus ted acts from a dispo­
sition to be trustworthy. This is a somewhat peculiar disposition that 
might not ever have occurred to most people, other than perhaps in 
contexts of promising. Although a simple disposition to be trustwor­
thy might be a real disposition for some people, we might sooner 
suppose that the issue is having a disposition to keep promises, to 
reciprocate, or to be cooperative with others who are cooperative. Fol­
lowing such dispositions would make one act in trustworthy ways in 
various contexts. 

The ability to make commitments for future actions is of much 
more general interest than merely for the establishment of trust­
worthiness, and we can approach the more specific problem from the 
more general. An instructive way to characterize the problem of com­
mitment is through the problem of "trusting" oneself. Can one de­
pend on oneself? (see further Dasgupta 1988, 54). Again, as with ordi­
nary trust of another, this is not a singular question. It involves at 
least three parts. What can I depend on myself to do? What' can I 
depend on myself to do? What can I depend on myself to do? I may be 
morally certain that I will live up to some commitments and much 
less confident that I will live up to others. I may know very well that, 
under the influence of camaraderie and drink at a party, I will suffer 
weakness of will and will stay too late and will therefore fail to meet 
some commitment I have made for tomorrow. You may know your­
self well and therefore know that you will not do the sensible thing at 
certain moments. That is, you would not be able to depend on your­
self in that respect. 
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You might not know whether to depend on yourself in some con­
texts. For example, people sometimes unexpectedly discover them­
selves to be courageous or cowardly only when faced with a physical 
threat to themselves or others. We cannot be sure we know our limits 
when we have never tested them. 

A particularly pessimistic vision of trustworthiness is Bob Dylan's 
(1995, 495) song "Trust Yourself," which ends with these lines: 

Trust yourself 
And you won't be disappointed when vain people let you down .... 
Don't trust me to show you love 
When my love may be only lust. 
If you want somebody you can trust, trust yourself. 

Dylan is wrong, of course, about how surely one can trust oneself. 
Trustworthiness not only requires that one share the interests of the 
other as directly or indirectly one's own but also requires the compe­
tence to serve those interests. Dylan's lyrics are for and about a gener­
a tion of people who commonly doubted their own competence and 
who were often as impulsive as Dylan's lyrics suggest. 

Bald Dispositions 

The cataclysmic events of Wagner's cycle of operas, The Ring of the 
Nibelung, follow from an extraordinary act of commitment in the 
opening minutes of The Rhinegold. Alberich, the Nibelung, is cavort­
ing after the Rhine maidens: 

Passionate fevers, 
fervid desires, 
have set me on fire! 
Rage and longing, 

wild and frantic, drive me to madness! 
Though you may laugh and lie, 
yearning conquers my heart 
and I'll not rest till I've caught you! (Wagner 1977, 12)3 

Only a few minutes later-although this is Wagner, so it may seem 
much longer-after learning that anyone who can forswear love can 
gain enormous power from the Rhinegold, Alberich asks, 

The world's wealth 
can be mine if I utter the curse? 

Though love be denied me, 
yet cunning can bring me delight? (Wagner 1977, 16) 
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Quickly he seizes the gold, swearing, "Love, I curse you forever!" 
(Wagner 1977, 16).' By committing himself Alberich gains extraordi­
nary power. It is no surprise that such a superhuman act should earn 
great rewards, even magical rewards. Even the great god Wotan, who 
is unable to make such a commitment to forswear love, is impressed 
by lowly Alberich's resolve (Wagner 1977, 106-7). The demands made 
by this commitment might sound commonplace-after all, monks of 
various religions have chosen celibacy. They do so, however, with sub­
stantial social and institutional constraints to keep them celibate, and 
even then they often fail. Alberich commits himself without any social 
structure to give him the incentive to stay unloving. 

There is, of course, much in Wagner that s trains belief. But is any­
thing in the entire Ring-or all of opera more generally-less credible 
than the possibility that any sexually yearning adult male (of what­
ever Alberich's species was) could turn from lusting to the point of 
rapacious madness in one minute to credibly forswearing love lus~ 
forevermore in the next? (Wagner 1977, 15). Alberich, one of the pet­
tiest figures in all of literature and opera, makes one of the grandest 
of commitments. Could anyone believe Alberich's conversion, believe 
that his commitment will carry him through? Unfortunately, Wagner 
does not tell us enough to know. For all its greatness, the Ring turns 
on this bit of psychological nonsense. 

Alberich is preposterous. If we wish to understand real people, we 
will need a better psychology. What we will have to understand 
are the capacities for making commitments and the capacities for as­
sessing someone's trustworthiness, capacities that must largely be 
learned. (The learned capacity to assess trustworthiness is the topic of 
chapter 5.) One cannot simply start trusting people as of tomorrow ' 
unless the people one deals with and one's relationships with them 
are suddenly different in relevant ways and one is privileged to know 
this. 

The issue for this chapter is what a new person can do to convince 
me of his or her commitment to fulfilling my trust. For example, it 
might have been in Alberich's interest to say he would forswear love 
forever even if he knew he would later cheat. What could have made 
his curse credible? If he genuinely had forsworn love forever, imagine 
how forlorn he would have been when, four operas later, he was one 
of the few survivors in the cast to see the delectable Rhine maidens 
retrieve their gold. Poor Alberich, now bereft of the gold and its 
power, would still be bereft of the possibility of love. What was the 
nature of his commitment? Was it enforced by a supernatural power 
that would withd raw his power if he violated his pledge? Did the 
enforcement end when he lost the ring-it was stolen for Wotan 
through cunning-that was fabricated from the Rhinegold? (He went 
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on to father Hagen with Grimhild, ·so presumably his lust returned 
and he acted on it.) Or was it merely an inner disposition? Perhaps it 
is plausible that some people could actually make as dramatic a com­
mitment as Alberich made and then stick with it merely from strength 
of character or a remarkable capacity for consistency. 

David Gauthier (1986, chapter 6, especially 162), Edward McClen­
nen (1990; but see Skyrms 1996), and others suppose that we can will 
ourselves to have a particular disposition that, in the future moment 
when we bring it to bear, is not in our interest. We might, for exam­
ple, have to do this to secure a present benefit. Perhaps this is what 
Wagner meant Alberich to do. There are two distinct issues here: 
First, how can we make a bald commitment in a single interaction? 
Second, how can we make a bald commitment to behave generally in 
a certain way in potentially many interactions with different people in 
the future, as Alberich did? The latter is of central interest here, be­
cause the focus is on a disposition for trustworthiness in general. 
Most of us, however, would probably have to admit that we cannot 
readily or ever do such a thing. We might think ourselves capable of 
undying love for and commitment to, say, our child or parent, but we 
do not come by that love through mere decision, as Alberich sup­

.posedly came by his commitment. As Hume (1978 [1739-40], 3.2.5, 
page 517) says, with his usual confidence, "'Tis certain we can natu­
rally no more change our own sentiments, than the motions of the 
heavens." With almost as much confidence, we can agree that he is 
surely right if he means merely by act of will. Yet Alberich committed 
himself to blocking his own emotions. 

Few of our commitments ever have such force as Alberich's curse 
supposedly had. Our strongest commitments are often merely those 
that are clearly backed by our interests. For example, Alberich might 
have been governed by some magical power that would have taken 
back the Rhinegold if he ever acted on his lust. Then, at least, perhaps 
he could have ended the Ring cycle without the Rhinegold but with 
the renewed possibility of love and lust. (Romantic love may be char­
acterized as an exquisite combination of lust and devotion-Alberich 
evidently would have settled for lus t.) Our task is to contrive real­
world substitutes for such magical powers as Alberich may have faced 
to keep us in line. 

Alberich's curse could be seen as a commitment not to act from 
lus t, a commitment to abjure love. Why is this commitment dubious? 
Alberich's lust is largely not a matter of deliberate choice. Rather, it is 
something at least partly in control of him, something that gives him 
strong motivations, as love would do if he ever stumbled into it. His 
commitment to defy it means a commitment to ignore those motiva­
tions when they come. Typically, we think such a strong motivation 
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cannot be literally ignored, although it can be trumped by a contrary 
motivation, such as Alberich's desire for wealth and power. His psy­
chological problem, once he has the Rhinegold, is to connect future 
motivations of love or lust to his contrary desire for power, so that his 
lus t can be trumped in that moment when he already wears the ring 
made from the Rhinegold and he need no longer abjure lust to obtain 
the gold and its power. 

Our problem in asserting our trustworthiness· is similar to Alber­
ich's in asserting his disavowal of ever loving or lusting. When the 
time comes to live up to our assertions, we may face forcefully con­
trary motivations. Other things being equal, we might readily fulfill 
our commitment. Other things are · often not at all equal, however. 
Once we already have whatever led us to our commitment in the first 
place, we may no longer find it in our interest to keep the commit­
ment, even though, if we had been able to get our benefit and fulfill 
our commitment in a single moment, we might happily have done so. 
What we lose when receipt of the benefit and fulfillment of the com­
mitment are separated in time is the coupling of the motivations into, 
in essence, a single motivation. It would be strange in the future mo­
ment to say that we violate our earlier motivation when we no longer 
wish to fulfill our commitment. This is the central problem of bald 
commitments into the future: we cannot tie our future and present 
motivations together to yield a single "net" motivation for action. 

Moral Dispositions for Trustworthiness 

Much of the literature on trust treats it as an inherently moral matter, 
although often this is a misconception, because the actual arguments 
are that trustworthiness is a moral matter. Unfortunately, this is not a 
simple issue, in part because moral theory is very complex. In what 
follows, I simplify the issue substantially but without distortion by 
speaking of two large branches of moral theory whose focuses are 
radically different. A deontological branch focuses on rules for behav­
ior-that is, on the nature of actions. A consequentialist branch fo­
cuses on the results of actions, not the nature of the actions them­
selves. In either case, if I believe you have strong moral compunctions 
to be reliable in some context, then I have strong reason to rely on 
you in that context.6 

We can imagine a dispositional account of either acting on trust or 
being trustworthy. In fact, the learning account of coming to be able 
to trust, in the sense of coming to recognize relevant facts about 
others, suggests a dispositional, although not moral, account. As ar­
gued in chapter 5, if I had an especially benign upbringing, I might 
have a disposition to take risks on people until they prove to be not 
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worth the risk. If I had a grim upbringing, on the other hand, I might 
judge few people to be worth the risk of trying to cooperate with 
them. 

One might also say I have a disposition to trust, as though to say I 
have a disposition to know certain kinds of things and, perhaps, not 
others. That is a more complex claim that might make psychological 
sense, but it is not evidently a major claim in the trust literature. What 
is claimed seems more nearly to be that some people, commonly la­
beled (misleadingly) high trusters, are more likely to take risks of 
cooperating than are certain other people, commonly labeled low 
trusters. These distinctions are drawn in work by many psychologists 
and social psychologists (Rotter 1980; Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994). 

The more compelling claim, however, is that some people have a 
perhaps moral disposition to be trustworthy. For example, if I do 
something cooperative toward you, you reciprocate even though 
there might be little reason for you to expect to gain anything further 
in return for your reciprocation. This disposition could be nearly ab­
solute (assuming no external, negative effects of our interaction). You 
always reciprocate . 

Note that this disposition seems genuinely to be a disposition to be 
trustworthy, not merely to act in a trustworthy manner, although the 
latter may often be entailed. A comparable disposition to be trusting 
seems much less likely, because its range is radically larger than that 
of any disposition to be trustworthy. If I am always trusting, I will be 
the gullible target of increasingly many people. After losing repeat­
edly from my excessive trust, I will have overwhelming incentive to 
alter my disposition. I might still have a risk-taking disposition, but 
this will be more limited in that it will not lead me to take egregious 
risks. Hence trust and trustworthiness are not analogous or symmetri­
cal in this respect, because one can be disposed to trustworthiness 
without significant risk. One will be led to invoke one's disposition 
only when in fact one has done well, as in a mutually beneficial ex­
change. A relationship cannot make you worse off if you are merely 
trustworthy in it. It can, however, make you substantially worse off if 
you are trusting in it-as his relationship with Trifonov probably 
made the lieutenant colonel worse off. 

Indeed, if one can exhibit a disposition for trustworthiness, as in 
Gauthier's (1986) moral theory, one can even expect to have beneficial 
interactions, especially single-shot-interactions, that would not have 
been available otherwise.7 A disposition to trustworthiness might 
therefore be in one's interest, so that, if one could arrange to have a 
disposition, one would choose to have a disposition for trustworthi­
ness. An infant seemingly has something like a disposition to trust 
because without it the infant would not survive. Much of growing up 
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is learning to override and therefore to shed that disposition when it 
causes trouble. 

In keeping with this distinction between dispositions for trusting 
and being trustworthy, we might suppose that there are people who 
are relatively inclined to be trustworthy independently of the imme­
diate payoff from being so. Indeed, if asked, apparently most people 
in my milieu think that they personally have such a disposition. Most 
of them have probably never really been tested for just how strong 
and overriding this disposition is for them, just as most political of­
ficeholders who campaign against graft may not have been tested for 
how strongly they would stand against graft if proffered to them. For 
many of these people, however, it seems plausible that their disposi­
tion to be trustworthy is strong. 

Note incidentally that the asymmetry between trust and trust­
worthiness with respect to dispositions means that trustworthiness 
might be a two-part relation in a way that trust cannot sensibly be. I 
might be trustworthy with respect to any and every matter that any­
one entrusts to me (again, assuming there are no negative external 
effects). I am then trustworthy with respect to the class of people who 
would entrust anything to me. Yet there are few if any people I would 
trust with respect to everything. 

Also note the important potential fact that contrary incentives 
might not be very effective in altering motivations grounded in moral 
dispositions. We do not have a good account of the psychological or 
other force of such dispositions, but they seem to be extremely strong 
in some cases. We should qualify this claim, however, because psy­
chological research suggests that we tend to overestimate dispositions 
as a cause of behavior (Jones 1979). On the contrary, we may tend to 
underestimate the role of interests, as is suggested by the account of 
supervenience in chapter 3. 

Moral Rules First consider the possibility and coherence of a moral 
rule for trustworthiness. Suppose I know that you rigidly follow cer­
tain moral rules, including your variant of the golden rule, which is 
always to reciprocate any kind or cooperative action toward you. 
Hence I am quite confident that in certain contexts you will act in 
ways that are equivalent to being trustworthy even in the encapsu­
lated-interest sense. Something like this variant of the golden rule 
seems to have motivated many people I have known on occasion. 
Indeed, it may have motivated more people than I would have no­
ticed, so that it might be an important source of trustworthiness. It 
would be of interest to attempt to weigh its frequency against that of 
the motivation of encapsulated interest in various contexts. It seems 
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likely that the latter is more important for many kinds of relationships 
that are commonplace in our lives. 

It might also be interesting to assess whether there has been a 
weakening of the force of a moral rule for trustworthiness over time 
and its possible displacement by considerations of interest, and per­
haps therefore by the motivation of encapsulated interest. An enor­
mous literature claims that moral rules are in decline as motivators in 
our society (see, for example, Schwartz 1986, Bloom 1987)-but a sim­
ilarly enormous literature has made similar claims in many eras and 
societies, and one might be forgiven for suspecting that every older 
generation thinks every younger generation's morals have declined. 
There may never have been a shortage of moral doomsayers. The 
issue has not, however, been joined with much empirical research, 
and there is little one can say beyond the kinds of speculative writ­
ings that prevail on the subject. 

One thing we can say fairly conclusively is that, in a moral rule 
system that is articulated enough to cover much of the moral life, the 
rules must, as in the case of the norms discussed earlier, occasionally 
be in conflict with one another. For example, in one of the most con­
tested remarks by any major moral theorist, Immanuel Kant holds 
that one is bound not to lie even when faced with an assassin who 
asks whether his intended victim is in one's apartment. Kant sup­
poses that effectively turning over the intended victim to the assassin 
is a less grievous wrong than lying to the assassin. He writes that 
"although by a certain lie I in fact do no wrong to any person [such as 
the intending murderer], yet I infringe the principle of justice in re­
gard to all indispensably necessary statements generally (I do wrong 
formally, though not materially); and this is much worse than to commit 
an injustice to any individual" (Kant 1909 [1797], 365, final emphasis 
added; see further Hardin in press b, chapter 6). A rule to be trust­
worthy could run aground on Kant's account of his rule against lying. 
(Beware of such "moral" rules.) 

Consequences The main branch of consequentialist moral theory is 
·utilitarianism. Utilitarianism commends actions that enhance welfare 
overall and commends against those that detract from welfare overall. 
To apply the utilitarian principle in the context of a potential trusting 
relationship we must go beyond the two parties in that relationship. 
Hence almost all of the analyses of this book and its focus on the 
encapsulation of the interests of the truster in the interests of the 
trusted are at best a beginning of a utilitarian account. We can isolate 
the actions of the lieutenant colonel and Trifonov to speak clearly 
about the nature of trust and trustworthiness within their relation­
ship; and we can easily enough assess the consequences for the two 
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of them of their actions. To give a fully utilitarian account, however, 
we would have to assess many other consequences of their ex­
changes. 

The issue for the lieutenant colonel and Trifonov, if we are to sup­
pose they are acting from utilitarian morality, is not whether their 
actions produced good consequences overall but whether they should 
have expected them to. It seems unlikely that either of them could 
have made a good case for the generally good consequences of their 
dealings with each other, either before or after the fact. After the fact, 
although Trifonov may have done quite well) the lieutenant colonel's 
family suffered grievous harm in the loss of status in an excessively 
status-conscious society. Their financial losses eventually played a 
role in the conviction of Dmitri Karamazov, who was falsely accused 
of killing his own father. Before the fact, most of the lieutenant colo­
nel's losses could have been thought to be at least possible risks of his 
dishonest dealings, although Karamazov's role and fate would not 
likely have been imagined. 

In a utilitarian assessment of our various dealings with another we 
can commonly suppose that the interactions are more or less decou­
pled from all else, and we can simply choose according to what's best 
for the pair of us. In standard mutual trust interactions, I typically 
cannot justify cheating you on utilitarian grounds because I cannot 
judge that the pair of us is made better off on the whole unless we 
complete our exchange. We will know that the move from the status 
quo ante of no exchange to the condition of a completed exchange 
benefits both of us, so that it is better overall than not exchanging. If 
we cannot perform accurate interpersonal comparisons of utility, we 
cannot conclude that either of the outcomes in which I cheat you or 
you cheat me is better overall than the status quo ante of no ex­
change. Hence consummation of a mutual trust relationship is typ­
ically utilitarian, so long as it does not have substantial negative ef­
fects on others.8 A strong utilitarian commitment therefore generally 
implies a strong commitment to trustworthiness. 

External Motivations for Trustworthiness 

Either a magic force external to Alberich will cancel his wealth and 
power when he slips and acts on his lust or falls in love, or his com­
mitment is entirely internal. Insofar as we can know what Wagner 
might have meant about something that he did not write in sufficient 
detail to tell us directly, we can suppose that Alberich's commitment 
was strictly internal. He willed himself never again to entertain love. 
Many thinkers ridicule such willing. As Thomas Hobbes (1968 [1739-
40], 2.26: 313) has noted, nothing keeps me from changing my mind if 
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there is only my own will to motivate me.9 I can be capricious. Super­
ficially at least, this seems so overwhelmingly correct a view that one 
might think tha~ there is little point in exploring the possibility of 
direct willing of trustworthiness into a distant future of manifold 
changes in opportunity. 

Nevertheless, one can sometimes "will" oneself into future action 
indirectly. One can p redict well enough how one would act in certain 
circumstances and can therefore sometimes set matters up to stimu­
late a particular response. For example, I may know that, once I get 
out of bed in the morning, I am really up and I will not return to 
sleep. Therefore I set my alarm clock on the dresser a few feet from 
my bed, so that I will have to stand to stop its noise. I have then used 
an external device to get myself on my feet, but it is something inter­
nal about me that keeps me from returning to bed and to sleep. If the 
alarm were too near, I might often turn it off and go back to sleep.10 

(The innovation of the snooze alarm, which sounds like an improve­
ment over the simple once-only alarm, has become a curse to many 
people.) You might be even better than I am at getting up, and you 
might find it uncomfortable to stay in bed after first waking, so that 
the nearby alarm would work for you. Perhaps analogous devices can 
be called into action for making ourselves trustworthy in certain mat­
ters. 

When such quasi-internal devices are unavailable or weak, a more 
forceful move is to invoke external constraints. For example, we can 
make our commitment in public in full self-understanding that our 
embarrassment over publicly failing the commitment would most 
likely trump our costs of keeping to it. Then we do not face motiva­
tion from the commitment itself but from social constraints that make 
it in our interest to fulfill the commitment. That is to say, we no longer 
depend on contriving commitments to be motivators in their own 
right. Indeed, by making tlze costs of reneging on our commitment high, we 
can virtually bring our future action of fulfillment into the present so that 
we tie our present and future motivations into a single net motivation now 
for action in the future. In a suggestive term of older contract law, we 
presentiate that future. 

Typically, the external devices that secure our important commit­
ments depend essentially on the actions-often sanctions-of others. 
We therefore are concerned with social constraints. Society offers 
three quite distinct general categories of controls to individuals who 
could benefit from constraining their future actions. First, there are 
the p~uticular, small-scale controls of ongoing relationships of family, 
friends, and what we might crudely call geographical associates­
those with whom we will almost inescapably be thrown into further 
dealings. We can include simple reputational effects here as a rela-
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tively indirect way of making our relationship ongoing. Second, there 
are the broad social constraints that commonly support conventions. 
Third, there are the elaborate, large-scale controls of the law and other 
institutions in a relatively extensive society.11 Where these social con­
trols fail we are left with our own personal devices of internal motiva­
tions, which all too often means we are left in the lurch. 

The first of these social devices-constraint by our ongoing rela­
tions with close associates-is spelled out in the encapsulated-interest 
theory in chapter 1 (also see chapter 5 on the epis temology of trust). 
As in the case of the relationship between Trifonov and Dmitri Ka­
ramazov's lieutenant colonel, trustworthiness involves the reinforcing 
incentives that come from ongoing relations, such as in the iterated 
trust game or iterated exchange relations. In such a relationship, my 
reliability in this moment may be reinforced by my interest in having 
the relationship continue. Here I focus on the use of the second and 
third devices- constraint by larger social conventions and constraint 
by constructed organizational incentives-as they can be made to 
support trust between persons by making them trustworthy. For ex­
ample, the legal system of contract enforcement enables me to trust 
you in some formal exchange. (In chapter 7, the focus is on whether I 
can trust a particular institution and whether that institution-in par­
ticular, government or one of its agencies-has the capacity for trust­
worthiness.) 

Social Constraints 

We can use social constraints merely to hel us overcome our weak­
ness in keeping to some purpose, such as going to the gym for regu-

"lar war outs despite our taking little 12Ieasure in the achvtty and hav­
ing many ot erthings to do.Jhe self-manipu ahon 0 get oursel:f-te 
the gym is, however, a trivial case. Consider a much less trivial case, 
that of Maria, who is Catholic but who sees around her a majority 
population who are not Catholic and a majority of supposed Catho­
lics who are less than faithful. Suppose Maria fears that she herself 
might slide away in the future-after all,· she has seen others do so, 
including her husband-and she fears that her children may be se­
duced into the secular world. What can she d o to secure or strengthen 
her future commitment to the faith? She could join a religious order, 
but that would be too drastic, and anyway she does not wish to aban­
don her children to the secular world. 

Short of such a drastic move, Maria can d o something that gets her 
more involved in the church and that constructs about her a society in 
which she would lose face if she relaxed her commitments. Suppose 
her greater involvement in the church leads her into its activities 
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against abortion-not because she is necessarily hostile to abortion 
but because, by identifying herself with the church 's antiabortion 
movement, she identifies herself more closely with the church and 
with her friends in the faith. She relocates herself in the world of 
Catholic political activism not because she shares the activist agenda 
but rather because she wants stronger connection to the church to 
keep her safer from the secular world of declining American Catholi­
cism. Fearing for her continued faith, she throws herself in the way of 
fate, which, as Lady Murasaki Shikibu (1982 [ca. 1010], 234) says, can 
change our desires. And she ends up as an antiabortion activist and, 
perhaps, eventually a strongly committed antiabortionist. 

In a more securely Catholic society, the fear of falling away from 
the faith might be less compelling because there are natural reinforce­
ments, and there might be less urgent need to become deeply in­
volved in the activities, including the political activities, of the church. 
In her society, however, Maria may need to construct her own rein­
forcements to keep her faith. Suppose that many American Catholics 
are like Maria-active because they want to be strongly tied to the 
church rather than because they share all of its politics. Commitment 
to the antiabortion movement might therefore be much stronger in a 
less Catholic society, such as the United States, than in a more solidly 
Catholic society. The difference is, however, not evidence of the 
greater intrinsic importance of the morality of abortion in the less 
Catholic society. Rather, abortion is taken on as an issue on the way to 
something else-namely, maintenance of the personal faith of future 
selves. 

Maria uses fairly specific, almost personalized social constraints to 
keep herself faithful. We can often turn to the more general social 
constraints of conventions.12 Consider the unusually powerful con­
vention that motivated the life of the beautiful young lady Ukifune in 
Lady Murasaki Shikibu's (1976 [ca. 1010]) The Tale of Genji. This con­
vention worked forcefully without need of law to back it. 

The fictional Ukifune lives in eleventh-century Japan in the twi­
light of the world of the shining Prince Genji. She has left her worldly 
existence at court by having her head shaved, taking vows, and enter­
ing a nunnery, as a· result of which she can never go back to her 
previous world. Cutting off hair that has taken her a lifetime to grow 
to many feet long is, in her society, a step that is visually, symbolically 
irreversible (Murasaki 1976 [ca. 1000], 1083). Ukifune therefore has 
little choice but to live up to her sudden commitment to her religious 
vows into the distant future, although that means a personally and 
culturally impoverished life compared with life at court. As distressed 
as everyone about her is that she has become a nun, no one thinks she 
can renege and return "to society. She may grow to hate her life as a 
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nun and wish she had never made such a commitment, but, short of 
sUicide, she is virtually stuck with it. Ukifune wants the commitment 
that Alberich needs, but she requires neither magic nor bootstrapping 
to secure it. 

Ukifune has chosen to leave her world because she has two poten­
tial lovers-the two most desirable men in her world-and she pre­
fers to have neither rather than to have to choose between them. Yet 
this woefully weak person has made a stalwart commitment. At first, 
she intends to leave the world by dying, but she fails in her attempt 
and is rescued by chance to a nearby nunnery. Her decision to be­
come a nun is then purely opportunistic. Her only actual commitment 
is to leave her world. If she cannot be dead, she can at least be a nun, 
even though she may have little commitment to any of the ostensible 
beliefs of Buddhism. 

Under the social conventions of her time, Ukifune's was a virtually 
irrevocable commitment. In our society of radically looser conven­
tions, you and I cannot so readily constrain ourselves as Ukifune 
did-our shaved heads might be nothing more than a frivolous style 
of the moment-and we cannot be fully believed if we assert our 
undying commitment to a particular religious creed or to any other 
purpose. We can be believed if we say we are committed in this very 
moment-but we cannot be fully trusted to stay committed into the 
distant future. The most assertive believers among us are all too often 
the most fickle. We are like Alberich without magic to control us. We 
might say, "Love, I curse you forever," but we cannot be sure we will 
live the sentiment. Ukifune could and did-because she had a whole 
society to back her commitment. 

Why do informal social conventions work to secure our capacity to 
commit ourselves to trustworthiness? They do so, in part, for the 
same reasons that organizational devices work. Perhaps the best way 
to account for such workability is to characterize social conventions 
that do work. Very often, the rules that can be made to work well are 
especially economical. They can be simply stated, breaches of them 
and adherence to them can be easily monitored, and the cost of in­
voking them bears heav ily on the rule breaker and lightly on any 
sanctioner. In addition, such rules must be relatively stable, so that 
their effects can be predictably expected into the relevant future. 

For example, Ukifune wanted to commit to leaving her world, the 
world of the court in Heian Japan. She did so by taking vows that 
would preclude her return to the secular world. First, the rules of her 
commitment are easily stated: she must live in a convent and not 
range into the larger world. Second, her actions were extremely easily 
monitored. If she left, her absence would be instantly noticed by the 
.,m;lll ~>'rouo of her fellow nuns, and her presence elsewhere would be 
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instantly seen as wrong even by those who knew nothing of her, be­
cause they would be able to see that her hair had been shorn. Third, 
the sanction agaipst any attempt on her part to return to the court 
would be essentially of no .cost to most of the courtesans, courtiers, 
and other hangers-on at the court-they would almost all have coor­
dinated on shunning her. The sanction would have been devastating 
to Ukifune if she had really been intent on returning to the court. 
Finally, the rules on her behavior after taking vows could firmly be 
expected to last long beyond her life. They were stable. 

Evidently, Ukifune was not confident that she could keep her com­
mitment, and she »'anted to put overwhelming obstacles in the way 
of a future change of heart. She almost perfectly arranged her com­
mitment to leave the court. One might suppose she made a very bad 
choice, but she would evidently have disagreed at the time of the 
choice. One might even suppose that she could have left the court in 
a less degrading and stultifying way. But it is not easy to imagine 
what more attractive devices she had available in her close-knit soci­
ety. 

For many other forms of commitment through fitting one's desired 
future actions to social constraints, the use of social pressure may 
loom large, as in Ukifune's case. Even before the nuns and priests 
were aware of her aristocratic identity, they attempted to p ressure her 
not to take so drastic a step. Her greatest struggle in the short term 
was to overcome that pressure ·and to get the priest to shear her. She, 
more than most of us who might analyze her problems, knew well 
the weight and implications of social pressure, and she set herself up 
to use such pressure against her future self, to guarantee her commit­
ment. Such social pressure may generally work best when the rele­
vant rule works at the small-group level, that is to say, in a context of 
thick relationships.13 Indeed, the thick-relationships theory presented 
in chapter 1 is partly a theory of social pressures to be trustworthy. 
Ukifune's constraints transcended her small community at court, be­
cause everyone in Heian Japan would have recognized that she had 
left the world. 

If Ukifune had merely done something shameful, something that 
was not ins tantly visible to one and all, she could still have been 
excluded by the small world of the court, where her transgression 
and her identity would have been known to virtually all. Her intent, 
evidently, was not merely to absent herself from the court but also to 
block herself, in a weaker moment, from returning later, and she 
wished to block others from attempting to draw her back. She found 
a device that made her own commitment reliable into the distant fu­
ture and that simultaneously de facto committed others not to try to 
change her mind. 
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Institutional Constraints 

If I trust you to act on my behalf, I set myself up for the possibility of 
disappointment, even severe loss. To avoid that possibility, I might try 
to find institutional backing to get you to do what I trust you to do. 
This might be easy to do. For example, if I wish to get you to pay in 
several installments for the work I do for you or for your purchase of 
my car, in many societies I can propose that we s ign a legally enforce­
able contract. Now you are faced with the likelihood of real costs if 
you renege on doing what I have relied on you to do. If the only 
reason you comply with our agreement is the threat of contract en­
forcement, then ours is finally not a trust relationship. 

Had his dealings with Trifonov been reputable, the lieutenant colo­
nel could have been protected by a contract that gave both parties the 
right to be sued. "Who wants to be sued?" Thomas Schelling (1960, 
43) asks. Well, he notes in answer to his own question, "the right to be 
sued is the power to make a promise: to borrow money, to enter a 
contract, to do business with someone who might be damaged. If suit 
does arise, the 'right' seems a liability in retrospect; beforehand it was 
a prerequisite to doing business." The odd right to be sued is the 
"power to accept a commitment." It enables one to establish that one 
has a strong commitment to fulfill one's half of a bargain. Trifonov 
had no right to be sued by the lieutenant colonel, who, indeed, could 
not even publicly accuse him. Trifonov could therefore be assumed to 
have only a commitment to gain as much as he could from his deal­
ings with the officer. That is all that the lieutenant colonel should 
have trusted Trifonov to do. 

We can imagine that enhancing trustworthiness in general will in­
crease levels of trust, because people will tend to recognize the level 
of trustworthiness of others. Hence there will be more productive co­
operation. T~ust can also be enhanced by introducing devices, such as 
the law of contracts, to regulate relationships to make parties to them 
~e..reliabJe. More generally, the development of norms with sanc­
tions and of other devices for social control tends to enhance coopera­
tion and reduce the risks inherent in trusting others (Barber 1983, 170; 
Coleman 1990, 114). The effect of ins titutional enforcement of trust­
worthiness may go well beyond making specific ins tances of trust 
reasonable. 

Let us unpack this claim. How ca tr be enhanced by enfo~ 
able contract or by audits with the threat of sanction? The contract or 
audit may protect a rela tionship against the worst of all risks it migh_! 
~ntail, thereby enabling the parties to cooperate on less ris~y matters. 
This is a milder and more specific variant of the central argument in 
Hobbes' theory of political order. The threat of sanctions to protect 
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each makes all better off. Hobbes' sovereign enforces order in the 
protection of life and property. Once these are secured, we have less 
reason to be defensive, ·and we engage in productive investments and 
beneficial exchanges. 

In deciding whether to take a risk on someone, we can often avail 
ourselves of extant institutions. Hence we can make more credible 
commitments on some matters than on others, depending on what 
institutions are available. Given our ins titutions, who or what can we 
expect to be trustworthy? Remarkably, economic institutions, such as 
manufacturers and dealers, are often trustworthy at least in their 
dealings with their customers. (They might not be trustworthy to the 
larger society insofar as they might readily pollute or discriminate by 
neighborhood.) 

Of course, when a manufacturer or dealer faces bankruptcy, its 
usual reputational and legally induced incentives to be trustworthy 
can deteriorate badly. When future expectations collapse for any such 
reason-the previously trusted party suffers from radically changed 
circumstances-there is less reason to expect trustworthiness. 14 Sim­
ilarly, governments may often be quite trustworthy in carrying out 
the laws, even though a particular government might be very untrust­
worthy in designing the laws to be carried out. In both these cases, 
institutional control devices are often powerful and well directed. 

These devices have no match in professional contexts, although 
control of professional behavior may be changing toward sterner reg­
ulation. Similarly, economic relations between individuals are rela­
tively well governed by institutional controls. Other relations are 
typically much less well governed. Some areas are coming under in­
creasing institutional oversight, as are some gender relations and 
some intrafamilial relations. Still, contract law, for all its difficulties, 
seems almost like an ideal type in comparison with many other insti­
tutional controls over individual commitments. 

Many social critics complain of what seems to them to be the in­
creasingly economic and material focus of modern life. The complaint 
is that we have let economic concerns and material welfare displace 
other values. Barry Schwartz (1986, 247-48) argues that, in their mis­
guided scientism, the disciplines of behavior theory, economics, and 
sociobiology may give an accurate picture of things as they are, of 
human nature in our circumstances. However, he supposes, this is 
because these disciplines have contributed to and helped justify the 
conditions that foster pursuit of self-interest. Schwartz's view sounds 
suspiCiously like a golden-age fallacy-the past was never so good. 
Some aspects of our relations with others get publicly regulated, as 
contracts for housing are now standardized in large part to keep us 
from making speciaL agreements ~ a context in which one party might 
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have great power to set the terms (Macneil 1980). Hence trust and 
trustworthiness may be d isplaced by economic devices. There may, 
however, be offsetting gains of greater fairness, reduced vulnerability 
of the economically weak, and so forth; and the displaced trust may 
not have been substantial in what were primarily economic relations 
of tenants and landlords even before public regulation. 

A deeper problem may be the greatest constraint on what our 
values can be. Our institutions enhance trustworthiness, and hence 
the value of trust, far better in economic than in noneconomic rela­
tions. One might suppose that this follows because these institutions 
are deliberately designed to work that way, whereas our social con­
ventions merely arise and grow and are generally not meaningfully 
said to be intended. Institutions and organizations also grow in unin­
tended ways, however, and they. need not be true to any designers' 
intentions for them. More crucial to the difference in the economic 
and noneconomic constraints may simply be the fact that the former 
are easier to assess and easier to build into strong expectations­
therefore easier for institutions to enforce. There is great reliability in 
contracts because performance is easy to assess and enforcement is 
relatively easy; there is far less reliability in marriage in many soci­
eties and times, because performance is too hard to measure to make 
enforcement work. Not surprisingly, even in marriage economic inter­
ests can be monitored well enough to be governed by contractual 
agreement, and there may be a growing trend toward prenuptial con­
tracts to cover financial matters relating, especially, to prior s tatus and 
earnings potential.15 

Incidentally, it is arguable that, if contracts become as shaky as 
marriage, then our society will be in danger of collapse. That is to say, 
ordinary contractual regulation may be more important to social or­
der in a complex society than is the enforcement of any particular 
possible convention on sexual and familial relations. 

Norms of Trustworthiness 

Norms for behavior can be effective because they directly motivate us 
through our commitment to them or because they indirectly motivate 
us through the force of social sanctions-rewards and penalties-that 
back the norms. One might suppose that trustworthiness is backed by 
social norms. Unfortunately, a simple norm of trustworthiness seems 
not likely to be a strong reason for widespread trust in society, al­
though such a norm might motivate some people, such as those who 
adhere to strict codes of honor. The following brief account of why 
some social norms are quite effective and others much less so sug­
gests why a general norm of trustworthiness would be weak. 
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We can separate the discussion of the possibility of norms of trust­
worthiness into internal (more or less moral) and external (more or 
less interest-based) motivations, but such a separation might lead to a 
confusing picture of norms and their force. Moreover, a particular 
norm might actually drive both internal and external motivations. 
Hence I discuss norms of trustworthiness as a separate category of 
mixed motivations and have little to say about internal motivations to 
follow norms. It is commonly supposed that norms become inter­
nalized so that they operate directly in the motivations of people. 
Again, this seems to be a correct view, although theories of how inter­
nalization happens are often little more than descriptive accounts of 
seemingly internalized norms.16 

Consider a highly articulated differentiation of people into different 
classes of apparent trust. In Leo Tolstoy's Anna Karenina, Count 
Vronsky's code of social rules is probably well understood by all con­
cerned, who therefore have differential grounds for expecting good or 
bad behavior from him. As Tolstoy (1949 [1874-76], 1.347) puts it, "The 
code categorically determined that though the card-sharper must be 
paid, the tailor need not be; that one may not lie to a man, but might to 
a woman; that one must not deceive anyone, except a husband; that 
one must not forgive an insult but may insult others, and so on." 
Karenin therefore can be confident that Vronsky will be honorable in 
repaying a gambling debt but he cannot be confident that Vronsky will 
be honorable with his wife, Anna-and therein lies a long novel. 

What was the nature of Vronsky's concern to repay his gambling 
debt? It was not merely a reciprocal concern with his gambling part­
ner of the moment. It was, rather, a concern to live up to the stan­
dards of behavior of the nineteenth-century Russian aristocratic com­
munity of which he was a member. If he failed to repay the debt, he 
would be embarrassed in that community and would lose standing in 
it, so that his opportunities within that community would be con­
strained. He faced a norm of exclusion, a norm that required his sub­
mission to the group in various ways at the cost, if he did not submit, 
of being shunned within the group and perhaps even excluded from 
the group.17 

Therefore, many· of the things that one could have "trusted" Vron­
sky to do are different from the kinds of sequential exchange that can 
be modeled by the iterated prisoner's dilemma. Someone's "trust" in 
him would be a two-part intentional relation, because it would de­
pend on Vronsky's intentional and arguably rational commitments. 
These. would not be with respect to a particular other individual (such 
as his specific gambling partner of this evening), however, but with 
respect to the whole aristocratic community as the enforcer of its 
norms. He would not be motivated by concern with the interests of 
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the person to whom he owes a debt but only with the possibil ity of 
enforcement of the communal norms. Hence his stance would not 
justify anyone in trusting him in the strong sense of supposing his 
interests directly encapsulated theirs. The second part of the two-part 
relation would be the range of things covered by the aristocratic 
norms. Vronsky's commitments were simply ra tional if Vronsky ad­
hered to the code just in case it fitted his interests to do so. In choos­
ing among debts to pay, he paid his fellow noble gambler, who could 
harm him socially or otherwise, rather than his tailor, who could only 
hassle him and refuse him further service. 

Many social and moral norms are primarily manifestations of inter­
est, as trust commonly is. For example, my adherence to norms of 
exclusion is motivated by my group's sanction and even exclusion of 
me if I violate the norms (Hardin 1995, chapter 4). Because this is so, 
we can count on others enough even to take an optimistic view of 
them. It might be difficult to explain the rise of Vronsky's aristocratic 
class norms; but we might readily explain their maintenance once 
they have arisen as straightforwardly dependent on the interests of 
Russian aristocrats to abide by them-in particular, their interests in 
sanctioning violators of them. That explanation has a simple func­
tional form analogous to the functional explanation of trustworthiness 
presented in chapter 6 (Hardin 1995, 79-91). Vronsky could only lose 
by violating his class's norms, because he would find himself shunned 
or even more severely excluded. 

If we wish to break the hold of such norms as those that reinforce 
the exclusionary status of some group such as the aristocrats, a force­
ful way to do so would be to offer contrary incentives. That is what 
the modem industrial economy has inadvertently done to many aris­
tocratic norms, such as the dueling norm (Hardin 1995, 91-100). Some 
of Vronsky's class norms might, however, seem generally good, so 
that we might wish to keep them. Unfortunately, if they are merely 
universalistic norms, so that following them is not motivated by the 
exclusionary sanctions of the status group, they will most likely have 
far less force. No one other than the victims of violations will have 
incentive to sanction violations of them. Universalistic norms that are 
not enforced dyadically, as the norm of promise keeping or that of 
truth telling typically is, are generally weak norms (Hardin 1995, 
chapter 5). They might work in smalt close communities that are not 
status communities, just because, in such close communities, all are 
relatively well known to all. One can readily escape monitoring only 
by leaving the community, which can use shunning and even exclu­
sion to induce "good" behavior. For the larger society, reliance on 
norms to secure or at least encourage trustworthy behavior is not 
likely to be as thoroughgoing or successful (Cook and Hardin 2000). 
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Even if there were a widely held norm of trustworthiness, it would 
commonly run into alternative motivations. For example, suppose Ka­
ramazov's lieutenant colonel thought Trifonov should be bound by a 
norm of trustworthiness, a variant of a norm of honor. Against his 
hopes, note that the force of a norm of honor derives from the poten­
tial public disgrace from dishonor, as in the case of the dueling norm, 
which is a norm of honor (Hardin 1995, 91-100). Trifonov was not 
under a norm of honor of such force if for no other reason than that 
his actions were not on public display and could not be if it were up 
to the lieutenant colonel, who therefore was helpless to call on en­
forcement of the n.orm. 

Suppose the lieutenant colonel thought that Trifonov was under a 
norm of trustworthiness of some internalized kind. Such a belief, 
while perhaps common, would actually be quite odd in this case. The 
lieutenant colonel was, after all, engaging in criminal activity with 
Trifonov, and he was violating the trust of his command and of his 
nation. Perhaps the lieutenant colonel would himself have felt bound 
by a norm of trustworthiness in strictly personal relations while 
blithely violating any such norm with respect to the Russian army 
and the Russian nation. More generally, any broad system of norms is 
likely to include within it quite different norms tha t would commend 
contradictory behaviors in common contexts. It is perhaps therefore 
not surprising that universalistic norms tend to be vague and limited, 
and they might tend to be weakened by their potential conflicts.18 

Finally, consider how internalization might work. Perhaps inter­
nalizing norms is akin to developing habits. In a sense, although it 
need not be a deliberate move, we economize on thinking and calcu­
lating. We adopt habits and norms as devices for deciding in repeat 
contexts how we should act. Then, following a commonplace but 
seemingly compelling fallacy, we moralize these shortcuts from being 
merely devices that we should pragmatically use to being devices that 
are morally incumbent on us to use. This is the standard fallacy of 
supposing that what is also ought to be-the is-ought fallacy of rea­
soning. 

Even a norm that is little more than a convention to help coordi­
nate us, such as the convention of driv ing on the right side of the 
road, becomes moralized. Such moralization is not entirely wrong in 
the sense that once the convention is in place and it governs others' 
actions, it would be morally wrong of me to violate it, because I 
would cause havoc if I did.19 It would be odd to say, however, that it 
is in itself moral to drive on the right when it is equally useful to have 
a convention to drive on the left, as much of the world demonstrates. 
If being trustworthy is generally advantageous, because it enables 
others to enter into cooperative arrangements with us, then we can 
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stop considering the benefit it brings us and merely become habitu­
ally trustworthy. For many of us, the difficulty of strategic reasoning 
might be great enough that the norms of truth telling, trustworthi­
ness, cooperativeness, and promise keeping are useful as substitutes 
for reasoning that we find burdensome. 

Concluding Remarks 

It would be useful to have systematic analy:ses of trust that is grounded 
in each of the bases of trustworthiness discussed here: internal, exter­
nal, and mixed motivations. In this book, I focus primarily on encapsu­
lated interest as the ground for trustworthiness, although I also discuss 
categories that are closely related to encapsulated interest. I think it will 
be harder to give systematic accounts of trust in all its workings for 
trustworthiness that is grounded in moral commitments, norms, and 
bald dispositions. The knowledge problems of assessing such commit­
ments in general seem likely to be harder than those for assessing 
interests. For example, I would have to have a lot of experience with 
someone before I could begin to believe he or she has the capacity for 
the kind of bald commitment that Alberich supposedly had. In addi­
tion, the functional arguments for the maintenance of trust presented in 
chapter 6 work for the encapsulated-interest account and do not gener­
alize to non-interest-based accounts. 

Interest is one of the best and most useful of internal motivations. 
It leads us to and through much Of the best that life has to offer. To 
suppress interest on occasions in which it leads us in directions we 
might consider wrong is to put ourselves at war with ourselves. In 
waging that war we are supported by social controls based in our 
own longer-term interest. A stron~etwork of laws and conventi_2ns 
is need~d to make any kind of behavior reliable if it is lik~y to con­
flict with powerful considerations of interest. All too often, we have 
neither law nor convention nor love to make us trustworthy, and it is 
often only the interest we have in maintaining particular relationships 
that makes it in our interest to be trustworthy. 

Still, trust can be grounded in the belief that another person is 
guided by norms or moral dispositions. Whether we know that these, 
and not encapsulated interest, are the grounds for seemingly trust­
worthy behavior will commonly be important for explaining behavior 
and understanding social practices and institutions. We can build insti­
tutional devices that mimic the incentives of the encapsulated-interest ac­
count, so that we can Teliiflvely eclslly see -how to overcome problems of the 
lack of trust and trustworthiness in many contexts in which, for example, 
ongoing relationships cannot motivate cooperation. This is what contract 
law and legal regulation of such professionals as lawyers and doctors 
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do in·their varied, sometimes inadequate ways. It may be difficult to 
deliberately develop norms and moral dispositions merely for han­
dling relationships that trust as encapsulated interest can handle, but 
if they are available already, we may benefit from reliance on them. 

Typically, strong norms are likely to be embedded in close commu­
nities that mobilize commitment to their norms with such sanctions as 
shunning and exclusion. The deliberate creation of such systems 
might, however, be more harmful than beneficial (Hardin 1995, chap­
ter 4). Moral dispositions are probably widespread but relatively thin 
and unreliable for the vast number of quasi exchange relations we 
have that are not with people we know well enough to rely on their 
morality. Thin moral dispositions might often be enough, however, to 
tip our behavior, especially when they are combined with "thin" or 
weak institutional and other incentives. 

Other motivations to be trustworthy might not be so readily mim­
icked by institutionally devised incentives, especially if those motiva­
tions are not matters of simple incentives. When these motivations are 
at work, trustworthiness might be overdetermined in the sense that 
one of these motivations might be coupled with encapsulated interest. 
Hence one might say that one or the other of these is the essential 
reason for the trustworthiness. In truth, however, parsing the motiva­
tions would be quite difficult unless we could compare the same per­
son's behavior over a wide range of interactions. Interests and moral 
considerations are ten aligne£1.. Interests and norms are often identi­
cal in what they motivate because norms are commonlY- enforced 
through interests, although it is often difficult to see how this complex 
relationship works (Hardin 1995, chapters 4 and 5). 

Trustworthiness may be inherently moral in part for at least some 
people, or it may be compelled by the force of norms. That many 
accounts of trust are really accounts of trustworthiness therefore sug­
gests that the moralizing of trust might be more reasonably seen as a 
moralizing of trustworthiness. Certain standard moral theories, such 
as that of Kant or various virtue theories, could readily elevate trust­
worthiness to moral status. Surely there will be fewer theories, if any, 
that moralize trust itself, although writers whose focus is ostensibly 
on the phenomenon or idea of trust often do spuriously moralize it. 



Chapter 3 

Conceptions and 
Misconceptions 

S TRATEGICALLY, trust interactions can take varied forms. Two of 
the most important are the iterated one-way trust game and the 
mutual trust interaction of iterated exchange or prisoner's di­

lemma. In these models of some trust relationships, trust is clearly a 
reductive term, a three:Part rela~n, and a cognitive-not behav­
ioral-term. Some discussions of trust implicitly or explicitly assume 
away one of more of these conditions, and in this they are often, 
though not always, conceptually confused. I canvass these conditions 
in the first part of this chapter. Readers who are not concerned with 
alternative accounts can readily skip this chapter without loss of un­
derstanding the arguments in later chapters that develop from the 
conception of trust as encapsulated interest. 

In this book, I wish to establish a vision of trust that helps us to 
explain-and perhaps evaluate-behavior. The same concerns have 
driven many writers on trust to elucidate quite different visions of it. 
In the second part of this chapter, I canvass many of these visions to 
see how they differ in their implications for understanding behavior 
and, in some cases, to query their conceptual coherence. Many of 
these visions, especially those of philosophers, are essentially defini­
tional or conceptual. Others, especially those of social scientists, are 
explanatory. The encaps~c_Q!llt of trust is both a defi­
~ and an ex~ account. In the vernacular, there are many 
ways in wfllch the term trust is used, and many of these do not fit the 
encapsulated-interest account. Many of these are elements in schol­
arly accounts of trust. I wish to canvass these to see whether they 
should be seen as partial theories of trust and to judge the force of 
alternative conceptions of trust. 

In discussion, people often assert that trust is some particular 
thing. As in foundationalist epistemology, we just know it when we 
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see it-or they know it when they see it. This supposition is a con­
stant problem in serious discussions of anything in the social sciences. 
We often tend to suppose our quick, even sloppy intuitions or in­
sights are foundational and not merely casual, as though they were 
innate rather than randomly collected from diverse acquaintances and 
other sources, often misguided sources. Casual accounts might even 
not distinguish trust in another person, trust in a fact of nature, and 
trust in an institution, such as money or government. In general, how­
ever, we should not indulge a so-called social science that depends on 
no more than a personal intuition that X must be so and that is not 
spelled out for others to question, test, and understand it. 

In this chapter I address a number of conceptual moves that under­
cut many discussions of trust. It is a compelling characteristic of the 
encapsulated-interest theory that it stays the same at all levels with­
out conceptual change. Hence if moving from one level to another 
makes a difference, that is because doing so changes the possible or 
likely degrees of trust, not because it changes the conception of trust. 
For this reason, it is useful to examine various visions of trust, mov­
ing from essentially individual-level conceptions to those that are in­
creasingly socialized. Some theoretical accounts of varied aspects of 
trust are compatible with one another, others are not. For example, 
the evolutionary account of the rise of trustworthiness-which is ex­
planatory-that is presented in chapter 6 might fit well with the 
encapsulated-interest account if it is augmented in various ways. Sim­
ilarly, the functional account of the rise and maintenance of trust­
worthiness, again in chapter 6, might also fit well with it. 

Conceptual Confusions 

Consider seven conceptual slippages that are especially pervasive and 
worthy of brief discussion. Typically, these slippages are not them­
selves alternative theories of trust or even inherent in any specific 
theory of trust. Rather, they can often vitiate conclusions in any such 
theory. Each of these evidently requires vigilance to avoid. 

First, there is a co~monplace slippage between trust and trust­
worthiness in what many authors present as accounts of trust. This is 
especially true of moral accounts, but it is also true of evolutionary 
accounts. Surprisingly, this slippage is pervasive in academic discus­
sions of trust, which often should rather be posed as discussions of 
trustworthiness. I have addressed this issue in chapter 2, and I do not 
discuss it further here except in the context of other visions of trust in 
which the confusion occurs, such as the views that trust is a good. I 
treat the accounts of those visions as accounts of trustworthiness, as 
they must be treated if they are to make sense. 
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The second and third slippages involve somewhat misleading in­
ferences from the ordinary language of trust. The second is an in­
stance of a common conceptual presumption in the social sciences. It 
is to assume some notion of trust is an epistemological primitive and 
not subject to analysis. Third, most accounts of trust are essentially 
expectations accounts. That is to say, they build on the expectations 
that a potential truster has. This implies, however, that trust is inher­
ently a matter of knowledge or belief. Many ordinary-language state­
ments about trust seem rather to conceive it as a ma tter of behavior. 

Trust is a three-part relation: A trusts B to do X, and even this is 
restricted to certain contexts and ranges over degrees of trust. The 
fourth and fifth slippages involve the reduction of trust to a two-part 
relation. In our daily invocations of trust we commonly do not in­
clude the third part. This might merely be an ellipsis of what we 
mean, but it might also begin to inform what we think, so that I begin 
to assert that I trust you, purely and simply, as though with respect to 
anything and everything. Although this might sometimes be true or 
very nearly so, it is clearly not so in many cases in which I trust 
someone. Many writers also suppose we trust more or less anyone 
with respect to some things, so only the two parts, A and X, are pres­
ent. Such trust is commonly called generalized or social trust. 

Sixth, trust occasionally is seen as analogous to promising, so that 
the seeming morality of promise keeping attaches to trus tworthiness. 
Seventh, there is a sometime slippage when claims about entrusting 
something to someone a re transposed into claims, which make less 
sense, about trusting someone. 

One might choose to put forward a theory of trust that is actually 
built on one of the slippages by taking that slippage as a principle. 
One could then attempt to keep the theory coherently fitted to that 
principle. I do not think any such theory would be of interest because 
it would thoroughly misfit actual experiences of trust. One of the 
moves that is sometimes merely a slippage, however, is basic to some 
theories of trust, in which it is deliberately asserted that trust is a two­
part-not three-part-relation. 

Because all of these conceptual slips are· standard parts of vernacu­
lar discussions and invocations of trust, even careful writers find 
them hard to avoid. Although I cite some instances of such concep­
tual confusions in many writers, I suspect that many or even most of 
them would happily expunge the confusions. 

Trust as Reductive Versus Nonreductive 

One reason why trust is such a hard term even to ~e and why it 
may have ~any apparent meaningLin the vernacula~ and even in 
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scholarly work is that it is not a primitive term that is unanalyzable 
into other terms. Rather, it is essentially a reductive term, in the fol­
lOwing sense: Trust is not a primitive, something that we just know 
by inspection, .... as the color blue might be a primitive, at least for ordi­
nary people who do not think of it as a problem in optics. Rather, it is 
reducible to other things that go into determining trust. There are 
expectations, and these are of a certain kind. In the encapsulated­
interest view, the expectations have largely to do with the commit­
ments of the trusted-in particular, a commitment to acting at least 
partly in the interests of the truster because they are the interests of 
the trus ter. Because those commitments might vary in degree, so too 
trust might vary in degree. Because those commitments can motivate 
the truster only if the truster knows or believes them, trust is inher­
ently cognitive. 

As a reductive term, trust is similar to other major theoretical terms 
suchas power, eguality, and justice that must be explainea andare 
not primitive terms but are reduOble to other terms.1 For many trust 
relationships, we can determine what these other terms are from the 
structures of those relationships, as in the account of mutual trust 
in ongoing exchange relations discussed in chapter 1. Acade.mic ac­
counts generally treat trus t as reductive, although_sometimes it is 
hru:d.Jo__he_sure....whaLb:usLred.uGeS-to_. -

It is hard even to imagine a conception of trust that is nonreductive 
and still plausible. One might argue that joy is conceptually not re­
ductive, although it is probably causally explicable in reductive terms. 
Trust is not merely an unvarnished emotion, however, in the sense 
that joy is. Emotions might come into particular trust relationships, 
but trust is not itself simply an emotion. 

inally, no e a peculiarimplieatierrc>f an ordinary-language anal­
ysis of trust. Anyone who wishes to make trust a simple primitive or 
who wishes to take it as a deontological moral concept should have 
trouble with real-world experience, which often lacks any such no­
tion. (A deontological concept is universally applicable and derivable 
from pure reason.) Even today, many languages have no direct, pet­
spicuous equivalent of the term. In French, one says, "I have confi­
dence in someorte"-or, oddly, in something G'ai confiance en 
quelqu'un ou quelque chose) or, more strongly perhaps, "I have faith 
[or almost blind faith] in someone" Ge me fie a quelqu'un). According 
to Unni Wikan (personal correspondence via e-mail, 3 April 2001), 
there is a noun for trust in Norwegian (tillit) and in colloquial Egyp­
tian Arabic (thiqqa), but in neither language is there a verb for trust. 
To make a verb form, one must say "to have trust" (ha tillit til) or 
"there is trust" (fi thiqqa). According to Toshio Yamagishi (personal 
correspondence via fax, 31 March and 13 May 1998), a common Japa-
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ne~e term was deliberately invented about a century ago, possibly as 
a neologism from English. A Chinese root form is xin (shin, in Japa­
nese), which means to be honest, true, and sincere (or without cheat­
ing) . In some combining forms, xin takes the meaning "to believe." 
Commonly, the meanings include both competence and well-intended. 
According to Edna Ullmann-Margalit (personal correspondence via 
e-mail, 2 April 2001), the Hebrew noun for trust is emun. Its root is 
the same as the root of "belief." There is no verb; instead, one says, 
"to have trust in." The equivalent verb form from emun means "to 
believe in." Translations from other languages into English often use 
the term trust where it is not clearly apt and thereby add to what is 
being translated (as noted later in, for example, translations from 
Ludwig Wittgenstein's German). Even in English, as noted later, the 
word trust has an ambiguous history. 

Trust as Behavioral Versus Cognitive 

That trusting someone and acting on that trust are different is trivially 
evident. For example, I may trust you in various ways but never have 
reason to act on that trust. Against this distinction, Jane Mansbridge 
(1999) argues for "altruistic trust," which implicitly runs trust into 
action. To speak of altruistic trust is implicitly to say that it is not 
trust, that one acts cooperatively beyond what one would do if one 
acted only from the degree of trust one had in another. One acts altru­
istically despite lack of sufficient trust to justify the action. Hence to 
speak of altruistic trust is to make trust a term of action rather than of 
knowledge. That is peculiar because, again, I could trust you very 
much without having occasion to act on my trust. It is also true that I 
can easily act cooperatively toward others even when I do not trust 
them and I am not even confident that they will reciprocate or will 
take my interests into account. 

We can choose to put ourselves in a position to come to know 
something, but we cannot look at the evidence and then decide to 
know. The evidence might compel us or .it might not, but we do not 
choose the degree to which it does compel us. The recognition of this 
point and its denial are in contest in such claims as that it "is not 
possible to demand trust of others; trust can only be offered and ac­
cepted" (Luhmann 1980, 43). No. My trust of you can be neither of­
fered nor withheld. It just is. I cannot withhold it from you- and it 
would make no sense to do so even if I could because it would be 
contrary to my interest as I understand it. Similarly, you can neither 
accept nor refuse my trust. Both of us, however, can choose to act or 
not to act on it in various contexts. Moreover, you might be able to act 
nn it to the extent of getting me to do something for you- because I 
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trust you- and then violating my trust, ·au to your advantage. Again, 
trust is in the category of knowledge; acting on trust is in the category 
of action. Niklas Luhmann correctly, if metaphorically, notes that it is 
"not possible to demand" trust. That is to say, if I do not trust you, 
your demand that I do trust you cannot be honored merely on the 
ground of your demand plus the knowledge I already have of you, 
knowledge that is insufficient for me to trust you. Your mere demand 
adds little or nothing to my knowledge of you and therefore cannot 
lead me to trust .you if I do not_2 

Commonplace claims that one chooses to trust entail mistaken im­
plications that trusting is a matter of acting. Kenneth Arrow (1974, 26) 
speaks of the "agreement to trust each other." John Dunn (1988, 73, 
see also 80) says that trust is "a more or less consciously chosen pol­
icy for handling the freedom of other human agents or agencies." 
Annette Baier (1986, 244) speaks of "conscious trust the truster has 
chosen to endorse and cultivate." Luhmann (1980, 24) speaks, as do 
many others, including Baier (1986) and Virginia Held (1984, 65), of 
trust as a gamble, a risky investment. Held (1968, 158) also says that 
one may be obligated to trust.3 All of this is wrong. I just do or do not 
trust to some degree, depending on the evidence I have. I do not, in 
an immediate instance, choose to trust, I do not take any risk in trust­
ing. Only actions are chosen-for example, to act as I would if I did 
in fact trust or to take a chance on your being trustworthy beyond 
any evidence I have that you will be trustworthy. 

Moreover, when I am not confident of your motivations toward me 
or of your likely actions, I clearly cannot have an obligation to trust, 
which would be an obligation to know what my evidence denies; that 
way leads to the Inquisition, to an obligation that one believe what 
one does not and cannot believe. Perhaps none of these writers actu­
ally would maintain that we choose to trust or distrust rather than 
that we just do trust or distrust after relevant experience or in the 
light of relevant knowledge. Luhmann (1980, 88), for example, says 
elsewhere that trust "is not a means that can be chosen for particular 
~~~ Their apparentclaims to the contrary might merely be slips 
into looser vernacular usage. 

Treating trust as a form of behavior is confusing and gets in the 
way of an explanation of behavior. What we commonly wish to do is 
to explain various actions and behaviors that derive from trust or 
degree of trust. If trust is the action, what are we trying to explain in 
thousands of pages on the topic? I therefore keep trust in the category 
of knowledge and belief rather than in the category of action and 
behavior. There is no "act of trusting." Rather, there is trusting or not 
trusting to whatever degree, and there is taking the risk of engaging 
with someone. I can take a huge risk with someone I do not trust on a 
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certain matter or hardly any risk at all with someone I trust very 
much on that matter! 

Trust as a Two-Part Relation: 
Open-Ended Trust 

Although it is common to say, simply, "I trust her," this is commonly 
an elliptical claim in which the condition "to do X" is merely implicit. 
To say that our trust is genuinely only a two-part interaction in this 
way is to say that it is utterly open ended with respect to all possible 
matters. This is extremely unlikely for any but the very closest rela­
tionships. We trust only certain others with respect to some things, 
and maybe an even more inclusive set of people with respect to 
somewhat less demanding things, and so forth. Unfortunately, how­
ever, the vernacular usage sometimes pervades analytical, explana­
tory, and theoretical discussions of trust. That is an inherent problem 
with the use of ordinary notions in such discussions. It often requires 
deliberate effort to avoid falling into vernacular usage and hence 
drawing implications that are wrong. 

There are, however, theories of trust based on the assumption that 
trust is (or at least can be) a two-part relation of the form A trusts B, 
without any conditional constraint on the scope of the trust. If trust is 
unfounded faith, such as Abraham evidently had in his god, it could 
be as simple as this two-part relation, without any limits. It should be 
superficially evident that the field of play for a theory of trust that is 
restricted to such cases is limited. Most of us do not even have it for 
Abraham's god. Such unfounded faith is not relevant to the trust that 
most of us sometimes have in others. Nevertheless, the assumption 
that trust is merely this two-part relation is itself commonly smuggled 
into discussions of other theories in which it is a conceptual slip that 
should be avoided. 

Trust as a Two-Part Relation: 
Generalized or Social Trust 

The assumption that trust is a rather different two-part relation is also 
basic to theories or definitions of trust that make it not a sibling of 
knowledge. Much of the fast-growing literature on the value of trust 
in society often focuses on the possibilities for social exchange that 
follow from generally trus ting others (Luhmann 1980). Such gener­
alized or social trust is trust in random others or in social institutions 
without grounding in specific prior or subsequent relationships with 
those others and, as is often argued or implied, without taking into 
account the variable grounds for trusting particular others to different 
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degrees. Such·"trust" might seem to be--a two-par.t OI-.even..a one-part._ 
relation. 

There is a substantial literature on such generalized trust, which is 
loosely seen as unspecific trust in general others, including strangers. 
This literature is based primarily on standard survey questions of the 
form, "Can you trust most people most of the time?"5 People com­
monly answer that they can, or, on a multilevel scale, they choose a 
relatively high level. Some researchers read such responses far too 
loosely. If I say I can trust most people most of the time, I may merely 
be saying I trust most of those I deal with most of the time. Of course, 
that is partly why I deal with them and not lots of other people 
whom I would not trust most of the time. (I might actively distrust 
some of them and be agnostic about others.) 

Moreover, even if I trust most of those I deal with most of the time, 
that is because most of the time there is little at stake in my dealings 
with them-1 would not trust many of them for very high stakes. My 
trust is of you to do X, and making X a large matter can drastically 
affect whether I would trust you. If the survey instrument asked 
whether respondents would lend a hundred dollars to a random 
stranger on the street, they would presumably say no. If it asked 
them if they would lend even a moderately good friend many thou­
sands of dollars without a legally enforceable contract for repayment, 
again most would presumably say no. 

Therefore, it is not credible that the standard survey results really 
imply merely one-part or two-part rela tions. It is virtually inconceiv­
able to suppose it is a one-part relation if we pay even slight attention 
to what it could mean: I trust, period, everyone and with respect to 
everything. The standard survey question refers to "most" people; 
but then, it also says "most of the time," which could be taken 
to mean that the respondents must restrict the range of matters on 
which they would trust "most people." This is not genuinely gener­
alized trust. The respondents are forced by the vagueness of the ques­
tions to give vague answers, and it is a misdescription to label their 
responses as generalized trust. 

At best, in any case, generalized trust must be a matter of relatively 
positive expectations of the trustworthiness, cooperativeness, or help­
fulness of others. It is the stance of, for example, the child who has 
grown up in a benign environment in which virtually everyone has 
always been trustworthy. That former child now faces others with 
relatively positive expectations by inductive generalization (see fur­
ther, ·chapter 5). The value of quasi generalized trust is the value of 
such an upbringing: It gives us the sense of running little risk in coop­
erating with others, so tha t we may more readily enter into relation-
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ships with them. Of course, such generalized optimism is, again, a 
value only if others are relatively trustworthy. 

Why speak of generalized trust? In any real-world context, I trust 
some more than others, and I trust any given person more about 
some things than about others and more in some contexts than in 
others. I may be more optimistic in my expectations of others' trust­
worthiness on first encounters than you are, but apart from such a 
general fact I do not have generalized trust. I might also typecast 
many people and suppose some of the types are likely to be trustwor­
thy and therefore worth the risk of cooperating with them, other 
types less so, and still others not at all. However, this is far short of 
generalized trust. It is merely optimism about certain others. Such 
optimism from typecasting makes rational sense, just as typecasting 
of those whom one might employ makes rational sense as a first, 
crude indicator of competence or commitment.6 

Many, maybe even most, claims for generalized trust can readily be 
restated as claims that, in contexts in which trust generally pays off, it 
makes sense to risk entering into exchanges even with those whom 
one cannot claim to trust in the encapsulated-interest sense-because 
one does not yet have an ongoing relationship with them nor does 
one have reasons of reputation to trust them. This is not a claim that 
one trusts those others but only that one has relatively optimistic ex­
pectations of being able to build successful relationships with certain, 
perhaps numerous, others (although surely not with just anyone). If 
the context is even slightly altered, this conclusion may be wrong, as 
it is in dealings with con artists who propose quick-profit schemes or, 
often, with sellers in tourist traps. Hence generalized trust seems 
likely to be nothing more than optimistic assessment of trustworthi­
ness and willingness therefore to take small risks on dealing with 
others whom one does not yet know. That assessment would be cor­
rected if the optimism proved to be unwarranted because people and 
agencies in the relevant context proved not to be generally trustwor­
thy. 

Promise Keeping and Trust 

Note a strangely deceptive parallel between the pair promising and 
promise keeping, on the one hand, and the pair trusting and being 
trustworthy, on the other. Trust and trustworthiness are at issue in the 
kinds of interactions that often involve promise keeping, marital fidel­
ity, or truth telling. Let us briefly consider the analogs. What estab­
lishes the good of generalized fidelity or truth telling is that individ­
uals are faithful or truthful. What establishes the good of generalized 
trust by a truster is that the trusted is typically trustworthy. The reci-
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procity is more demanding than in the cases of truth telling and mari­
tal fideli ty. In promising and promise keeping, the analog of trusting is 
believing someone~s promise. Trust can be one-sided in the sense that, in 
a given relationship, I may always do the trusting while the other 
always has the burden of being trustworthy. 

The moral Q.ill:den, if there is one, is typically on romise keeping 
and being trustworthy, noLoJLeithe.r.._promising or trustingJhat is 
because the immediate, short-run incentives in rela tionships of p rom­
ising and trusting are on the side of failing to fulfill the promise or the 
trust. The _E.otential Qromise kee er, how~er, is first th~romiser. I 
make a promise to you, and I am expected to eep it. On standard 
understandings of obligation, I impose my own obligation on myself 
when I promise. The trust relationship is very different. The one who 
f~es the burden_oLtrustwQrthiness is not the one who trusts. I trust 
you, and you are the one who is expected to fulfill the trust. But I 
cannot impose an obligation on you to fulfill that trust. Moreover, it 
would be odd generally to moralize promising, as opposed to prom­
ise keeping; similarly, it should be seen as odd generally to moralize 
trusting, as opposed to trustworthiness. 

Promise keeping is an issue because there has been a prior act of 
promising, either explicitly or implicitly, by the party whose promise 
keeping is at issue. If there is an analog in trustworthiness, it must be 
a prior claim to be trustworthy, a claim to fulfill some charge. It is 
hard to imagine what such a claim might be-unless, of course, it is 
by way of making a promise. For example, while it is easy to conceive 
of someone gratuitously promising to do something, it is harder to 
imagine serious cases of gratuitously announcing one's trustworthi­
ness in a way that matters apart from promising. 

If there were a law to govern personal trust relationships, it would 
most likely be an analog of the law of promise keeping. If so, it would 
be a law of trustworthiness, not of trust, because we typically need 
law not to constrain those to whom promises are made but only to 
constrain those who make p romises. The strategic structure of p rom­
ise keeping is quite varied, with three distinct kinds (Hardin 1988b, 
59- 65). First, there are promises made without any reciprocal benefit 
to the promiser, whose fulfillment is essentially altruistic. Such prom­
ises are commonly called gratuitous, and in some societies there is 
law to govern these while in others there is little or none (Dawson 
1980). Second, there are coordination p romises, which do little more 
than coordinate joint actions a t future times, as in our mutual promise 
to meet for lunch tomorrow. Finally, there are exchange promises, 
which are explicitly a reciprocal part of an exchange relation . In a case 
of the latter, for example, you may do something for me now in re­
turn for my promise to do something for you later. 
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Laws of promise keeping can have substantial force for exchange 
promises but little or none for coordination promises. They com­
monly have little force for gratuitous promises-unless there is subse­
quent reliance that gives the promisee a loss relative to the status quo 
ante if the promise is not fulfilled. Even for exchange promises, the 
law usually enters only if the stakes are relatively high and there has 
been some reliance that would prove costly if the promise were not 
fulfilled. 

The law, as opposed to the mere practice, of promise keeping is an 
instance of the substitution of institutions for trust relationships. That 
law primarily covers some classes of promises, especially exchange 
promises involving significant values in exchange, while neglecting 
others, especially small-scale exchange promises for which recourse 
to the law would be disproportionately expensive and coordination 
promises, in which there are no values in exchange. In daily life we 
make coordination promises and exchange promises involving lim­
ited values far more often than we make exchange promises involv­
ing substantial values. Moreover, ~e generally make promises at alL 
pnly to those with whom we have ongoing relations. That is, in daily 
life we make promiseS-irLjusLthe-contexts_in_whl trustworthiness is 
a p ausible assum12tion and in which we therefore fairly confidently 
act on trust. The law takes over those areas in which there is signW­
c1int value a t stake and in which trustworthiness would be inherently 
1~-~_E.eliable, because it would face endgame incentives either in a 
once-only interaction or in an ongoing relationship faced with unusu­
ally high stakes in a single interaction. 

Apart from teaching children the capacity to trust others (largely 
by being trustworthy to them), there is little point in cultivating trust. 
Rather, if the law or political institutions are to be used on behalf of 
trust, they should be used to cultivate trustwor thiness and to block 
the kinds of action that would most severely abuse trust. If the law 
blocks severe losses, we are de facto enabled to hand le our own lesser 
problems of reliance on others with greater confidence because we 
will not be threatened by the potential for large endgame losses. If the 
law and social conventions can secure trustworthiness even to this 
extent, we can generally expect trust to follow. 

There is a long tradition of claiming that to break a promise is 
logically to contradict oneselF To make a promise is to proclaim an 
obligation; to break it is to prove that proclamation false. In more 
recent writings, the logical entailment of an obligation to keep a 
promise is tricked up out of the meaning of the ordinary expression "I 
promise," which is taken to entail fulfillment as though the statement 
were not merely an instance of presentiation but of actually taking the 
future action now. If we reject such an analysis, we may still suppose 
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that competent people who make promises thereby assume some ob­
ligation, which, however, may fall short of actually requiring them to 
keep all their promises. With trust, however, we cannot even formu­
late an analog of either the conventional or the logical account of an 
obligation. It is I who promise and who thereby assume an obligation. 
But, if it is I who trus t, it is the trusted who would have to be bur­
dened with an obligation. 

In one philosophical discussion, however, it is supposed that a per­
son who is trusted has an obligation to fulfill the trust. "When some­
one's trust has been misplaced," the philosopher Lars Hertzberg 
(1988, 319) writes, " it is always, I want to say, a misunderstanding to 
regard that as a shortcoming on his part. The responsibility rests with 
the person who failed the trust." That is more than a bit odd. It is 
analogous to saying that a potential promiser has an obligation to ful­
fill the potential promise-even though no promise has actually been 
made-if the potential promisee relies on the fulfillment. One could 
conclude either that the analogy between promise keeping and trust­
worthiness is not very close or that this supposition is wrongheaded. 
Hertzberg goes on to say that "unlike reliance, the grammar of trust 
involves a perspective of justice: trust can only concern that which 
one person can rightfully demand of another" (Hertzberg 1988, 319). 
On this view, I can only "trust" someone to do what that personal­
ready has a moral obligation to do. This is a definitional move that, if 
accepted, makes unnecessary Hertzberg's several pages of argument 
while it raises many ancillary questions. On whose moral theory do I 
ground your obligation, one might wonder, yours or my own? Hertz­
berg's redefinition also makes "trust" a nearly otiose category. 

Trusting and Entrusting 

Finally, consider a conceptual slip that might be included under the 
confusion of behavior with knowledge or belief. There is a family of 
related concepts that includes entrusting, accepting a promise, and 
contracting. I entrust something to you; I accept your promise that 
you will do something in the future; I contract with you to do some­
thing for me later. I might be forced to entrust something to you even 
though I do not trust you, just as I might have no better move than to 
"accept" or rely on your promise or to put myself at risk in a contrac­
tual dealing with you even though I do not trust you. I might say to 
you that I entrust some matter to you as a challenge to get you to live 
up to my trust, as a parent might do with a child or a therapist with a 
recovering alcoholic (Horsburgh 1960). Moreover, I can trust you to 
do something that I have not (could not) entrust to you. Entrusting, 
accepting a promise, and agreeing to a contract are actions or commit-
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ments. Again, trust is not an action or a commitment, nor is it a mat­
ter. of decision. Hence trusting and entrusting are not equivalent or 
even parallel, although we mi ht casually use the two terms as thou h 
f!ley were interchangeable, especi y in contexts in which both might 

~-
In actions that come under any of these terms, our purpose is com-

monly to bring the future into the present in some sense-a move 
that contract lawyers call presentiation. There may be some joint proj­
ect or exchange that we cannot complete in this moment, but we 
might wish to secure our expectations about its future before we ex­
pend effort or resources now or make commitments in the future 
whose value will turn on completion. As Luhmann (1980, 13) says, 
"Managing complex futures means corresponding performances by 
people in the continuous present." He then adds, "Trust is one of the 
ways of bringing this about." The addition is not quite right. We hope 
to bring it about by entrusting, contracting, or accepting a promise, by 
turning over some future part of our project to another or others. It is 
the turning over- that is, an action-that fits that hope. Even then, of 
course, we may fail to control the relevant future because others may 
fail to do their part. 

Other Visions of Trust 

Several other visions of trust that are fairly clearly articulated, some­
times only implicitly in part, differ from trust as encapsulated interest. 
I discuss each of the main visions not as articulated by a particular 
advocate but as characterized by central assumptions that differ dis­
tinctively from the encapsulated-interest account. These assumptions 
are that trust is not a matter of knowledge (in other words, it is non­
cognitive), that it is normative in some moral sense, that it is depen­
dent on the characteristics of the trusted other than the trusted's com­
mitments to the truster, and that it is a good in much the way that:. 
various consumption goods are goods or that capital of various kinds 
is a good. Trust that is dependent on the characteristics of the trusted 
evokes the issues of dispositions to trust, as mentioned in chapter 2. 
Martin Buber's (1951) brief account makes trust noncognitive as well 
as seemingly moral. The extant accounts of trust as a good are mis­
leadingly said to be about trust when in fact they are about trust­
worthiness. When they are cast as being about trust, they are incoher­
ent; when recast as being about trustworthiness, they can be compelling. 

In chapter 2, I survey reasons for trustworthiness other than the 
truster's interests that are encapsulated in the interests of the trusted . 
These are both bald and moral dispositions, external motivations 
from social and institutional constraints, and social norms of trust-
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worthiness. One could have an account of trust in most of the cases 
discussed there that is cognitive but that is not moral, and in which 
trust is not a good. In some instances, the account would, however, be 
dependent on the characteristics of the trusted other than the encap­
sulation of the truster's interests; or it might be dependent on an ac­
count of norms in which the norm following is morally determined 
rather than determined (as it is for many norms) by interests. 

The visions of trust presented in what follows are generally in­
tended as accounts of trust, not of trustworthiness, although, as 
noted, I think this is an error for the accounts of trust as a good. All 
cognitive and strategic accounts-necessarily?-ground trust in as­
sessments of trustworthiness. The accounts of trust discussed here do 
not require a prior account of trustworthiness. Many of these ac­
counts include conceptual moves such as those I have identified as 
mistakes or slippages, but they commonly do so more or less deliber­
ately, so that in these accounts those moves are definitive rather than 
erroneous. While the alternative accounts of trustworthiness in chap­
ter 2 are generally credible, none of the alternative accounts of trust 
considered here (excepting the accounts that are actually about trust­
worthiness) is credible for more than the occasional odd instance of 
trusting. Others may be able to show that such doubt is misplaced; if 
not, the account of any substantial category of trust relations must be 
based in large part on a prior account of trustworthiness. 

Trust as Not Knowledge 

Two growing literatures disagree with the view of trust as belonging 
in a cognitive category with knowledge. They are perhaps closely re­
lated, although the hard argument that trust is specifically noncogni­
tive comes mostly from philosophers, and the argument that it is un­
grounded faith seems to have a wider following. The former view 
typically makes noncognitive trust a matter of psychological disposi­
tions. These must partly be grounded in experience, so that cognition 
may have mattered in the past. The latter view is that trust is in the 
cognitive category but that it gets there not through learning of rele­
vant facts about others' trustworthiness but rather through the tri­
umph of faith over facts. That people assert these views is reason to 
suppose that trusting takes these forms in addition to the cognitive 
form of trust as encapsulated interest. We are left with the question 
of whether these various accounts model enough of the variance in 
trustmg behavior for us to take them seriously in explaining much of 
the trusting that we see. Some of them seem far too artful and inven­
tive to be commonplace in the lives of ordinary people. I do not deal 
in detail with the fit of the not-knowledge accounts with trusting and 
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behavior. The proponents of these accounts have not given us enough 
plausible examples of them for us to judge whether they are impor­
tant for a general account of trust. 

In some of the claims for these visions of trust as unrelated to 
knowledge, and for other extrarational visions of trus t, the move 
seems to be definitional. This sounds like an essentialist claim that 
trust is X, as though we were returning to the worst aspects of Pla­
tonic philosophy and seeking ideal forms. We tend instead to think of 
contemporary notions, such as trust, as having their meanings set by 
convention, not by some ideal form. In an explanatory theory, we try 
to explain a range of behaviors that have closely related parts. Ratio­
nal trust and extrarational trust have similar forms to some extent­
they are even family resemblance terms, as Wittgenstein might say. In 
the case of the accounts of trust as not knowledge, however, even the 
three-part relational structure of trust and the nearly universal view 
that it in some way involves expectations are challenged. At their 
extremes, these views hold that trust is a one-part relation: A trusts 
(or has a trusting attitude), although they may include a restriction, 
"with respect to X." Moreover, they generally reject any role for ex­
pectations because expectations are very much a matter of knowl­
edge. 

rust as Noncogniti;e-..perhaps the most forceful and compelling ac­
count of wfiy we-siloi:ifd view some trust, or some aspects of trusting, 
as noncognitive is Lawrence Becker's. Becker writes, "Let us call our 
trust 'cognitive' if it is fundamentallY- a_mattet...Oi.J u efiefs or ex12ec­
tat ions about others' trustworthiness; it is noncognitive if it is funda­
mentally a matterof our havmg trustful attitudes, affects, emotions, 
ormotivational structures that are not focused on specific people, in­
stitutions, or groups." Even more rorceiUily, he continues, "To say that 
we trust others in a nonco~tive way is to say that we are disposed 
to be trustful of them independently of our beliefs or expectations 
aoout tnetr trustworthiriess''TBecker 1996, 44, 50; also see Jones 1996). 
One could say that some people are more optimistic than others 
about the likely performance of others.8 ·Becker intends something 
stronger. Although Becker supposes that there are two variants of 
trust, he also says that theorists of cognitive trust "eliminate what 
they say they describe."9 Hence the second variant is evidently an 
empty category. 

To understand the claim that there is something noncognitive or 
irra tional about trust, consider how we might deal with a context that 
makes trust irrational: Thomas Hobbes' state of nature. Hobbes' (1968 
[1 739-40]) actual view may be relatively modest despite his violent 
uici rm n f thP state of nature. He supposes that, without enforcement, 
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the few who would take adverse advantage of others would finally 
drive others to be too defensive to enter into beneficial relations that 
they could readily have sustained without the threat of the few. In 
essence, his argument is that, in the absence of a political order to 
secure reliability of certain kinds, the potential costs of misplaced 
trust overwhelm the potential advantages of taking risks on others' 
trustworthiness. 

Hence trust is virtually irrational in a Hobbesian state of nature. 
Would Becker and others think trust should be irrational or that we 
should trust even against reason? No. Against his argument that the 
category of cognitive trust is empty, Becker thinks that our cognitive 
distrust should trump our noncognitive trust in such a context (he 
refers to Franc;ois "Papa Doc" Duvalier's grim Haiti) but that our 
noncognitive trust should stay healthy (Becker 1996, 61).10 One may 
ask whether this is a credible psychological view. Robert Frank (1988, 
chapter 3) thinks we are likely to trust even against reason if we de­
velop or inherit moral characters of trustworthiness. He might further 
think we ought to develop these moral characters (even if we did not 
inherit them) if doing so is-as he seems to think-the cost of devel­
oping a character that will benefit us. Here, however, rationality, or 
self-interest, stands in the background to justify the character devel­
opment. For the lifetimes of most of Papa Doc's subjects, rationality 
worked against any such development with respect to the state and 
his dreaded personal police force. 

If our differentiation of whom to distrust and how much is so fine­
grained as to allow us to trust our close associates very much and to 
distrust our ruler almost entirely, the role of our noncognitive trust in 
motivating us seems quite limited, and its role in explaining actual 
behavior seems likely to be limited as well. Unfortunately, if we wish 
to separate noncognitive from cognitive trusting behavior, we will 
most likely find them thoroughly run together in any kind of data we 
could imagine collecting. If my learning of whom to trust fits any 
standard learning theory (see chapter 5), it will look for all the world 
like a disposition. Trying to show that such a disposition is noncogni­
tive rather than learned will be extremely difficult if not impossible. 
Finally, note that so-called generalized trust must be noncognitive in 
Becker's sense. 

Trust as Ungrounded F@JV As a contemporary dictionary puts it, "To 
trust is to have complete faith or assurance that one will not be let 
down by another [to trust in God)" (Webster's New World Dictionary, 
college ed., s.v. "rely"). Abraham evidently had such complete faith in 
his god as to be willmg to sacrifice his beloved son merely on his 
god's order. Apart .from such trust in his god, however, which may 
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amount to a blanket acceptance that whatever that god causes to hap­
pen· must be right or for the best, it is hard to imagine anyone rea­
sonably asserting "complete" faith in anyone. 11 The theologian Martin 
Buber (1951, 7) says that in one form of trust, I trust someone "with­
out being able to offer sufficient reasons for my trust in him." This is 
not so clearly "complete" trust with respect to every possible thing, 
but it is trust without grounds. 

A standard example of such trust without grounds is the infant. 
The infant, who is not yet able to trust or not to trust, depends on the 
actions of parents and others and merely lives with those actions. 
From this early relation, arguably, "there gradually evolve attitudes 
which may be called trustful" (Hertzberg 1988, 316). If, on the other 
hand, that early relation is very bad or capricious, the child may de­
velop an utter incapacity to trust. Because the infant has no choice but 
to depend on its parents, there is no point in saying the infant trusts 
them. Indeed, it is not sensible to say that Abraham trusts his god, 
given his beliefs. He might have failed to follow that god's orders 
because of weakness of will, or he might have revised his view of the 
goodness of his god and the rightness of following his orders. If 
Abraham could not revise his beliefs, however, then there would be 
no question of choice for him of whether to sacrifice Isaac, any more 
than if his son had been taken from him by disease. 

Given the way in which trust seemingly develops from infancy, 
one might suppose that trust "is not based on grounds" (Hertzberg 
1988, 318).12 On Baier's account, trust is an extension of the infant's 
relation to its parent, especially its mother. Yet, she notes, a "con­
straint on an account of trust which postulates infant trust as its es­
sential seed is that it not make essential to trusting the use of concepts 
or abilities which a child cannot be reasonably believed to possess" 
(Baier 1986, 244) . If this is so, then the encapsulated-interest view 
of trust is inherently wrong because assessments of trustworthiness 
could only be based on an infant's instinctive, behavioral learning. 
They could not require straightforward rational accounting such as 
we indulge regularly when, for example, we revise a prior supposi­
tion and realize that someone is, after all, not trustworthy. 

On the infant view, trust is a primitive and somewhat ineffable 
condition in which we sometimes find ourselves. Such trust cannot 
very well be applied to people whom we know almost entirely 
through intellectual apprehension. There surely is some element of 
the primitive and ineffable in many of our commitments and judg­
ments, perhaps especially in the forms they can take. In particular, 
our capacity for trust must build in part on evolved instincts. Our 
trust itself is not, however, necessarily as primitive as the "innate 
readiness of infants to initially impute goodwill to the powerful per-
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sons on whom· they depend" (Baier 1986, 242). That readiness may be 
a necessary or at least important foundation on which the capacity for 
trust may be built. In any case, although infant experience might be 
psychologically important in our learning to trust, such experience 
does not either conceptually or motivationally bind us once we gain 
the capacity for reason. At that point, we can commonly know better 
whether someone is trustworthy, and that knowledge constitutes our 
degree of trust. 

Consider an adult instance of Baier's kind of trust. In Richard Wag­
ner 's (1887) opera Lohengrin, Lohengrin is an utterly incredible, god­
like figure who demands of Elsa that she trust him without doubt or 
query. Elsa is a true Wagnerian heroine, prepared to submit to and 
adore her hero as her lord. She wants not only to trust him but also to 
marry him, to fade into him, to give herself up to him entirely, so 
beautiful a person does he seem to be, and a man at that. By refusing 
to tell her why she should trust him, Lohengrin puts her in the rela­
tion of an infant to her all-powerful parent with no choice but to 
accept or perish. Elsa's fundamental problem is that she has no good 
way to explain Lohengrin's existence and powers. He has come from 
nowhere, no one has ever heard of him. The nearest theory available 
to Elsa for understanding him is sorcery. That theory would make 
Lohengrin evil, not good. Given her understanding of the world, it 
would be stupid of her to trust him merely on his demand. Yet he 
demands of her to put doubt from her mind, to trust him. That is not 
a choice available to her as an adult. She cannot choose to doubt or 
not to doubt. If the evidence is on the side of doubt, she doubts. 

What is Elsa's evidence? Lohengrin's initial appearance is super­
natural. He is towed in by a swan at precisely the moment he is re­
quired to defend Elsa's honor when she is on trial and there is no 
man willing to defend her in battle against her accuser. Although he 
has never been here before, he already knows who the people are and 
what the situation is. How could anyone not wonder? In the end, it is 
hard for us mortals to avoid thinking of him as inhumane and partly 
evil in his supreme Wagnerian goodness. The view of trust that 
Lohengrin imposes is repulsive. Indeed, he proves himself untrust­
worthy when, as Wagner's punishment for her faithlessness, Elsa is 
demolished and Lohengrin sails away more in splendor than in sor­
row-now towed by a dove. Notwithstanding Wagner's repulsive 
demand for it in Lohengrin, infant trust would be stupid in an adult. 
Lohengrin is unusual in his magical powers; he is less unusual in the 
demands he makes on his lover. 

Lohengrin's demand is for trust that is analogous to infant "trust." 
But infant trust is not the trust we have in people once we have left 
infancy behind. We become too articulate in our understanding to 
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continue to have such an attitude toward anyone. We would not ac­
cept Lohengrin on his word, we would want evidence. An account of 
the life of the infant and its necessary dependency might seem cogent 
as an account of how we come psychologically to be able to trust or to 
know (as argued in chapter 5). That is not an account of what trust is 
or of how it works, however. It is not only preadult, it is prehuman. It 
is plausibly the way an infant bird works, turning a wide-open mouth 
to the sky with an instinct behaviorally equivalent to acting on trust 
that good things will fall into it. In the survival lottery, this works for 
at least some number of the instinctively openmouthed. Even at poor 
odds of survival with a dumbly open mouth, however, opening up is 
more beneficial than keeping the mouth closed, which guarantees 
starvation. 

Such instinctual considerations are arguably a compelling part of 
an account of knowledge, including knowledge that backs up trust, 
know ledge of the reliability of any particular other and of others in. 
general. That kind of knowledge is inherently inductive, and one 
might suppose it wise to be skeptical of inductive knowledge until 
the run is fairly long. Our normal, biologica lly inherited proclivities 
may be to make an optimistic assessment of a short but so-far positive , 
inductive run. If we live in a culture in which that optimism typically 
is jus tified by longer-run experience, we develop rich relationships 
from trusting others. Still, although it befalls us rather than being cho­
sen by us, trusting depends on objective data and is subject to correc­
tion if experience recommends. 

The most significant sense in which trust may go beyond justified 
expectations is that many of us-more, no doubt, in some societies 
than in others-face a new case with optimism, as though with tenta­
tive trust. We are not wildly irrational in our optimism, however, and 
we w ill revise our optimistic hope if it proves to have been unwar­
ranted. This is a minimally rational cons traint on trust: One will not 
continue to trust another who repeatedly fails the trust. Moreover, we 
may be more optimistic toward new cases in richly structured than in 
anomie contexts. An account of the life of the infant child and its 
inherent dependency suggests the plausibility of evolutionary selec­
tion for openness that enables us later to be warily optimistic. That is 
to say, we start life with an ins tinctual analog of optimism. 

Recall Buber's (1951, 7) supposition that I trust someone "without 
being able to offer sufficient reasons for my trust in him." Note how 
peculiar this would be in a real-world relationship. When I first meet 
you, perhaps I take risks merely optimistically or out of hope. For 
Buber this could be genuine trust, because it has no grounds, at least 
no grounds in you. Ten years later, when I have great experience of 
your trustworthiness, I genuinely do trust you. This would not be 
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trust for Buber, however, because it ·is based on sufficient reasons. 
Buber insists that trust is, in the end, ungrounded. Indeed, one could 
probably say that its beginning is noncognitive, it is not a function 
of reasons, whether conscious or unconscious. It is something else, 
someth ing evidently ineffable, which is to say inexpressible in words. 
Perhaps, therefore, there seems to be nothing more to say about Bu­
ber's trust. 

~As Scant Expectati~ A close cousin of the view of trust as 
unfounded belief is the view of it as grounded in only scant expecta­
tions.13 The impulse for such a view seems to be that trust is a signifi­
cant issue only when there is doubt in the trusted's likely perfor­
mance. This is one of the most interesting problems in our relations 
with others: taking a risk on them when we have little or no ground 
for trusting them. Prima facie, one might think that this is really what 
trust is about. Under this view, I have greater trust the less I expect 
you to fulfill my trust. Superficially this might sound right for the 
reason that my motivations are especially sharply focused in such a 
case, which is very different from my normal experience of dealing 
with close associates about whom I have clear and grounded expecta­
tions. The scant-expectations view is implausible, however, even as an 
ordinary-language notion. 

If it is trust only when I have little reason to expect you to fulfill 
my expectation and not when I have substantial reason to expect you 
to do so, then I did not ever trust my mother, do not trust my son, 
close friends, or any of the other people I am most likely to say-in 
ordinary language-! trust with respect to various things. It seems 
extremely unlikely that anyone really means by trust what the scant­
expectations view entails. On that view, I can trust a complete 
stranger but not my mother. (This contrasts strongly with the view 
already d iscussed that likens all trust to infant trust in one's mother.) 
Although there can be, many contradictory notions of trust in our 
messy ordinary language, the scant-expectations view cannot s tand 
even the beginnings of ordinary-language analysis. 14 

• 

In the scant-expectations view, what seems to strike us is acting on 
"trust" despite the lack of adequate expectations of fulfillment to jus­
tify taking the relevant risk. The act could follow from many motiva­
tions. For example, one might act as if one did expect fulfillment in 
order to give the "trusted" a moral impulse or to give him or her a 
chance to establish a cooperative relationship. Alternatively, if one 
holds that trusting is often a good thing in its own right, one might 
conclude tha t trusting in such a case is an especially s trong instance 
of such goodness-a self-abnegating goodness. One who insists that 
this is one of the ways· we use the term trust is surely right. One who 
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insists that this is an important and frequent kind of trust relation is 
just as surely wrong. 

Trust as Moral 

Almost everything written on trust recognizes the possibility of ac­
counting for much of what we commonsensically call trust with a 
rational-choice, expectations theory. Much of the literature, however, 
including contributions by the economists Oliver Williamson and 
Robert Frank, the philosophers Baier, Becker, and Hertzberg, and the 
theologian Buber, suggests or even insists that there is something left 
over. Some of these people seem to want to say that the rational­
choice elements or cases of apparent trust are not trust at all. William­
son (1993, 479) says that what he calls personal trust is "nearly non­
calculative." In a gentler claim, Baier at one point says there is still 
some vapor lurking after she has cleared away everything covered by 
her theory of trust. 

We should try to understand what is the content of these thinkers' 
claims. Part of the claim in each case seems to be that one just knows 
there is something else at stake-something moral or psychological or 
whatever. This putative fact recommends that we try to understand 
how or why someone comes to think of his or her own actions as 
other than rational. We want to understand the etiology of the belief 
in order finally to weigh it. Scholars as diverse as Partha Dasgupta, 
Jon Elster, Diego Gambetta, and Baier think trust is grounded in more 
than mere reliance and interests. Many of these scholars have been 
associated with self-interest theories of individual and social behavior. 
If even they think there is something beyond rational choice involved 
in trust, we might expect a compelling case. Oddly, however, there is 
not "a" case for an extrarational notion of trust. Indeed, there is little 
analytical agreement at all on any notion of trust, other than perhaps 
a residual interest notion. What case there is for something beyond 
this residual is essentially a cluster of descriptive claims about trust­
ing behavior. The case is that it seems that more than the self-interest 
of the trusted is involved in the commitments of the truster. 

Luhmann says (1980, 88), for example, that trust is at least partly 
something other than a reasonable assumption on which to decide 
correctly whether to risk cooperating with someone, and for this rea­
son models for calculating correct decisions miss the point of the 
question of trust. Such remarks miss a core element that is captured in 
the encapsulated-interest account. One part of a reasonable assump­
tion on which to decide correctly is some sense of what the trusted is 
likely to do as a result of my acting on my trust of him or her. Often 
the something else is the belief that the trusted will have incentive to 
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fulfill the trust for reasons of his or her relationship with me. That 
relationship can be direct in the sense that we will potentially be in­
teracting repeatedly .over time, to the benefit of both of us; or it can be 
indirect, through reputational effects. 

Clearly, two quite distinct issues are at stake here. First, some mor­
alize the notion of trust itself. Second, some moralize trustworthiness 
and make trust depend exclusively on such moralized trustworthi­
ness. It is possible that the tendency to moralize the notion of trust 
follows from a mistaken association with thinking of trustworthiness 
as a moral matter, so that the first of these issues is less problematic 
than the second. 

Although many writers treat trust itself as a moral matter, this is 
typically a mistake even on their own accounts because, as argued in 
chapter 2, trustworthiness is often at least partl a moral matter, but 
trust typically is not. I we wish generally to moralize the notion of 
trust, we will h~ to take out cases of acting on trust to accomplish 
bad ends. Such a move, however, is perverse in either an explanatory 
theory or a conceptual account. It is better just to let trust work its 
way and then to judge the morality of acting on it. Members of a 
community may trust one another in ways that are commonly all to 
the good, and yet their trust may enable them to subjugate and bru­
talize a neighboring community. For example, Ratko Mladic and Ra­
dovan Karadzic might well have been able to cooperate to wreak 
gruesome harm on Bosnian Muslims only because they trusted each 
other. 

To say that something is moral could imply two quite different 
things: that it is morally required or that it is at least morally a good 
thing. If trust is a matter of knowledge, then moralizing it seems pe­
culiar in either of these senses. Consider whether it could be required 
in common contexts. Is it moral or immoral to know or not to know, 
say, that Afghanistan is ruled by the Taliban? For certain officeholders 
in the U.S. Department of State it might seem immoral, or at least a 
failure of professional duty, not to know that it is. Am I immoral, 
however, if what I know about you is inadequate for me to trust you? 
Unless you can say, as one might of the State Department official, that 
I am in the wrong not to know those things about you that attest to 
your trustworthiness with respect to what is potentially at issue be­
tween us, then you cannot say it is morally incumbent on me to trust 
you. Similarly, to say that it is a virtue to trust is to say that it is a 
virtue to know that others are trustworthy. This is largely incoherent. 
It is surely a virtue in many contexts to act as one would if one did 
trust. It is the behavior or the inclination to such behavior, however, 
not knowledge, that is a virtue. 

Could trust be at least morally a good thing? Acting as though one 
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trus ts when in fact one does not might well be a good thing in certain 
contexts, because it can stimulate good results. Having the knowledge 
that entails trus t can also be a good thing from the perspective of the 
potential knower, because that knowledge could lead to mutually 
beneficial cooperation. It does not follow, however, that trust is a 
good thing in and of itself, because it could be grounded in false 
knowledge. 

Moreover, although one should not conclude too much from ety-
- mology, note that a s trictly moralized.notion of trust.runs up against 

an odd history. TheAnglo-Saxon word "trust" is cognate with "tryst." 
Tryst today has a somewhat salacious ring, as in an appointed meet­
ing with a paramour. In Middle English, it merely meant, especially in 
hunting, holding one's place in a team effort. I hold my place while 
you drive the game toward me, and I catch or kill it. In Middle En­
glish, I stand tryst. It is my trust to hold my place, so naturally you 
might come to say you trust me to do so. Note, of course, that it is 
likely then also to be in my interest to fulfill your trust by holding my 
place. Also note that you might similarly trust someone's spouse to 
meet you for a tryst behind the barn.15 

In defense of the inherent morality of trust, one might argue, for 
example, that to act as though I do trust someone who is not evidently 
(or not yet) trustworthy is to acknowledge the person 's humanity and 
possibilities, to give respect to the person, as contemporary Kantians 
might argue, or to encourage the person's trustworthiness. In addi­
tion, one might sometimes suppose that acting as though one did 
trust someone else, even though one's knowledge goes against actu­
ally trusting them, is an altruistic move.16 Moreover, it might be ratio­
nal for me to act as though I do trust even when I do not have 
grounds for trust, because risking cooperation is a good way for me 
to find out whether someone is trustworthy and to learn whether that 
person and I might mutually benefit from my developing a coopera­
tive rela tionship with rum or her. All of these possibilities-which are 
instances not of trust but only of actions that might be justified if one 
d id trust-seem good. These consider_ations might commend acting 
as though one trusted others in some matters.17 However, these possi­
bilities do not entail having the knowledge actually to trust- indeed, 
they are defined by the lack of such knowledge. To call these actions 
trust is to slip into making trust a behavioral term, so that the phrase 
"acting on a trust" would be redundant. 

Although it cannot be generally correct, there is some field of play 
for Hertzberg's (1988) view that one is morally obligated to fulfill a 
trust in particular instances. Luhmann (1980, 34) notes that in a sim­
ple, close society trust may be expected, and distrus t or lack of trust 
"""'" h P ::~ moral fault. In quite complex, open societies, "trust" or the 
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requirement of trustworthiness is often defined by a social norm or 
practice (as discussed in chapter 2), and the requirement may be 
given legal force. Certain actions legally justify "trust" or, rather, the 
presumption of trustworthiness, so that one who relies on that pre­
sumption can call on the law to enforce the entrusted performance if 
necessary. Such an obligation can follow from mere reliance, however, 
and indeed there is sharp controversy over the moral force of enter­
ing and fulfilling a contract, with some legal scholars holding it to be 
merely a rational, self-interested action (Atiyah 1979, 1981) and others 
holding it to be inherently moral (Fried 1981). If contracts are to be of 
value, it is necessary that their performance be made independent of 
the question of whether anybody has in fact trusted. 

Hertzberg (1988) wishes to show a difference in the "grammars" of 
reliance and trust. He draws on discussions of trust by Ludwig Witt­
genstein. Unfortunately, he seems to have been misled in some cases 
by the English translation he uses, because the words Wittgenstein 
uses in German are as nearly equivalent to "reliance" as to "trust" in 
Hertzberg's senses. Wittgenstein's (1969, §§159, 509) words translated 
as "trust" by Denis Paul and G. E. M. Anscombe include "glaubig 
hinnehmen" and "sich auf etwas verlassen," which mean, respec­
tively, "to take as true" and "to rely on something" -not "someone."18 

Wittgenstein's discussion is about how we come to know things. He 
says we simply rely on the claims of others. For example, a child 
begins learning by believing its parents, by relying on them, not by 
checking out the objective truth of their claims. 

Suppose I rely on you more than can be enforced by withdrawing 
from future interactions with you. I act as though I trust you when in 
fact I do not. My action is virtually a gift-or, better, it is a gamble 
and a hope, not a manifestation of trust. You may respond well to my 
reliance on you, and we may then go on to have a strong and mutu­
ally rewarding relationship that is eventually grounded in trust. On 
the other hand, you may also turn on me when the moment for gain 
is ripe. One might go further, as Elster (1979, 146) does, to say that 
"altruism, trust, and solidarity are genuine phenomena that cannot be 
dissolved into ultra-subtle forms of self-interest."19 Many writers and 
many people in ordinary life seem, with Elster, to have some vague 
sense of a distinctively moral character to trust. In contrast with the 
case of altruism, however, it does not make sense to cut trust free of 
mooring in expectations and hence, at least potentially, in interests. 
We cannot cut it free because our expectations will be grounded in 
factual assessments of the motivations of anyone we might trust. 
Among the most important of these must commonly be interests. 

Ascriptions of trust may be morally loaded in some ways in spe­
cific instances, just as expectations and other interpersonal terms may 
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be. For trust to have moral bite, however, it must entail some degree 
of obligation. On contemporary theories of obligation, this means that 
it must depend on something specifically relational as, for example, a 
contract does. The trusted must do something that morally motivates 
the claim of obligation. I trust you because we have some kind of 
relationship or because, at least, you typically have some kind of rela­
tionship toward those in a relevant class. For example, I trust you in a 
relevant context because we have been through a lot together, or be­
cause you are a police officer and I am a citizen and think you have 
professional integrity in fulfilling your duty. Our ongoing relationship 
or our role relationship may generate mutually reinforcing expecta­
tions that each of us sees as obligating to some extent and that each of 
us may have reason to think the other sees as obligating. 

Unless one makes something like Hertzberg's definitional move, 
ruling out the application of trust to any cases but those of moral 
obligation, it does not seem likely that trust can generally be mor­
alized. It can be grounded in moral obligations, as public officials may 
be regarded as morally obligated to behave in certain ways toward 
their constituents, but it need not be. It also can be grounded in ex­
pectations about the moral commitments of others; but, again, it need 
not be. Even when we think someone is morally obligated to be trust­
worthy, we might still doubt that he or she will be. For example, we 
might suppose a police officer is obligated to be fair and helpful in 
various contexts, but we might have reason to think she will not act 
from that obligation. Despite her presumed moral obligation, then, we 
might not trust her. We could conclude that her failure of duty is 
primarily to be faulted not because it is a failure of our trust but 
because it is a failure of her duty as supposedly accepted by her. 

Trust as Dependent on 
Characteristics of the Trusted 

As discussed in chapter 2, a seemingly natural account of trust much 
of the time is that certain people are trustworthy and can therefore be 
trusted . Hence it is characteristics of the trusted, characteristics not 
dependent on my trusting of her or even my relationship with her, 
that make me trust her. For Yamagishi and his colleagues in various 
experiments on trust, "trust" is defined by its dependence on such 
characteristics as moral dispositions and commitment to norms rather 
than on the kinds of reasons implicit in the encapsulated-interest view 
of trust. Indeed, Toshio Yamagishi and Midori Yamagishi (1994) call 
the latter merely assurance. 

Against the view that trust inherently turns on such independent 
characteristics of the trusted, note that I might trust you though 
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others . do not. Somehow, something ·other than your characteristics 
must be in play. Most people in their professional lives can probably 
count some of their colleagues as untrustworthy and others as trust­
worthy. They might even be able to do this with fine gradations, but 
let us simplify to the two extreme types. Often, those you trust tend 
to trust one another, and those you distrust tend also to be distrusted 
by those you trust. Yet many of those you distrust may trust one 
another. Such patterns make sense if trusting is a matter of shared 
interests that make for the reliability of the trusted. They do not fit an 
account of trust as based on bald characteristics of the trusted. 

That some people trust you and others do not means, on this ac­
count from characteristics of the trusted, that some are mistaken in 
their assessment of your dispositions and commitments. Oddly, in 
their own experimental results, the Yamagishis (1994) find that Japa­
nese subjects tend to trust one another within cliques but not across 
cliques. How might we explain this as merely the result of mistaken 
assessments of others' characteristics? It seems trivially easy to ex­
plain it as relational, as grounded not merely in characteristics of the 
trusted but in relationships with them. More generally, it seems far 
more sensible to suppose that there are many potential reasons for 
people to be trustworthy (as discussed in chapter 2) and that trust can 
result from any of these. Moral dispositions or any other dispositions 
for trustworthiness are not uniquely the reason for trusting someone. 
Moreover, someone can have a specific, perhaps momentary disposi­
tion to be trustworthy in my particular relationship with her even 
while lacking the general disposition of trustworthiness that the 
Yamagishis and some others want us to have. It seems sensible to say 
I can correctly trust her even though others who read her dispositions 
correctly would not say they trust her. 

Instant Trust 

An extreme version of supposing that trust is merely a matter of the 
characteristics of the trusted, characteristics that are not grounded in 
the relationship between the truster and the trusted, is one-way, one­
shot trust, as in the·one-way trust game presented in chapter 1, but 
played only once. Fredrik Barth tells the story of his dealing with ~ 
rug merchant in a bazaar in the Middle East. Barth found a rug that 
he liked, but he had no way to pay for it at the time. The dealer told 
him to take the rug and send the money later. Many of us have had 
similar experiences of seemingly being trusted by an utter stranger 
who would quite likely never see us again and who could not compel 
our trustworthiness. The experience seems striking and virtually inex­
plicable in its virtual .uniqueness. . 
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What is the role of trust in this interaction? Let us first consider its 
one-way character. Barth took no risk in walking away with his rug 
and his likely unenforceable debt; only the rug dealer faced a risk of 
loss. As a one-way relationship, Barth's interaction with the rug mer­
chant is similar to the dealings of Karamazov's lieutenant colonel and 
Trifonov. Trifonov was not at risk-at least not from the lieutenant 
colonel's possibility of cheating him the way Trifonov could and did 
cheat the lieutenant colonel. (They were both at some legal risk if they 
were found out.) The distinctive difference in the two cases is that 
Barth's interaction was once only while that of Trifonov and the lieu­
tenant colonel was iterated over many exchanges. 

Now consider the one-shot character of Barth's relationship with 
his rug dealer. In particular, consider the case from the perspective of 
the one who seemingly trusts us. For the rug dealer in the bazaar, the 
difficul ty of selling to customers unable to pay on the spot might be 
commonplace. If experience shows that those customers are reason­
ably reliable, then the rug dealer might profit substantially from in­
creasing total sales by taking the risk of letting people send the 
money later. Barth's rug merchant might have had some sense from 
experience or guessing, rightly or wrongly, that some types of people 
(those who struggle to speak the local language, women, men, the 
well-dressed, the friendly, those who seem to be knowledgeable about 
rugs or who praise the workmanship and artistry) will often enough 
send the money to make it worth the risk of parting with rugs on 
expectations-perhaps with less willingness to bargain down to the 
lowest price to cover for the sometime person who does not send the 
payment. 

In certain richer contexts, trust as encapsulated interest can de­
velop almost instantly. Consider an intense work group put together 
for a momentary task in which all must perform or all are worse off. 
For example, the cockpit crew of an aircraft in flight or the members 
of a military unit in combat might depend on the adequate perfor­
mance of each person if they are to have best prospects of survival. 
Just because their interaction is in this forced form, they actually have 
reason to expect all others to want to live up to the requirements of 
their own parts in the enterprise. Each therefore at least partially en­
capsulates the interests of the others. We may call this s~ift trust 
(Meyerson, Weick, and Kramer 1996). In contexts of such trust, the 
relationships are largely depersonalized and are focused on role­
related competence (the competence is often well certified for each of 
the group members, as, for example, by the airline employer in the 
case of a commercial flight crew). In such contexts, too much personal 
knowledge and individuating data might even be counterproductive.M 

For many cases of supposedly instant trust, such as those can-
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vassed by Michael Bacharach and Diego Gambetta (2001), it is hard to 
see why trust is at issue at all. Some of these cases are purely calcula­
tive in a very or<;l.inary way. Williamson (1993, 473) notes, for exam­
ple, that "cab drivers need to decide whether to pick up a fare or not. 
Although the probability assessment out of which they work is highly 
subjective ... , this is an altogether calculative exercise. There is no 
obvious conceptual or explanatory value added by describing a deci­
sion to accept a risk (pick up a fare) as one of trust." As noted earlier, 
Williamson is hostile to the use of the term trust for even more com­
plex relationships in which calculation of risks seems to be at stake. 
For this simple case, however, his hos tility seems clearly right.21 Sim­
ilarly, my decision whether to give money to a beggar on the street 
does not turn on whether I trust this person I have never met, will 
most likely never meet again, and can judge only from appearancei? 
this moment. It turns on whether I think my donation is likely to be 
beneficial and what my stance on such altruistic actions is. Reading 
the beggar's signs as signals about whether his plea is a scam affects 
my decision but does not elevate it to a matter of whether I trust him. 

The master of scam at the center of the play and movie, Six Degrees 
of Separation, worked his magic on his targets by coming to know 
enough about them and their family to get them to think of their 
relationship with him as one involving trust and trustworthiness. 
They were led to believe that he was a good college friend of their 
children, and they therefore treated him as such . The trustworthiness 
they assumed of him was analogous to that in the encapsulated-interest 
account in that it was, they thought, reputational, because it was 
grounded in what they thought to be the judgment of their own chil­
dren and in the scam artist's ongoing relationship with those children. 
Without the apparent sanction-past and future- of their children, 
they would not have welcomed him so gullibly into their lives as they 
did. They fell for the scam, did trust, and were burned- although 
they evidently enjoyed the ride enough not to feel scarred . My rela­
tion with the beggar on my s treet has none of the qualities of that 
mistaken trust, although that beggar might a lso be trying to scam me. 

Trust as a Good 

In many discussions, trust is treated as a good in itself, not merely as 
a matter of the assessment of the trustworthiness of others. By this is 
not meant that it is a morally good thing but, rather, t~ood 

much 'the way goods we buy in the market are. In these discussions, 
trust seems almost palpable, something that we can C@..te and ge­
stro)J use or no.Luse, just as we create and destroy_capitaLancLot er... 
goods of various kinds. The first way trust is deemed to be a good is 
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that it is a commodity. The second way is that, in a remarkably large 
and growing literature, trust' is treated as a good that is a kind of 
social capital, capital that enables groups and whole societies to ac­
complish various purposes. 

In both these discussions, the actual concern is trustworthiness, not 
trust. It is trustworthiness that might be a commodity and widespread 
trustWorthilless That is at least the background of social capital. If 
there were no trustworthiness, it would, of course, be absurd to sup­
pose trust is a good morally, and it would be a commodity only to 
others who might exploit it, not to the truster. If there were no trust­
worthiness, trust would not constitute any bit of social capital be­
cause it would enable no larger social purposes but only oppor­
tunities for exploitation of the misplaced trust. 

More generally, if trust were a commodity, we would invest in it 
for ourselves. Doing so, however, would be absurd in many contexts. 
If trust were a form of social capital, it would have the character of a 
public good, and each of us would have incentive to free ride by not 
doing our share of trusting. That, too, is absurd. If others are trust­
worthy, I typically have incentive to trust, not to "free ride" by not 
trusting. Hence in the two discussions that follow, I am concerned 
with whether trustworthiness, not trust, is a commodity or an ele­
ment of social capital. 

Trustworthiness as a Commodit Dasgupta argues that trust is a com­
modity,semething-tttcrrcarti5e produced if there is adequate demand. 
In this claim, clearry--nersconcemed directly with trustWorthiness 
and only indirectly with trust. He treats the general issue as an analog 
of the business firm's problem of generating a reputation for trust­
worthiness. In such an analysis, of course, we mustjQ_ok~t costs and 
b~efits that g!ve people incentive to be trustworthy. Typically,-we 
might expect that we m~orcement and {)tmishment that is 
credible. My trust in you will be a function of my confidence in insti­
tutional enforcement. You trust persons (or agencies) to do something 
only if you expect them to choose to do it (Dasgupta 1988, 50-51, 60). 
Hence, Dasgupta says, you must think of the trusted's position and 
likely incentives at the time of the need for fulfillment. Dasgupta's 
view is in the class of expectations theories of trust; it is an incentive­
to-be-trustworthy theory.22 

If trustworthiness is a commodity comparable to the reputation in 
which a firm might invest, then we should economize on it, using 
more formal devices when economically feasible, and we should in­
vest in it or, rather, in the reputation for trustworthiness (not trust). If, 
on the other hand, trustworthiness (not trust) is a collective good, 
there may be a tendency to underinvest in it, as there may be a ten-
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dency to underinvest in reputation. For example, in the case of Das­
gupta's (1988, 51, 64) auto dealer, each dealer's reputation is partly a 
function of the general reputations of all auto dealers, which no single 
auto dealer can much affect by its own investments in reputation.23 

Roland McKean (1975) similarly has argued that trust is a collective 
good, although this should properly be a claim that trustworthiness is 
such a good. 

In general, it seems that, in the end, all that one can invest in is 
reputatiol}; ~is not neceSsarily coirelated with trustworthiness. 
The only way to actually affect trustworthiness is by changing one's 
mcentives-for example, by entering into long-term ongoing relation­
'Shlps with those whose trust one would like to have. Hence trust­
worthiness is not a commodity, even though perceived trustworthi-
ness (that is, reputation) is. - - - - -

c:r;;;;tworthiness as Social CapitaD Kenneth Arrow (1974, 23) _implicitly 
and Dasgupta (1988, 64) explicitly, among others, characteriZe trust as 
a public good.24 Sissela Bok (1978, 28) says that trust is a "social good 
... and when it is destroyed, societies falter and collapse." Luhmann 
(1980, 64) says trust "accumulates as a kind of capital." These seem to 
be nascent claims that trust is, or is an element in, what is now widely 
called social capital. Although he is not its inventor, the term is now 
especially associated with James Coleman, who gives a compelling 
overview of the idea of social capital that has had great influence. In 
his applications of that idea, Coleman (1990, 300-21, 361-63, 590-93, 
595-96) considers the lower-level structures of ongoing relationships: 
family, work groups, and so forth. These structures enable us, as indi­
viduals or corporate actors, to do many things, including cooperate 
successfully with one another in manifold ways. Hence as is true of 
other forms of capital, social capital is enabling. Other recent users of 
the term social capital typically do not define it but rather refer to 
instances of it or give general characterizations of it. By social capital, 
Robert Putnam (1995b, 665-66) means "social connections and the 
attendant norms and trust," which are "features of social life ... that 
enable participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared 
objectives." John Brehm and Wendy Rahn (1997, 999) define social 
capital as "the web of cooperative relationships between citizens that 
facilitates resolution of collective action problems." Francis Fukuyama 
(1995, 10) shares this general view and gives the broadest statement 
of what social capital is: "the ability of people to work together for 
common purposes in groups and organizations." 

What then is the nature of the relationship between social capital 
and trust? Coleman, Putriam, and others say trust is social capital, or 
an element of social capital. It appears, however, that the core of the 
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meaning of social ca ital in the work of these scholars is not trust but 
~e e s · rela tionshi . s, or the networks of such relationships 
(as emphasized by Brehm and Rahn), t at enable us to undertake 
q~oeerative endeavors. These relationships, of course, ground trust 
among the participants in them. They do so because we have incen­
tive to be trustworthy to those in our networks, therefore making it 
beneficial to us to trust one another in various undertakings. Hence it 
seems wrong to think of the trust itself as an element of social.J::api.tal. 
As Gamoetta (1988, 225) says, trust is "a result rather than a precondi­
tion of cooperation" (though Bacharach and Gambetta [2001] hold a 
contrary view). It is actually both, as is not surprising in an iterated 
interaction in which there can be feedback from each to the other. 
Nevertheless, Gambetta's (1988) point seems to be basically correct. I 
risk cooperating and, if it pays off, I begin to trust you. 

There might be some feedback between trust and further develop­
ment of trust. I cooperate with you, discover your trustworthiness, 
and therefore cooperate even more or on even more important mat­
ters with you. If I trust most of the people with whom I interact, I 
might also begin to take the risk of cooperating with almost anyone I 
meet, at least if they are likely to remain in my ambit. Hence my 
general optimism about others is a benefit to those others when they 
might wish to cooperate with me (or even to abuse my optimistic 
expectations). Again, however, it is the high level of trustworthiness 
of people in my network that generates this benefit. Moreover, their 
trustworthiness is, on the encapsulated-interest account, the result 
of their having an interest in being trustworthy toward those with 
whom they have ongoing interactions that are beneficial and are 
likely to continue to be. Hence, again, it is the network of exchangers 
that is the social capital that enables us, not our trust. More generally, 
wha t seems to concern most of the writers on social capital is such 
networks of relationships, so that one might call their social capital 
"network" or "interpersonal" capital (Hardin 1999e). 

Motivations and Trustworthiness 

When I act in a way that seems to fit my interests, I might neverthe­
less assert that I am acting out of moral commitment, character, or 
something else. Moreover, I may be extremely good at acting in my 
interests and still be genuinely committed to the claim that my mo­
tivation is not that of self-interest.25 Given that more than one of these 
motivations-in.ter~,Jll._O.tality, norms. identity-might govern my 
behavior, trustworthiness, and therefore trust, can be overdetermined. 
We often begin with a bit of risk taking that leads to simple trust as 
encapsulated interest, and then we develop such a rich relationship 
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that other motivations come into play. I might also have normative 
commitments in some context that are quite independent of any 
grounding in interests, and I may have interests in that context as 
well, and either might be sufficient to motivate my trustworthiness. 

It is a constantly problematic aspect of social scientific explanations 
of social facts that the social scientist has a vocabulary and a catalog 
of motivations that those whose behavior is being explained do not 
share or even understand. Are the subjects whose behavior we wish 
to explain right and the social scientists wrong? Possibly, of course. 
Ironically, those who are most hostile to rational-choice and economic 
explanations, such as many postmodem anthropologists and other 
critics, use a vocabulary that is radically different from that of their 
subjects, so that they must assume that, somehow, the social scientist 
can get explanations right even while defying anything their subjects 
would claim. Yet the common criticism of rational-choice explanations 
is that they are contrary to what the subjects themselves think of their 
own actions. 

Perhaps it is not surprising that the differences in explanations 
seem to be partially culturally determined . In prescientific cultures, 
there may even be no distinction between acting from supposedly 
objective facts and acting from supposedly subjective norms; facts 
and norms are both treated as objective. In our own society, we may 
commonly make a related move. We act on factual understandings 
and from our interests, but we suppose these are essentially norma­
tive. It is common to suppose that what is is right. The sociologist 
George Homans has remarked that, as a matter of common practice in 
the construction of moral norms, "what is, is always becoming what 
ought to be" (1974, 98). Hume (1978 [1739-40], 3.1.1, 469-70) notes 
that those who write on morality commonly make the same move 
without acknowledging that they have let a qualitatively different 
term into the discussion without justifying it. Most subsequent philos­
ophers would revile the move that Hume criticized, but few people 
read Hume or take his views seriously. 

Indeed, most people may make a move that philosophers often 
make when they lack an explanation for something, such as, for ex­
ample, how mind comes out of brain. A common assumption is that 
there must be a way that this happens, so we can say that mind su­
pervenes on brain. We do not know what this means, but we are sure 
that something happens there. In part, this is a way of saying "then 
something happens" when we have no idea what happens. Still, we 
are virtually certain that something happens because there is no mind 
without brain. Brain is, from all the evidence that we have, necessary 
for mind. For anyone trymg to explain the phenomenon of conscious­
ness, giving this "something" a label seems to help even though it is 
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only a label on a black box full of what remains yet to be discovered. 
Here, the invocation of supervenience is by the theorist who lacks part of the 
full explanation. 

In a somewhat analogous sense, the ordinary supposition that we 
act from norms may supervene psychologically on motivation by in­
terests. For example, I develop a collection of friendships, each of 
which is rewarding to me in its own ways. I value the friendships for 
what they do for me, and I spend more time on and develop those 
that do most for me. I also begin to think of them as normatively 
valuable. I would strongly assert that they are good-and, of course, 
they are good, in the sense that they are good for me, which is to say 
that they benefit me in various ways. Once they are in place, how­
ever, I think of them as morally grounded. I might have difficulty 
giving a moral account of why I change and begin to dislike someone 
who was formerly my friend but whose interests now substantially 
conflict with my own. But I might readily suppose that the problem is 
one of moral fault. A similar psychological process might take place 
for many relationships, such as friendship, love, caring, and so forth, 
each of which might supervene on a relatively rich background of 
interactions after a while. 

In the case of an ongoing trust relationship, we might now suppose 
that the whole story of our current trust of the relevant person has the 
quality of standing on its own without its prior foundation in inter­
ests. Just how we might get to this state with a particular person will 
be hard to explain. Unfortunately, it may also be difficult to establish 
that this motor is at work. In the case of the brain and consciousness, 
we are relatively certain that both exist. In the case of the putative 
supervenience on interests of a trust that is not seemingly based in 
interests, we can actually give an account of how to get from a rela­
tionship grounded in interests to one that is seemingly unmoored. 
Our problem with the account is that people may often deny that 
there was ever a background of interests. The problem of psychological 
supervenience is more that of the agent than of the theorist who wishes to 
explain the agent's behavior. This is a problem that is rife in social expla­
nation. Our task is not simply to accept" agents' testimony but, for 
example, to establish general patterns of development of trust rela­
tionships. 

For the initial connection between trusting a particular person and 
the assumption of the morality of that trusting, there are two possi­
bilities. First, finding ourselves in relations that are mutually advan­
tageous, we might develop trust relations, which we then suppose are 
good and moral. Second, because we are moral, we develop trust re­
lations. The second possibility makes sense only if we have been so-
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cialized to think that moral people are trusting, which seems far too 
contrived actually to be a common practice. 

Consider an odd example of a claim that some behavior is norma­
tive rather than merely s traightforwardly self-interested.26 In North 
America virtually everyone drives on the right side of the road, and 
in any other nation, on the side that is the norm in that nation. I have 
asked many people how they explain that action. Almost everyone 
answers that it is immoral or illegal to drive on the wrong side and 
moral to drive on the correct side. Of course, that answer from moral­
ity is analytically true because it would be murderous to drive on the 
wrong side. It seems motivationally unlikely, though, that we drive 
on the legally prescribed side because we would feel immoral if we 
did not or merely because we are law abiding. Indeed, if someone is 
stopped by a highway patrol officer for going the wrong way on a 
divided highway, the driver's first reaction must commonly be grati­
tude for being saved from a potentially devastating accident. The 
problem is merely coordination of interests, not moral truths. 

In this context, the motive of personal safety is so enormous that it 
seems utterly implausible that it is trumped by the motive of being 
morally or legally right for almost anyone. Nevertheless, many peo­
ple insist that the rule is morally binding first and foremost. Models 
of norms commonly suppose that a norm becomes internalized and 
that the individual is thereafter driven by an actual preference for 
adhering to the norm (Scott 1971). This does not allow for an explana­
tion of the rise of the norm in the first place. Psychological super­
venience would do so. 

Finally, note that there may be a disanalogy between supervenience 
in the theory of mind and the psychological supervenience of norma­
tive commitments on interests. There may be no necessary connection 
in the latter. For example, we might suppose in many cases that peo­
ple have learned to have normative reactions to particular matters 
and that this is their first motivation in many actual instances. 

Concluding Remarks 

Surprisingly many peoEle have a quasi-Platonic vision of _sL.Ihey 
know what it is. Unfortunately, because the know it to be any 
different thiilgs t e conceptis so plastic that we cannot even know 
wharis at issue-irrmany accoun s that explain trust or use trust to 
explai..rt some behavior. If our discussions of trust are to be under­
stood, we must specify more narrowly how we mean to use the term. 
In this book, I canvass numerous claims about trust, what it is and 
how it works. I put forward one fairly general model of trust-trust 
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as encapsulated interest-that seems to be what is commonly at stake 
~ 

in many of the interpersonal relationships we have. In particular, it 
fits the fact that most of our trust relationships are ongoing, not one­
shot, relationships and with people we know relatively well, not with 
strangers. The main scope of the model is in its application to such 
rela tionships. 

I a lso consider other models and how they relate to the encapsu­
lated-interest model. In general, any claim of the form "Trust is ... " 
is at best a definition. Any statement of the form "X is an instance of 
trust" must either depend on a definition-perhaps only implicit-or 
be a Platonic assertion of little interest. For trust under any definition 
we must want accounts of how it is explained and what it can ex­
plain. 

Some uses of the term are trivializing in the sense that they reduce 
trus t to some even simpler notion, such as mere expectation or re­
liance. If trust is only expectation, then, in fairness to our readers, we 
should probably not use a term that seems far more pregnant with 
meaning than "expectation" to talk about what interests us in some 
context. This is not to say that trust is not finally reducible to other 
notions, as it almost certainly is. On most accounts of trust, it is not a 
primitive notion but is reducible to some combination of other things. 
Because it is reducible to other things, there ~eat varie _Qf_ con­
ce tions of trust, depen ing on which other things are included. The 
question for us is what is the set of other notions to which it is to be 
reduced. Among those other things in virtually every analysis of trust 
are two related matters: some possibilitY-of misplaced trust-and, 
therefore, risk-and some sense of expectations of another 's behavior. 

In the encapsulated-interest account, it is the reason for the expec­
tations that defines trust. If I expect you to fulfill my trust because I 
think you encapsulate my interests to some extent in your own, then I 
can be said to trust you. If I expect you to fulfill my trust because you 
would act in the relevant way even if I were not in the picture, then I 
have expectations but not trust as encapsulated interest. Often, as in 
mutual trust in an ongoing exchange relationship, the encapsulated 
interest is simply the interest the trus ted has to continue the relation­
ship, because that relationship is valuable to the trusted. Hence the 
trusted's trustworthiness is not a general characteristic of the trusted 
but is specifically related to the truster. It is relational, often perhaps 
even wholly relational. 



Chapter 4 

Distrust 

I 
F THE evidence sometimes leads to trust, then it can also some­
tiffies lead to distrust. Indeed, on the cognitive account of trust as 
a category of knowledge, we can go further to say the following: 

If, on your own knowledge, I seem to be trus tworthy to some degree 
with respect to some matter, then you do trust me with respect to that 
matter. Similarly, if I seem to be untrustworthy, then you do distrust 
me. There is no act of choosing to trust or distrust-your knowledge 
or beliefs about me constitute your degree of trust or distrust of me. If 
trust has grounds of particular kinds, we may expect distrust to have 
correlative grounds. Moreover, distrust is, like trust, a three-part rela­
tion: A distrusts B with respect to X. A might trust Bon many matters 
but not on others. Like trust, distrust is also a matter of degree. I may 
distrust Ruth on some matter more than I distrust George. Finally, far 
more than could be true of trust, I might distrust a large number of 
people with respect to virtually everything. I typically would not trust 
many, if any, people with respect to virtually everything. 

It is a peculiar implication of the thesis that trust is inherently 
moral, and of much of the current literature on the need for trust in 
society, that distrust must evidently therefore be bad. But, distrus t is 
sometimes the only credible implication of the evidence. Indeed, dis­
trust is sometimes not merely a rational assessment but it is also be­
nign, in that it protects against harms rather that causing them. For 
example, parents who do not entrust the safety of their children to 
unworthy caretakers, or international institutions that do not entrust 
the welfare of the Cambodian people to Pol Pot, are acting mora lly 
according to almost any conception of morality. Although one might 
argue that acting as though one trusted some person would be a 
moral, praiseworthy act in its own right (see Mansbridge 1999), it 
would surely not be in such cases. Because distrust is benign when­
ever it is justified, it seems implausible that trust is inherently a moral 
notion-contra some views canvassed in chapter 3. If there is moral-
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ity lurking there, it is, again, in trustworthiness and perhaps some­
times in the failure to act on trust when there is adequate evidence of 
trustworthiness. 

Qne might think of distrust as the complement of trust, so that if I 
do not trust you with respect to something, I distrust you. As is im­
plied in the opening paragraph of this chap ter, I treat it here rather as 
the negative of trust. If I trust you, I have specific grounds for the 
trust. In parallel, if I distrust you, I have specific grounds for the 
distrust. !._s..ould be in a state of such ignorance about you, however, 
that I neither trust nor distrust you. I may therefore be wary of you 
until I have better information on you. Sometimes, I can create the 
grounds for trust by giving you incentive to be trustworthy. If you 
then fail, I might sensibly thereafter distrust you and, therefore, avoid 
putting myself at risk from further attempts at cooperative endeavors 
with you. The degree of my wariness might be a function of the rela­
tive frequency with which I encounter new people who tum ou t to be 
untrustworthy rather than trustworthy. 

Asymmetries Between Trust and Distrust 

Despite parallel definitions, trust and distrust sometimes work in con­
trary ways. First, they have asymmetric grounds, both motivational 
and epistemological. Second, they have substantially asy.mmetric im­
plications for behavior and for society. :The chief motivational dif­
ference comes from the asymmetric costs and benefits of failed and 
successful cooperation, which entail asymmetric incentives to risk co­
operation. In many contexts, the chief epistemological difference 
comes from the general fact that w e can expect our interests to be in 
conflict with those of relevant others so that we cannot expect that, 
even if our interests are encapsulated in theirs, our interests will 
trump their own. 

Firs t, consider asymmetries of motivation. As Coleman (1990, 101) 
observes, misplaced trust typically entails a large loss, while forgone 
trust entails only a small loss. For example, the lieutenant colonel lost 
4,500 rubles-an enormous sum of money at that time-on one inter­
action in a long series, in which the total benefits from many of the 
previous interactions might even have been less than this one loss. If 
his benefit from each successful deal was 300 rubles, it would have 
taken fifteen successful deals to make up for his one unsuccessful 
deal. Distrust may therefore come more quickly to us than trust. 
Moreover, the slightest distrust or even a slight degree of trust can 
recommend against risking cooperation with someone if the potential 
loss is typ ically greater than the potential gain. 

This assessment is of the immediate choice of whether to risk coop-
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eration this time. Unfortunately, forgone trust can entail enormous 
losses if it blocks establishing a longer-term relationship (see further 
Erikson 1963, 247-:51). Distrust produces an aggregate of lost op_por­
tunities, each one regular and predictable. Trust leads to an aggregate 
of some real losses plus some1eal gains. Overall, the gains from act­
fig on trust may far outweigh the losses from doing so, because the 
g~~s_ftom any given relationship are repeatec!_Qver and over again 
while the loss in any relationsh!p tends to end because w.e correct our 
misjudgment t~ other was trustworthy and we take no further 
risks on an untrustworthy pers~. Hence the gains from trust~r 
outweigh the savings from distrust, .... as they typically do in many 
groups or societies, especially including prosperous societies. In de­
ciding whether to take a risk on another's possible trustworthiness, 
therefore, we should look to the potential gain from a longer run of 
repeated interaction and weigh that gain against the loss from a sin­
gle risk of cooperation. Bt;.cause of this asymmetry between potential 
losses and gains, we can ~further suppose that it is .,relatively easier to_ 
flip. om trust to distrust-than to create trust where there has been 
distrust for very good reasons of the xisks at stake. 

Although, potentially, trust is far more productive than distrust, it 
leads to greater variance in pJecemeaLoutcomes because it offers both 
greater potentiaLgains and_gre.arer_potentiallosses. A cartoon by Ted 
Rall captures the problem well. Two men are walking along; one sug­
gests they have a beer and shoot pool, and the other says sure. A 
label says: "Warning: Relationship (friendship) imminent. Relation­
ships are known to lead to trust. Trust erodes certain protective ~r­
~ality traits, particularly suspicion, wariness, and caution. [This can 
lead] to eart disease, stroke, bulimia, obesity, insomnia, and prema­
hlre death" (New York Times, 28 November 1999, 4.6). That is a dOWn­
side risk of going after the pleasures of friendship. 

Tum now to epistemological asymmetries. Distrust comes easily 
because it can be built on a limited bit of behavior by the distrusted. 
Trust, however, requires too rich an understanding of the other's in­
centives for it to come easily to many people! In a world in which 
there are many potential partners in cooperation for various pur­
poses, the standard, telatively friendly tit-for-tat strategy might be too 
generous. In that strategy, I cooperate with you if you cooperated on 
our last round, and I defect if you defected on our last round. If we 
both start out by cooperating and we both follow the tit-for-tat strat­
egy, we may readily establish a long-term cooperative relationship. 
Just because we have many potential partners available, however, we 
might often use the more draconian trigger strategy of dropping ef­
forts with anyone who ·fails an initial attempt at cooperation. One 
failure at the outset of our potential relationship and you are out of 
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my ambit. (Incidentally, the equivalent of a trigger strategy would be 
even more compelling for acting under theories of trust that ground it 
in the moral or other normative commitments of the trus ted.) 

This asymmetry might not fully deter us from trying to work out 
cooperative arrangements if we are in a trapped relationship, as we 
might be with colleagues at work, neighbors, or relatives. In such a 
relationship I might work a bit on leading you to realize the foolish­
ness of being uncooperative, and others in our group might also work 
on you. In such relationships we might wait until after a few persis­
tent failures finally to pull the trigger and stop attempting coopera­
tion. It may often be easier merely to live with surliness than to work 
with it. Outside such a trapped relationship, we need not even bother 
to live with it. Of course, the trigger strategy can be misguided in 
some cases in which there is merely a mistake and not an exploitative 
intention on the part of the other. On the other hand, when there are 
many alternative potential partners, there can be too little benefit in 
trying to distinguish mistakes from anticooperative intentions to jus­
tify the effort, and so we simply move to an alternative partner. 

Two important ways in which there are likely to be asymmetries 
between trust and distrust are discussed in later chapters. First, trust 
and distrust of government and its agents may be asymmetric be­
cause we have knowledge and theory to distrust them when it would 
be hard to have knowledge or theory to trust them (see chapter 7). 
Second, fairly generalized distrust might make sense in a way that 
generalized trust aoes not (see chapter 8). 

Final1y, consider some asymmetric effects of trust and distrust. As 
is argued more fully in chapter 5, one consequence of distrust is tha t, 
if I generally doubt the trustworthiness of new people, I am likely to 
take few risks of cooperating with others, and I will therefore acquire 
little information about their trustworthiness. Hence those whose 
early years are spent in relatively hostile and unsu ortive environ­
ill~ may e generally distruStfiileVer afterward, even if their envi­
ronments later change. This is true in part because those who are 
irutially distrusting w take few risks of cooperative endeavors with 
others and will therefore have few opportunities to learn that their 
environments are now relatively cooperative. (Those who begin from 
a cooperative background will take risks sooner and will, if their en­
vironments have changed, discover the change quickly-)2 

Similar problems can afflict ongoing relationships in later life even 
without any differential experience in early, formative years. For ex­
ample, one study reports that "low trust couples avoided focusing on 
contentious current issues . . .. This lack of commitment to confront­
ing ongoing issues in the relationship removes the opportunity to re­
store trust by showing concern and caring. As people pull back, di-
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minished evidence of concern by on·e person is likely to be recipro­
cated by the other, creating a reality that mirrors their fears" (Holmes 
1991, 95; also see. Rempel1987). Instead of taking chances on the rela­
tionship, distrustful parties put more effort into securing themselves 
against its breakdown by use of devices outside the relationship­
and this reduces dependency on the partner. Hence dis trust is circu­
larly reinforced by the actions it provokes. 

The asymmetry between trust and distrust can a lso be heightened 
by a related but distinct effect. Albert Breton and Ronald Wintrobe 
(1982, 70) note that the role of the effects of reputational and other 
indicators of trustworthiness will be transitory if they foster the de­
velopment of trust between you and me. After a few interactions, it is 
your responses in these cooperative efforts that will govern my expec­
tations and behavior thereafter. If, on the other hand, those indicators 
suggest your untrustworthiness, their role can become essentially per­
manent because I never risk cooperating with you. Again, if there are 
many alternative people with whom to deal, initial reputational ef­
fects will be especially damning to future prospects of our attempting 
to deal with someone for whom the indicators are not promising. This 
fact can compound the problems of learning, because one who has 
learned not to trust, perhaps for very good reason, is likely to give 
signals of cynically low expectations from cooperative endeavors. 
Those signals would then suggest the inutility of trying to cooperate 
with them. Hence those whose backgrounds worked against develop­
ing trust in their early years not only fail later to grasp opportunities 
when they are available, they may also be offered fewer opportunities 
than others are offered. 

Uncertainty and Distrust 

It would be impossible for individuals in their daily interactions to 
escape the suspicion of distrust, because that suspicion is inherently 
well grounded. The slogan, "Every betrayal begins with trust," sug­
gests not only that it is principally when we trust or rely on someone 
that they can betray us but also the sense that we cannot be sure of 
another. There are at least four reasons for this. First, the other might 
change between the time we place our trust and when the other must 
act on it. Second, people can and often do s trategically misrepresent 
themselves in order to gain advantage. When you and I discuss some 
matter of significance to both of us, there is always the possibility that 
we do not put our views fully and honestly but, rather, put them 
strategically in terms that would appeal in some way to the other. 
Often, we do this relatively innocently because we are, in fact, unsure 
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of our actual desires. I think I more or less share your interests now, 
but after reflection I may realize I do not. 

Third, if my trust is grounded in iterated exchange interactions 
(which take the form of the prisoner's dilemma), our conditions can 
change so that you now face a much larger than usual incentive to 
defect. That is to say, in game theoretic jargon, we eventually face 
endgame effects that give you reason then to violate my trust (Hardin 
1982a, 200-5). This can happen for varied reasons, of which two are 
perhaps most important: the stakes of our interaction can change, or 
that interaction may seem soon to be at an end. If the stakes change 
dramatically, then the formula, A trusts B with respect to X, may still 
be true, but with a big change in X it is no longer relevant for our 
relationship. If our interaction is coming to an end, the usual incen­
tive for cooperation in an iterated exchange fails, as it did for Tri­
fonov. 

Fourth, and even more fundamentally, as Georg Simmel (1950, 311-
12) observes, "All we communicate to another individual by means of 
words or perhaps in another fashion-even the most subjective, impul­
sive, intimate matters-is a selection from that psychological-real whole 
whose absolutely exact report (absolutely exact in terms of content and 
sequence) would drive everybody into the insane asylum." The niceties 
with which we cover our true feelings are, as Thomas Nagel (1998, 6) 
says, "not dishonest, because the conventions that govern them are 
generally known." They often do cover the facts, however, which com­
monly will not be known in particular cases.3 Moreover, the niceties 
that are expected and understood well enough in one milieu need not 
have the same implications in another. 

All of these reasons for uncertainty and even doubt at the individ­
ual level have institutional analogs. Many institutional deliberations 
change the views of the participants and, therefore, the collective in­
tention. Institutional groups also strategically misrepresent and face 
endgame effects. On the latter, indeed, there is a widely held suspi­
cion that corporations begin to pay their bills later and perform their 
contracted duties later to any business that faces potential bankruptcy. 
The mere hint of potential bankruptcy can "therefore make it actual. 

Finally, in many contexts, it seems only reasonable that the under­
lying messiness of an institution's deliberations should be concealed 
lest it lead to conflict and complications. For example, a jury should 
arguably deliberate outside the public eye. The National Academy of 
Sciences in the United States was recently burdened by the general 
requirement of public openness under the 1972 Federal Advisory 
Committee Act.4 Such openness would make it, in the view of many, 
virtually impossible to reach reasonable judgments about scientific 
matters of public importance that affect specific interests. In particu-



Distrust 95 

lar, advisory committees whose purpose is to give unbiased scientific 
judgments would be subjecf to heavy influence from government offi­
cials (Lawler 1997). A standard argument in defense of the secrecy of 
the deliberations of the U.S. Constitutional Convention in Phila­
delphia in 1787 is that openness would have been inflammatory and 
would have inhibited the serious, open debate necessary for working 
out a constitutional arrangement. The results of those secret debates 
compare favorably with those of the virtually public debates of the 
revolutionary French parliament soon thereafter (Elster 2000). 

The inherent problems of inconsistency over time, strategic misrep­
resentation, changing conditions that end or threaten to end an inter­
action or that radically change its stakes, and reasonable concealment 
make distrust potentially the correct prima fade judgment in many 
relationships. These problems may reduce confidence in the expecta­
tions of what parties to the relationships will do when their moments 
for trustworthiness come. Indeed, they must often cloud even good, 
trusting relationships. 

The shambling, slightly dishonest nature of the niceties of private 
discourse and the concealment of official debates behind closed doors 
may actually contribute on balance to the possibilities of trusting rele­
vant individuals and groups. In fact, your willingness to say polite 
things to me, whom you may dislike or otherwise harshly judge, may 
be a clue to how committed you are likely to be to fulfilling some 
agreement we make. By covering your feelings, you focus on the ben­
efits from dealing with me, and you give yourself reason for trust­
worthiness in our dealings. Indeed, as Nagel (1998, 6) argues, there is 
a sense in which we actually know that others are concealing much of 
what they think of us, because, after all, we do likewise.5 We also 
know from our own concealments that they are civilizing, that they 
invite others to take us to be civil and quite likely cooperative. 

Pervasive Distrust 

Luhmann (198Q, ZJLs.Q..y:s that trust and distrust are functional equiva­
lents. The- f~ction to which Luhmann refers is that of reducing un­
Certainty. If I either trust or distrust you, I have fairly clear grounds 
on w 1iCh to act toward you, either by cooperating with you or by not 
doing so. Hence trust and distrust are functionally equivalent in a 
rather odd and even perverse sense, roughly the sense of saying that 
"off" is functionally equivalent to "on" for an electric light. Trust and 
distrust are functionally very different in their implications for your 
actions or for social organization more generally. In a group or society 
in which people are trustworthy, t_ru~enables mutually beneficial co-
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o erative endeavors and complementar C<?mpeti tive endeavors. Dis­
tr'-:lst blocks ot o t ese. 

Distrust in a world in which others are untrustworthy does, of 
course, protect one against losses that would follow from taking the 
risk of cooperating with others. But it can wreck one's own oppor­
tunities in a society or context in which others are generally trus twor­
thy. The meaningful result of trust, when it is justified, is. to enable 
cooperation; the result of distrust is to block even the a ttempt at coop­
~on. Trust is functional in a world ii\Which trust ~}'S off; dis trust 
is functional in a world in which trust does not p ay off. 

Contemporary writing on trust is sometimes afflicted with reason­
ing from the fallacy of composition. We commit this fallacy whenever 
we suppose that wha t is true of a group or set is similarly true of the 
members of the group or set or vice versa. A commonplace argument 
in the trust literature is that we would all be better off if we were all 
more trusting, and therefore we should all trust more. If we found a 
society in which distrust was endemic, we might readily conclude 
that its members w ould all or almost all be better off if we could 
somehow lead them to be more trusting, perhaps by creating institu­
tions that would substitute for trust while educating them to be trust­
ing. Yet we should still recognize that it would not be in the interest 
of an individual in that society simply to start acting as though he or 
she trusts. 

Consider several social orders in which distrust has been pervasive 
and, therefore for each distruster, functional. Fredrik Barth argues 
that two of the societies he has studied as an anthropologist were 
organized by pervasive distrust.6 The Swat Pathan of northern Paki­
stan were an acephalous society of pastoralists loosely organized 
without anything vaguely like a state or higher authority. They were 
politically egalitarian, with a headman in each locality. The headman 
could be replaced at will by the other men. All were therefore con­
stantly watchful of one another, and they could not be sure that the 
others would not betray them at any moment in struggles over lead­
ership. The men spent most of their time together in the men 's house. 
In a sense, therefore, they had the natural possibility of having trust 
in one another grounded in rich, ongoing, and unending relation­
ships. Instead , they lived without trust. 

In Omani society, the social implication of pervasive distrust was 
very nearly opposite that in Swat. Men had limited dealings with one 
another, and these w ere managed with a formality that required cir­
cumspection, civility, and grace without any insults or critical re­
marks. Families lived in compounds behind high walls and had little 
contact with people outside their own compounds. Yet this society 
was for centuries a prosperous international trading society. The soci-
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ety had an all-powerful ruler who had the willful power of life and 
death over his subjects. He was about as near to a Hobbesian absolute 
sovereign as one can imagine in an actual society.7 

The so-called culture of honor of the American South is similar in 
some ways to that of Oman. The culture supposedly comes from Scot­
land in its days of relatively anarchic shepherding-anarchic in the 
sense of having limited legal devices so that individuals had to de­
fend their own interests against others. Because sheep are relatively 
easily stolen, shepherds armed themselves to defend their flocks. The 
culh..Ue that developed was one of quickness to anger and violence 
coupled with remarkable gentility and politesse in ordinary relations. 
Richard Nisbett 'and Dov Cohen (1996) find that, s till today, male 
southerners are typically polite and even respectful to strangers but 
quick to anger and hurtful to others when their anger is aroused. 

Those who worry about supposedly declining trust in the United 
States and some other industrial societies might suppose that social 
organization based on such pervasive distrust is fragile, that no soci­
ety could survive such lack of trust. Indeed, it seems unlikely that 
Barth's accounts tell the whole stories of trust in these two societies. 
For example, because there was presumably no good legal system 
covering the vast regions in which they traded, the Omani must have 
been able to trust one another in their commercial dealings; otherwise 
they could not have been such successful traders. Their society might 
have been organized to secure trust in some areas while lacking it in 
many other areas. In this, their pattern was not so different from 
much of commercial relations in many other societies or of various 
other relations. We trust one another with respect to some matters but 
not with respect to all. Still, the extensiveness of Omani dis trust 
seems extraordinary. 

Data from the General Social Survey in the United States for the 
years 1972 to 1994 show that blacks have much lower levels of so­
called generalized trust than do others in the society (Patterson 1999, 
175, 190-91). This could follow for various reasons. Life in poor 
ghettos and in broken families most likely tends to offer less trustwor­
thy relationships than does life in more prosperous conditions. If 
these conditions produce little experience of trustworthiness in early 
life, they might lead to a pervasive distrust that is hard to overcome 
through later experience (see further chapter 5). In addition, blacks 
individually have proportionately far more interactions with whites 
than whites have with blacks. This follows from the simple mathema­
tics of the differences in the sizes of the two groups. (Suppose there 
are eight whites for every black and that on average each black has 
eigh ty interactions with whites every month. Then on average each 
white has only ten.·interactions with blacks every month.) Hence if 
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relationships between whites and blacks are less trustworthy than 
those within the two races, blacks are likely to have far more experi­
ence of untrustworthy interracial relationships. 

Perhaps the greatest deliberate experiment in pervasive distrust 
was that of Joseph Stalin's Soviet Union during the purge years of the 
1930s. Although the apparatus of those years was not fully dis­
mantled soon thereafter, the war with Germany required enough co­
hesion to make such deep distrust harmful even to Stalin's personal 
rule. Pol Pot's rule of Cambodia similarly depended on radical use of 
distrust. In general, pervasive distrust is more quietly used than it 
was in these two dreadful cases. 

Robert Merton (personal letter of 4 May 1995) notes that "anomie 
distrust presumably makes for a widespread, reinforced sense of the 
functions served by inter-personal and institutional trust." Therefore, 
many Americans in 1943 were reachable through an appeal that fea­
tured Kate Smith, an often inspirational singer who was popular with 
a wide slice of the American population and who seemed to person­
ify believability and trustworthiness to many of her fans. She was "a 
symbol of sincerity, of truth amid duplicity, of forthrightness amid 
deceit, honesty amid guile" (Merton 1946, 84). Americans may have 
craved just such a person-a "flag-wrapped symbol, inseparably as­
sociated with ... abiding patriotism" (Merton 1946, 101)-to mediate 
their connection to the nation. 

Subsistence Communities 

There may also be systematic distrust that sustains a destructive equi­
librium.8 For example, familial trust can tum exclusionary, so that out­
siders may become actively distrusted. Various studies of impover­
ished peasant subsistence communities in southern Italy, Mexico, and 
Peru suggest that people in such communities sometimes develop 
what the political scientist Edward Banfield (1958) calls amoral famil­
ism (also see Aguilar 1984; Westacott and Williams 1976; and, for a 
brief survey, Govier 1997). Family members stick together and both 
lie to and distrust others. Many peasant societies are very different 
from such subsis tence societies, which are often at a level of poverty 
and hunger that is daunting. People in these impoverished societies 
seem to see life as a zero-sum competition with others. There are at 
least four reasons for this. 

First, they are overwhelmingly~e endent on land because theirs is 
an econom of agricultural subsistence. Land is essentially a zero­
sum commodity: my amily has more land, some other family has 
less. Second, if we are all e_roducing the same thing~ (basic food for 
our families), there are few opportunities for division of labor outside 
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the family. Some of the opportunities for exchange or cooperative be­
havior in more complex societies are therefore not available in some 
subsistence societies, so that there are limited opportunities for learn­
~ the advantages of coo eration. Third, the form of agricultural pro-

uction in these societies does not depend on joint efforts, so that 
there is no natural reason to have a system oCbroadly cooperative 
agricultural effort that might spill over into other realms. 

Finally, in a subsistence system it is natural, because sensible, to be 
highly risk averse and to develop practices that are sure to havethe 
least likelihood of crop failure in especially bad years, when many 
would starve, rather than the greatest likelihood of producing a sur­
plus in the average year. In the longer run, though, this risk aversion 
undercuts the possibility of escaping from the poverty of subsistence. 
If there is variation in the productivity of particular pieces of land, 
yours being very good this year and mine next, we can introduce a 
system of mutual insurance to cover for the variation and to allow us 
to plant more productive strains. If, on the other hand, the variation is 
from year to year across all our lands, such insurance would have 
little value, and we would have no incentive to develop the coopera­
tive institution of mutual insurance. 

People in these societies therefore fail to cooperate, in part because 
it would do no good in many contexts and in part because they natu­
rally focus on the competitive, zero-sum aspects of their lives. If there 
is no point in cooperation, there may even be advantage in deceit, 
secrecy, and cheating, as there typically is in a zero-sum conflict. Of 
course, if everyone outside my family is likely to cheat me, I have 
good reason not to trust them. 

We may sum up the distinctive quality of these societies by noting 
that they lack networks that go beyond the family. They have neither 
a multiplicity of networks nor a multiplex, all-inclusive network. 
They have only a collection of unrelated, mutually exclusive familial 
networks. Hence they can achieve trustworthiness beyond the family 
neither through the imposition of group sanctions nor with the impo­
sition of network or extended dyadic sanctions. Locke (1955 [1689], 
52) supposes that no one can be trustworthy without the threat of 
punishment in the· afterlife. In these societies it appears that one can­
not be considered trustworthy without the threat of extrafamilial 
sanctions. Their worlds are predictably dangerous and grim p laces. 

Such perverse equilibrium states might be extremely stable, unless 
there is finally intervention from outside. They are stable because 
anyone who tries to be cooperative is at risk of being exploited by 
others. To move away from pervasive untrustworthiness, and hence 
distrust, requires moves by several or many at once and cannot easily 
be started by a single member of the community. An endogenous 
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change that might break the equilibrium would be a change in the 
relative wealth and prosperity of one family that made it willing to 
take the risk of relying on others for their services. Thus initial in­
equality would often be mutually beneficial just because it would 
lead to new kinds of useful networks and relationships. 

Power and Distrust 

The worlds of courtiers to various kings, d ukes, and other leaders 
have often been pictured as rife with d istrust and intrigue. Giuseppe 
Verdi's opera Rigoletto and Shakespeare's play Othello present con­
fl icts between subordinates and their powerful superiors, conflicts 
that turn lethal. In these conflicts, between the jester Rigoletto and the 
Duke of Mantua and between Iago and his general, Othello, the weaker 
men turn on the more powerful. That we might not trust those who 
have power over us, es ecia.!_ly when they have little reason to care 
for us individually, is no surprise. I depend heavily on your favor, 
while you depend not at all on mine. You can therefore do me sub­
stantial harm, while I can do you little or none. The mutual trust tha t 
depends on reciprocal relations cannot easily develop in such un­
equal, nonreciprocal contexts. 

There is a further problem in power relations. The subordinates 
may come actively to distrust one another. For example, courtiers are 
commonly in contest with other courtiers over who has the greatest 
favor of the powerful king. The French court in Versailles elevated 
vacuity to its high status in self-defense against the harms that could 
befall anyone who ventured to say anything with real content that 
might be reported to the king. The result is presented , perhaps with 
rococo exaggera tion, in the 1996 French film Ridicule, directed by Pa­
trice Laconte. Courtiers gain status at the expense of others whom 
they best in vicious repartee. 

The intrigues of the court of Henry VIII in England are captured in 
the fascinating Lisle Letters, written in the "grim unlovely years" from 
1533 to 1540. They were written to and by the family of Arthur Plan­
tagenet, Lord Lisle, in the years of his service in Calais. Many of those 
letters tell a story of deep distrust. Lisle's London agent, John Husee, 
responded to Lisle's u rgent requests for news at court with the fol­
lowing report: "There is divers here that hath been punished for read­
ing and copying with publishing abroad of news; yea, some of them 
are at this hour in the Tower and like to suffer therefor .. . . It is much 
better that I stay from writing than to put your lordship to displea­
sure and myself to undoing" (Byrne 1983, 154). In Calais, Lisle was 
too far from Henry to be able to look after his own a ffairs, which 
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were continu-ally at risk at court.9 Therefore his actions and desires 
were put into writing in those potentially damning letters, which 
were assembled.for his trial for treason, after which he was sent to his 
death in the Tower of London. 

There are inherent problems in trusting another who has great 
power over one's prospects. In an iterated exchange between two rel­
atively equal partners, both stand to lose more or less equally from 
the default of the other. If a much more powerful partner defaults, 
however, she might be able to exact benefits without reciprocating. 
Moreover, she might be able to dump partners willy-nilly and replace 
them with others, while they cannot dump her with such blissful un­
concern because there may be few or no others who can play her role. 
Hence as in the discussion of endgame effects, the weaker party to an 
unequal trusting relationship is at threat of seeing the interaction ter­
minated at any time but is most likely not in a position actually to 
terminate it. In general, therefore, the weaker party cannot trust the 
more powerful much a t all. Inequalities of power therefore commonly 
block the possibility of trust:-Dne ffilght mistakenly suppose that a 
powerfUl Henry VIII 1s trustworthy, but this supposition cannot be 
grounded in a belief that a mere courtier's interests are encapsulated 
in Henry's interests, at least not over the long run. 

Moreover, in the context of great differences in personal power, 
d istrust is malignant. I cannot trust the egoistic Henry VIII, and there­
fore I cannot trust anyone else at court much either, because they 
might use anything I say or do to undercut me with Henry, to my 
great peril. Indeed, I may merely not trust Henry while actively dis­
trusting my fellow courtiers. Henry need have no competitive interest 
with me, but my fellow courtiers do. In the actual case of Henry 
Tudor and Arthur Plantagenet, however, Henry might reasonably 
have been suspicious of the loyalty of the Plantagenets, who might 
have been thought to harbor ambitions for regaining the throne for 
their family. Hence Henry would have needed little evidence to sup­
pose Lisle was actively working against him. In contexts in which the 
powerful partner of various weaker parties need have no such fear, 
however, the weaker parties themselves might still have reason ac­
tively to distrust one another and little reason to trust their powerful 
partner. 

One of the most important achievements of many societies, and 
especially of modern democratic societies, is the regulation of various 
kinds of organizational relations to make them less subject to the ca­
prices of power. That regulation is partly spontaneous rather than 
politically determined. For example, there are too many interests at 
stake in corporate contexts to allow bosses to use their power exten-
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sively for their own ends if these go against corporate ends. More 
generally, people in ostensibly powerful positions have need of coop­
eration from those under them if they are to succeed in their organi­
zation 's purposes and in their own personal interests. When this is 
true, the less powerful might well be able to trust the more powerful. 
Even in the most sanguine cases, however, the one-sidedness of power 
relations must often cast doubt over the trustworthiness of the more 
powerful partner. 

Annette Baier (1986, 247) argues that "voluntary agreement, and 
trust in others to keep their agreements, must be moved from the 
center to the moral periphery, once servants, ex-slaves, and women 
are taken seriously as moral subjects and agents." Great power differ­
ences undercut the very possibility of agreement that is voluntary and 
uncoerced. For example, Immanuel Kant's kingdom of ends-that is, 
rational beings-makes little sense where there are gross inequalities. 
"Modem moral philosophy," Baier writes, "has concentrated on the 
morality of fairly cool relationships between those who are deemed to 
be roughly equal in power to determine the rules and to instigate 
sanctions against rule breakers" (Baier 1986, 249). 

The implicit claim that all of modem moral philosophy has this 
quality is false, but much of it does. As Carole Pateman notes in The 
Sexual Contract, the most influential "story" in political theory is the 
story of the contract by which we supposedly create or have created 
political society. The vision of agreement on social order is carried to 
perhaps its most exaggerated level in the arguments of Hugo Grotius 
and Samuel Pufendorf that even slavery is contractual: The slave ben­
efits from steady employment, and the master benefits from the 
slave's services (Pateman 1988, 68-69). The idea of the social contract 
has often been subjected to harsh criticism, as, for example, by Hume 
(1985 [1739-40], 465-87) in his derisive essay on the "original con­
tract" (also see Hardin 1999d, chapter 3). Despite the brilliance of var­
ious rejections of the idea of the social contract, however, that idea 
still today drives some of the most influential works in political 
thought. For example, on his own account it drives John Rawls (1971, 
10-11, 14- 15) in his A Theory of Justice, easily the most important 
work in political theory in the twentieth century. Pateman (1988, 1-4, 
221) makes arguments that are prima facie incontrovertible and that 
cut persuasively against the idea that the supposed agreement in our 
reputed social contract merits our moral respect. Her most important 
criticism of the idea is the conspicuous lack of participation by women 
in the social contract of any past time and, arguably, even of today, but 
her criticisms are more general than this in that, with Baier, she thinks 
much of moral life is grounded in the assumption of agreement. Agree­
ment between those of unequal power is inherently suspect. 
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Social Uses of Distrust 

Distrust and even merely the lack of trust can be very useful and can 
be strategically manipulated. As Anthony Pagden (1988, 127) notes, 
'~lthough it may be the case that no central agency is capable of 
intentionally creating trust where none previously or independently 
existed, it clearly does lie within the power of most effectively consti­
tuted agencies to destroy it." For example, the structure of prisons 
and the behavior of prison guards often provoke distrust between 
prisoners. Among the most obvious devices, setting up the cells so 
that any one prisoner cannot see any other but every one of them can 
hear the noise of every other creates tensions and hostility between 
individual prisoners. They can become virtual enemies rather than 
allies who might pose a common front against the guards of the sys­
tem. Some of wha t critics think of as unnecessarily punitive and in­
sulting treatment is functional in provoking interprisoner distrust and 
hence in blocking group mobilization. Jeremy Bentham 's panopticon 
was a relatively benevolent device for monitoring p risoners while en­
couraging their self-correction, in part by protecting them against the 
backsliding influences of their fellow prisoners. Modern prisons seem 
to be designed far more for quotidian control than for rehabilitation. 
The two seem clearly to be contradictory purposes and, given the 
choice between the two, American prison designers and administra­
tors have opted for control first, for prisoner incapacitation over reha­
bilitation (Lin 2000, 115-32). 

In his novel, A Bad Man, Stanley Elkin (1996) portrays a prison in 
which the inmates are mobilized by the warden to control one an­
other, especially to control the relatively ordinary protagonist, Feld­
man, who seems to be entirely out of place in prison and who cannot 
quite understand why he is there. The prison goes well beyond the 
usual in putting the convicts into conflict with one another to main­
tain rule by the warden. After publishing that novel, Elkin was in­
vited by a prison warden to visit a genuine prison to see what it was 
really like. Elkin related the story of his visit and then, with a tiny 
laugh and a big grin, he said, "Mine was better."10 Indeed, it was. In 
Elkin's prison the warden directed the prisoners in their harassment 
and beating of Feldman. 

In 1710, the Neapolitan social critic Paolo Mattia Doria gave us an 
account of the Spanish destruction of Neapolitan society in the pre­
vious . century. This is a remarkably subtle account of how to dissolve 
trust relations within a society while still preserving order in the soci­
ety, at least order enough not to require substantial Spanish invest­
ments in maintaining the order. The Spanish created a new aristoc­
racy dependent on Spanish support and thereby replaced a society 
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based on trust by one based on honor (Pagden 1988, 133). This is 
reminiscent of Hobbes' concern with glory seekers in seventeenth­
century England. Hobbes supposed there are two groups who cannot 
be included within a stable society because their values are essentially 
against order. These are religious fundamentalists, who prefer disor­
der to an order that does not center on their religious views, and 
glory seekers, for whom strife provides opportunity to gain glory or 
honor (Hardin 1991b).11 

Doria shares with Hobbes the sense that the system of competitive 
honor undercuts the possibility of decent order. Such honor is an in­
herently positional, not universal value-! gain a higher level of it by 
besting you in some way. There can be noncompetitive honor systems 
in which honor is accorded to anyone who meets relevant standards 
of behavior. For example, honor might be a criterion for inclusion in 
some group, such as the Bedouin (Stewart 1994, 54), the Swat Pathan 
(Barth 1981, 115-17), or the French aristocracy (Hardin 1995, 90-100, 
115-17). Under the Spanish hegemony over southern Italy, however, 
as in the England of Hobbes' day, competitive honor was the value of 
a small and potentially destructive aristocracy. Doria supposes that a 
society based on honor cannot respect the impartial justice that is a 
necessary condition of trust-or, rather, that the system of honor un­
dercuts the possibility of trust between the hierarchically ordered 
groups of the society. To undercut such cross-group relationships 
even more, the Spanish also destroyed the normal rule of law by set­
ting up separate, privileged courts for both the barony and the priest­
hood (Pagden 1988, 136-37). 

The Spanish were evidently less concerned to mobilize the people 
of southern Italy for greater contribution to Spain's wealth than to 
block their mobilization in any way at all to maintain easier control 
over them. Sicilians were able to rely on neither the fairness nor the 
protection of the law. Not having confidence in the state leads to not 
trusting other individuals in many contexts, because the state cannot 
be relied upon to prevent the worst possible outcomes from various 
joint endeavors and contractual relations. Rather than risk such out­
comes, individuals may refrain from cooperating at all. Hence by 
wrecking the conditions for trust between pairs of individuals or fam­
ilies, the Spanish could substantially reduce the prospects of coopera­
tive endeavors to oppose or hinder their rule (Pagden 1988). In this, 
Spanish Italy and contemporary American prisons have much in 
common. 

As Hobbes supposes, social relations in the absence of government 
are likely to be grim and conflicted. This might particularly be true 
after the attainment of any great measure of economic advance and 
consequent social and economic inequality, as in Sicily after the Habs-
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burg -intrusion or during the breakdown of order during Hobbes' life­
time, when conditions in England were, in some ways, dreadful be­
yond anything known for centuries, perhaps since the devastating 
plague years of the fourteenth century. 

Reduced prospects for cooperative mobilization impair efforts that 
would produce general economic advance in an ordinary market econ­
omy in which every person's prosperity depends more on the efforts of 
others in other productive activities than on his or her own efforts. The 
general economic backwardness produces little opportunity for per­
sonal advancement. Indeed, the only way to advance significantly may 
be to prevail over .others in one's own society (see further Hardin 1995, 
especially chapter 6). Hence advancement and even prosperity are 
positional goods and not the generalized social goods of a functioning 
market (Gambetta 1988, 162-63). In such contexts, absence of condi­
tions for trust may breed distrust through paranoid cognition (Kramer 
1994). Economic backwardness in these polities exacerbated conflict 
because it gave little opportunity for advancement through productive 
endeavor. Economic stasis is sufficient to produce such positional con­
flicts, which can become lethal, as has occurred in Rwanda and else­
where in recent times. 

Under these conditions, one might expect two general responses. 
First, people turn inward to concentrate on relations with those with 
whom they have rich enough ongoing relations to establish trust and 
trustworthiness. Hence social and economic organization tends to­
ward familism or even Banfield's (1958) amoral familism. Second, al­
ternative organizations for social control might arise in the relatively 
anarchic vacuum left by the Spanish neglect of normal governmental 
functions. Thus we might expect to see the rise of such organizations 
as the Mafia (Blok 1974, 89-102). 

Unfortunately for Sicilians, members of the Italian Mafia them­
selves engaged in the promotion and selective exploitation of distrust. 
In this, they mirrored the devices of the Spanish overlords of south­
ern Italy in the seventeenth century (Gambetta 1988, 159). Whereas 
the Spanish merely suppressed Sicily, the Mafia were parasites who 
exploited Sicilians. The Mafia system survived changing governments 
into the twentieth· century for at least two reasons. First, out-migra­
tion of those hostile to the Mafia left less opposition to it. Second, in 
the early, weak days of democracy, participants in the political system 
dragged the Mafia into politics as an ally. This move strengthened the 
Mafia by helping to block legal suppression and, to bring the history 
full circle, by reinforcing Sicilian hostility to corrupt and unjust cen­
tral government (Gambetta 1988, 166-67). 

Breton and Wintrobe (1982, 140-46) present an analysis of the orga­
nization of the Japanese large firm that suggests the sophisticated use 
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of barriers to the "wrong" kinds of trust, wrong in the sense that they 
a re dysfunctional for the firm. In a variant of the Spanish legal system 
in southern Italy, even workers on the line in Japan are in a hierarchy 
of ranks. These ranks are not functionally determined by tasks but 
determined only by some combination of merit and seniority. In such 
a system, individual opportunity does not depend on group success 
so much as on individual d ifferentiation from the group. Hence ties 
within the group of workers on the line are overlaid by ties with 
those above that must often be more compelling to many workers 
than are ties with other workers in general. Indeed, many workers 
must develop relationships of trust with their superiors, with whom 
they have reciprocal relationships, while their relationships with nom­
inal peers are competitive and perhaps even distrusting. Weakening 
ties among peers works against their succeeding in group action 
against their employers. 

The prison, Mafia, and Habsburg overlords and to a lesser degree 
perhaps the managers and owners of Japanese firms all benefit from 
the same structural failure of their subjects. Their subjects do not co­
operate when it would be mutually beneficial to do so because they 
lack the seeds of trus t and the institutional backing that would allow 
them to risk reliance on one another. As Hobbes (1968 [1651], 1.13: 
184-85) argues of his state of nature, they may even become pre­
emptively hostile and untrustworthy-indeed, they rationally ought to 
do so for the sake of their own survival. Furthermore, they compete in 
harmful ways, taking advantage of one another because, unable to 
cooperate for mutual benefit and unable to protect what they have, 
they struggle over shares of what exists rather than producing more to 
use in trade. In the Habsburg and Mafia worlds, they also refrain from 
competing in contexts in which they could, as in a Smithian economy, 
all gain from competition (Gambetta 1988, 158-59).12 At the extreme in 
all these and similar cases, they even individually engage in the pro­
motion of distrust so that they can exploit one another. 

Gambetta (1988) calls these behaviors the conditions for the Mafia's 
existenceY They are conditions that Mafiosi, prison designers and 
guards, political overlords, factory owners, and others can manipulate 
and contrive to gain or maintain control. The Habsburg rulers and 
prison overlords have power that they can use to create these condi­
tions so that their power will not be challenged by their wards. Be­
cause Habsburg rule produced these conditions, the Mafia was able 
to rise to power. . 

Incidentally, an unfortunate implication of the policy of prison 
overlords to help secure control by instilling distrust is to educate 
prisoners for the longer term in untrustworthiness and distrust, 
which must make them less fit for return to society than they would 
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otherwise be. Hence, once outside of prison, they are more likely to 
exhibit the self-destructive and socially destructive behaviors de­
scribed in the previous paragraphs. This is especially likely to be true 
if the argument of learned trust and distrust (see chapter 5) is correct, 
so that distrust is harder to unlearn when conditions change to justify 
trust than is trust when conditions change to justify distrust. This 
follows, again, because distrusters enter fewer joint endeavors than 
do trusters and they therefore get less feedback on how trustworthy 
others are. It is peculiar but possibly true that encouraging prisoners 
to mobilize rather than blocking their mobilization would be more 
effective in gearing them for return to society. The apparent need for 
control could be exercised by keeping opportunities for mobilization 
available only to relatively small groups. Appropriately learned dis­
trust may be the greatest obstacle to success in life in the larger soci­
ety for the person who eventually goes to prison, and then prison 
reinforces that incapacitating distrust. 

Distrust and Liberal Government 

With the possible exception of the organization of the Japanese large 
firm whose productivity arguably has broad social benefits, the exam­
ples discussed here have been instances of the use of distrust for the 
benefit of some against others. Distrust may often have positive social 
effects, however, in specific contexts or even in general. On the self­
interest view of government as forever at risk of having its power 
used by its officeholders for their own advantage and against the in­
terests of the broader citizenry, it is commonly supposed that we 
should openly distrust government. This is, of course, a view that has 
arisen primarily in the context of democratic thought, especially in 
the era of modern representative government, rather than in earlier 
political philosophy that typically justified obedience to rulers whose 
claim to rule was other than the acquiescence of the ruled. 

Hence in a perhaps strange and counterintuitive way, representa­
tive democracy and distrust go together in political theory.14 That is, a 
certain amount of distrust may be useful to a society or government. 
Certainly, large, modern democracies work better if we can be sure 
that there are professional distrusters or cynics or skeptics, people 
who act as watchdogs, raise alarms, or provide contrary information. 
Such skepticism is fundamental to liberalism, as in the visions of 
Montesquieu and James Madison. The American colonial leaders in­
vented popular constitutional government and the institutionalization 
of distrust of government and its agents as though the two inherently 
go together. They therefore adopted a constitution that created a weak 
government (Hardin 1999d, chapter 3). 
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On some accounts, John Locke, an early democrat of the modern 
.era, put trust and democracy together. 15 He supposes that governors 
are to act on trust. He was already, however, an implicit advocate of 
wariness toward political leaders. He suggests tha t if leaders violate 
the tacit trust in them, then they should be overthrown. In the later 
era of relatively stable democracy, the supposition is not that we 
should be ever prepared to overthrow our leaders but rather that we 
should be ever vigilant to see that individuals within that government 
are acting in our interest. Hume (1985 [1739-40], 42-43) supposes that 
government institutions should be designed so that they work well 
even if staffed by knaves-or, rather, that the power of governmental 
position is corrupting enough to makes knaves of many government 
agents. Madison (1961 [1788], 322-23; see further chapter 7) more di­
rectly supposes that government will be s taffed by knaves. Hence he 
proposes that institutions give their agents little power by instituting 
"opposite and rival interests" to limit the role of each officer. 

Cooperation Without Trustworthiness 

Our problem in many contexts is that relevant eople do not trust or 
even distrust certain others, often for good reason. Clearly, outright 
distrust is well founded in many important contexts, contexts in 
which we would like nevertheless to be able to organize cooperation. 
In those contexts we therefore would benefit from having institutional 
or other arrangements to enable us to cooperate in the absence of 
trust. In many such contexts in an actual societY- there may: therefore 
be good reason to escape from the need for relying on others' trust­
worthiness to handle various issues. A central value of contract and 
even crimmal law is to reduce the Hkelihood of severe losses from 
cheating, such as the lieutenant colonel's loss of 4,500 rubles. Had he 
been in a contractual relation with Trifonov, he would not have been 
completely protected, but the asymmetry between his potential gains 
and losses would have been much less acute. 

The most important institutional alternatives to trust in our lives 
are government and the market, but there are many others, including 
various institutions and customary devices. Indeed, one could argua­
bly go far toward explaining various institutional structures by show­
ing how they obviate the need for acting as though we trust, at least 
when doing so involves risk of great loss. Organizations have, of 
course, many capacities to recommend them. In particular, they can 
organize collective actions that could not be organized readily or at all 
by spontaneous individual action. They are also important in mediat­
ing between potential partners who do not trust each other. 

It is not only Hume's government but also institutions in general 
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that are at least' partially designed to rri.ake them work even if they are 
staffed by knaves. Trusting in the strong encapsulated-interest sense 
cannot be sensible with respect to the large numbers of people with 
whom we typically deal in modern societies. I might be able to de­
velop relationships that ground trust with a substantial number of 
people but not with the vast number with whom I deal directly and 
indirectly over my lifetime. Someone living in medieval Iceland might 
have been able to do that. Among the most striking differences be­
tween life in medieval Iceland and life in a large, modern industrial 
society are the change in scale and, corollary to that, the massive role 
of institutions in our lives. The law commonly fills in where trust 
would not be likely. 

Much of our ability to trust others on ordinary matters of modest 
scope depends on having ins titutions in place that block especially 
destructive implications of untrustworthiness. Indeed, this is, in dif­
ferent vocabulary, Hobbes' argument for government and submission 
to it (Hobbes 1968 [1651], 2.30: 376-94). If the potential losses of inter­
acting with others are always high, our interactions are like prisoner's 
dilemmas in which the loss payoff for one who cooperates while the 
other defects is very large, so that the prospective loss trumps the 
gains even of several successful cooperations in repeated play. In such 
games, we may not ever be able to initiate joint cooperation and may 
therefore never enter into repeated play. 

In addition, institutions can be the source of the knowledge requi­
site for trusting someone (Coleman 1990, chapter 5). In a sense, insti­
tutions certify many of those with whom we interact. Of course, indi­
viduals can do the same for us. Hence institutions often play for us 
the role of intermediaries in trust for our relationships with others. 
Individuals can also play that role, as is the case when you trust 
someone who vouches for me more than you could trust me. James 
Coleman supposes that such third-party guarantors of trustworthi­
ness are especially ,important in commercial relations but rare in non­
economic systems (Coleman 1990, 186-88). (I discuss this issue more 
extensively in chapter 6.) 

Government generally protects us against the worst that might 
happen so that we ·may take risks on modest cooperative ventures. 
Even while we are often wary of government and its agents, we rely 
on them to reduce the need for trustworthiness in many realms that 
government regulates or otherwise oversees. We rely on contract law 
and court enforcement to achieve successful cooperation in contexts 
in which, without such protective institutions, we would not risk co­
operating with others. Similarly, instead of relying on purely individ­
ual trust in individuals to handle monetary relations, for example, we 
use banks. · 
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We commonly also rely on relatively informal institutions, such as 
.the market that, to varying degrees, protects us against our ignorance 
of producers and sellers. That ignorance would make it hard for us to 
provide for our own welfare without great risk and without paying 
too much for what we receive. The market produces reputations for 
producers and sellers, and it produces prices for goods that overcome 
these two problems to substantial degrees. We rely implicitly on the 
market to select for us out of the array of goods we might buy. Of 
course, none of these devices is perfect-indeed, there is a huge liter­
ature on the imperfections of the market. Still, we would generally be 
worse off without such devices. 

The claim that we need institutions to obviate the need for trust 
and reliance on the dubious trustworthiness of others in many con­
texts is not analogous to the argument of Kenneth Arrow (1972) 
against organizing the supply of blood for medical uses with a system 
that depends on altruism. He argues that this would be a misuse of 
altruism because we can secure a good blood supply readily enough 
in other ways. That argument turns on the supposition that we may 
have a limited supply of altruism and the bit of it that we have can be 
used better for other purposes, especially purposes that cannot be so 
readily handled by institutional structures. We save our limited altru­
ism for such issues. On this view, altruism is a kind of expendable 
resource or capital. 

It is argued by some that trust is similarly a resource-indeed, that 
it is a matter of "social capital." However, as I argue in chapter 3, 
trust is not a kind of resource and is therefore not a candidate for 
social capital. Rather, if there is social capital involved in trust, it is the 
capital of rich relationships that ground trustworthiness and enable 
trust and therefore cooperation. Trust is not, as altruism may be, 
a motivation that we must use sparingly because we have limited 
amounts of it.16 It is a cognitive judgment that depends on perceived 
facts. It may or may not be in short supply, but using it-that is to 
say, acting on it-does not reduce the supply. In some contexts people 
can trust one another across broad ranges of issues. Indeed, establish­
ing trust in one area might lead to expanding it to other areas by 
generating diversified or higher levels of trustworthiness. Hence trust 
can build on trust. 

Concluding Remarks 

In many discussions of trust the authors assume a benign situation or 
society. Under this assumption, they can argue that trust is a good 
thing in the sense that it makes society work better. Clearly, this back­
ground assumption may be violated, and it often is. When it is, trust-



Distrust 111 

ing may be generally harmful to the truster and many others. One 
might, in such a context, be able to develop a small number of inten­
sive relationships in which trust is justified, but even then, as in Sta­
lin's cruelest years, the people one trusts may finally see it as in their 
interest to abuse the trust or perhaps to violate it, for example, in 
order to protect loved ones. The only sensible way to read the san­
guine arguments is to suppose their point is to support a s table social 
order in which trustworthiness prevails and therefore trust works for 
good rather than for ill. This raises the question of how to create a 
stable order in w hich trustworthiness prevails and those who are 
trusting therefore prosper. 

Part of the answer in large-scale societies is to create stable govern­
ments that are relatively open, which generally, although not neces­
sarily, means democratic governments, and to balance these with 
other institutions that have relatively autonomous power to stand 
against the government. At other levels and in societies of lesser scale, 
part of the answer lies in social structures that create incentives for 
trustworthiness. Much of the literature on the social benefits of trust 
neglects the question Ofhow to stimulate trustworthiness; and in any 
case, there is relahvely little on this question in general other than for 
the problem of creating orderly, liberal government.17 In chapters 6 
and 8, I address the nature of some lower-level structures that en­
hance the prospects for trustworthiness. 

From such discussion, one could go on to issues of institutional 
design, which I address in chapter 8. We could presumably create 
institutions that enhance trustworthiness that is grounded in any of 
the considerations canvassed in chapter 2, ranging from moral com­
mitments to encapsulated interest. A signal advantage of trust as en­
capsulated interest is that it can be supported by institutions whose 
motivations are similarly grounded in incentives, which can be fairly 
straightforwardly understood, designed, and implemented. Modern 
industrial societies have proved to be adept at designing institutions 
on such bases. 

Even social order is, of course, a tenuous guarantee. Generally, ev­
eryone coordinates on order in stable, working societies as, for exam­
ple, in Los Angeles most of the time. But if something can signal a 
breakdown of order sufficient to ensure the failure of law enforce­
ment, there can be a sudden dramatic tipping to disorder, as in the 
Los Angeles riots of 1992. If everyone seems to be relying on the 
police or the banks or the government, it is relatively safe for me to 
rely on them too. Still, this may be an unstable relationship that can 
suddenly tip. 

In a less benign wodd, such as that of impoverished subsistence 
communities, distrust can become self-reinforcing. Because I distrust 
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virtually everyone, perhaps rightly, I have difficulty establishing trust 
.relationships with anyone who might be trustworthy with me. As 
Dwm {1988, 85) remarks, the determination to avoid being a sucker, 
"if genera lized to the human race, would subvert human sociality 
more or less in its entirety." That is the dreadful consequence of per­
vasive dis trust. 



Chapter 5 

The Epistemology of Trust 

I 
F WE wish to understand trust for real people, we will have to 
understand the capacity for trust, which is the capacity to read the 
commitments of others, a capacity that must largely be learned. 

Hence we must understand trust from the commonsense epistemol­
ogy of the individual in a position to trust or distrust. Q!le canngt 
simply start trusting_~ple as of tomorrow. When I meet someone 
new with whom I wish or have to deal, I may start with considerable 
skeptic~m. Of course, my skepticism wil}.!!2! primarily be directed at 
the new person in particular. I may not yet know enough about the 
person to judge his or her trustworthiness or rationality in being 
trustworthy. I make my skeptical judgment largely by generalization 
from past encounters with other people. In that sense, my expected 
degree of confidence in the new person has been learned before we 
ever meet.1 

My prior experiences with trust may have been so charmed that I 
optimistically take the risk f coo12erating w ith this new person. On 
the other hand, they may have been so disastrous that I pessimisti­
cally avoid that risk. The new person is no different in the fWo cases; 
my prior experiences, unrelated to him or her, are the source of differ­
ence. Hence my experience molds my ex12ectations of tr.ust~.ar.thi­
ness. If my past experience !90 _heavily_represented good or poor 
grounds for trust, i t may now take_a.J.ang run of contrary ~erience 
t_2 correct my initial expectation.s...lndeed, even my capacities for as­
sessing trustworthiness will reflect a commonsense learning process. . 

My capacity is constrainea by tfte weight of past experience with 
all of the reassessment and revision of my views that this experience 
has st~ulated. In a Bayesian account of knowledge, for example, I 
make a rough estimate of the truth of some claim-such as that you 
will be trustworthy under certain conditions-and then I correct my 
estimate, or "uE4ate;:..as I obtain new evidence on you. If I take the 
risk of cooperating with you, I soon ave some eviderrce on whether 
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you are trustworthy in that single context. I might test further d 
. further, u datin until I have a good sense of your degi.ee of trust­
worthiness in various contexts. I might do this-indeed, typically 
would do it- not necessarily to test you but rather tq_!>enefit from 
cooperating in new ways. Hence trust-the belief in another's trust­
worthiness- as t6De earned, just as any other kind of knowledge 
must be learned. 

Raymond Chandler's cynical, distrusting Hollywood agent ruefully 
says to private detective, Philip Marlowe, 'Tm going to find myself 
doing business with a man I can trust and I'm going to be just too god­
damn smart to trust him" (Chandler 1955, 118; quoted in Coleman 1990, 
100). In his milieu, unfortunately, he was probably as smart as he ought 
to be, and part of the cost of being so smart was the occasional error on 
the side of failing to cooperate. The dumber person who would cooper­
ate with the rare trustworthy man in Hollywood would, alas, also coop­
erate with some others who were not trustworthy. Perhaps the agent 
took risks at the optimal level. Epistemologically one can do no better. 

Because general optimism about the trustworthiness of others en­
ables us to enter mutually beneficial relations, we might readily con­
clude that a utilitarian should encourage such optimism. It does not 
follow that the utilitarian should be more trusting, however, because 
a person's degree of trust is determined by the knowledge that the 
person has. I speak in this chapter of the street-level epistemology of 
trust, which is the knowledge-good or bad-that a person develops 
through ordinary life experiences. That knowledge includes the ca­
pacity to assess the trustworthiness of others in light of relevant evi­
dence. This epistemology is subjective in the sense that it is a theory 
of the knowledge of a particular person rather than of the correctness 
of claims of knowledge in the abstract, which is the usual focus of 
philosophical epistemology. All that the utilitarian should do is 
encourage pessimistic distrusters to take risks on cooperating with 
others up to the level that the utilitarian thinks is justified in the rele­
vant population. In the model discussed in this chapter, one might go 
somewhat further and say that the utilitarian should encourage peo­
ple to take somewhat greater risks than what the utilitarian, on pre­
sent expectations, thinks correct, because the more open person will 
have greater opportunity to learn from experience than the less open 
person. Hence erring on the side of optimism is more readily cor­
rected than erring on the side of pessimism. 

Note the nature of the beliefs one must have about another to trust 
that other. In the encapsulated-interest account, one must know some­
thing about the incentives the other has to fulfill the trust (and some­
thing about their understanding of those interests, as well). Although 
valuations of various things are idiosyncratic, we are apt to be fairly 
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adept -at assessing someone's interests in many things; thus we might 
learn to assess trustworthiness that is grounded in the potential 
trusted's encapsulation of our interests. Trust that is grounded in 
moral commitments, norms, or bald commitments may be much less 
generalizable and therefore less easily assessed. 

Consider an oddly important but simple case of a seemingly bald 
commitment. During the recently ended Cold War, rabid anti-Com­
munists in the United States proclaimed, "You can trust the Commu­
nists." What did this mean? It did not mean you could rely on them 
to follow their clear incentives. It meant you could rely on them to act 
from their more or less malevolent ideology. Why would anyone fol­
low such an ideology? Those who thought you could "trust" the 
Communists could only answer this question with "I don't know, it's 
crazy that anyone would follow that ideology, which is contrary to 
human interests, and which certainly violates the interest structure of 
Adam Smith's economic and social theory." These trusters had to be 
true believers about the true-believership of the Communists, that is, 
they had to be true believers in what they took to be the continuing 
stupidity of the Communists. That is an odd stance. One might well 
wonder how their beliefs were established. 

Many market economists have long asserted that eventually the 
people of the Eastern nations would give up on communist command 
economics. Interests must eventually trump an ideology that runs 
counter to interests. Market economists and rabid anti-Communists 
agreed that the ideology was counter to interests. But the economists 
had better (more generally applicable) grounds for understanding cit­
izens of communist states than did the American far right because 
their conclusions were grounded in expectations of rationality, not ex­
pectations of irrationality. 

Street-Level Epistemology 

The philosophy of knowledge and belief is a highly developed in­
quiry. Much of it focuses on particular beliefs or types of belief and 
the criteria for truth or what philosophers call "justified true belief." 
For the understanding of trust and knowledge more generally, we 
require not a philosophically general epistemology of knowledge but 
an economic or street-level epistemology. The economic theory of be­
lief and knowledge focuses on the individual believer, on the costs 
and benefits to the individual in coming to have various beliefs, not 
on the matter of belief (for example, the height of Mont Blanc). In 
such a theory we cannot speak of the justification of belief X tout 
court; rather, we must speak of the justification of belief X by person 
A. For this we require a theory that focuses on the individual and on 



116 Trust and Trustworthiness 

the ways the individual comes to know or believe relevant things, 
such as how trustworthy another person is. 

In addition, we require a theory of how to act on relevant street­
level knowledge. I presume here that this theory of decision is a sim­
ple commonsense learning theory. You may start with such limited 
information about me that you can only estimate the likelihood that 
the typical person in my position would be trustworthy with res~ 
to what you might entrust to me. You might even have such limited 
information about me that you can only assess from your r-ast experi­
ence whether cooperation has paid off in similar circumstances. Sup­
pose it did, and now you risk cooperating with me. (This is not to say 
you choose to trust me. Rather, gambling_ on me seems to y ou the 
rational thing to do.) You either gain or lose from your cooperation, 
and this ex erience i added to your evidence on trustworthiness for 
future occasions. If I am some ow a new kind of ..fl§ill1 in your expe­
rience, your initial estimate may be unstable, and my behavior might 
tilt your assessment heavily for or against my kind in future encoun­
ters. 

The Learned Capacity to Trust 

Some writers speak of a greater ability to trust. Typically, they run the 
likely state of the world-whether those who are trusted will prove 
trustworthy-into this "ability." There is a genuine problem in 
whether I can trust, however, that is independent of the outside 
world I now face, that depends only on my capacities as developed 
up to this moment. Suppose there is a reasonable degree of trust­
worthiness in my present community. Now I can benefit- if I have an 
adequate capacity to trust, which is the capacity to assess trustworthi­
ness. Someone who lacks such capacity will be a relative loser. More 
generally, we can give a literal meaning to Roland McKean's (1975, 
29) claim that "greater ability to trust each other to stick with agreed­
upon rules would save many costs and make life much pleasanter."2 

The best condition for humans is an environment in which they are 
fortunate enough to have well-founded confidence (Dunn 1988, 84). 
This is not an individual-level problem but is, rather, a collective 
problem. For me to rely on not locking up my home or shop would 
require that I have confidence or trust in almost everyone. The indi­
vidual-level problem here is to judge rightly what the collective be­
havior on trustworthiness is. 

Being an optimistic risk taker or cooperator opens up the oppor­
tunity for great loss and for great gain, neither of which might be 
possible without risking cooperation. If optimism does lead to good 
returns on average, then optimism in social relations contributes 
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value. Indeed, one might gain more from increased optimism about 
others' trustworthiness than from increasing one's trustworthiness, 
and the external effects of greater trusting might outweigh the exter­
nal effects of greater trustwbrthiness. There is no a priori reason to 
suppose that either trust or trustworthiness is the dominant consid­
eration in general. Teaching our children to be trustworthy is likely to 
be good for them. But teaching them the capacity to trust and to be 
optimistic about the cooperativeness of others-for example, by being 
trustworthy and supportive of their trust in our dealings with them 
and giving them many opportunities to test our trustworthiness-is 
surely also fundamentally important for them if they .are going to live 
among a reasonably cooperative populace. 

If we must develop such a capacity at an early age/ two potentially 
large groups are at a cruel disadvantage: those whose early years are 
spent in fractured conditions of caprice and neglect, as in the case of 
many children of American inner-city communities wrecked by pov­
erty, drugs, and broken families, and those who have suffered sub­
stantial abuse in their early years from the very persons who might 
have provided the first experience of trustworthiness. 

The sense that, on average, the middle class have tremendous so­
cial advantages over the poor may have some of its grounding in the 
greater propensity of their children to expect trustworthiness and, 
therefore, to risk relations that could be beneficial to them. This pro­
pensity may have been learned from the apparently justified trusting 
of family, friends, and others while infants and children. The terrible 
vision of a permanent underclass in American city ghettos may have 
its grounding in the lesson that the children of the ghetto are taught 
all too successfully: that they cannot trust others, especially not out­
siders or strangers but often also not even closer associates. Providing 
opportunities of educational and economic mobility does not equalize 
prospects for the ingrained distruster, who cannot be optimistic 
enough to take advantage of opportunities that entail risks of be­
trayal. 

Similarly, an adult who was abused as a young child, perhaps by 
parents or other close relations, may have been deprived of the nor­
mal evidence that trust is justified. For such a person, it too often was 
not. The woman who was sexually abused as a child may find it hard 
to be sexually at ease or even close to anyone as an adult. Her inca­
pacity to enter relations with others is merely a well-learned distrus t. 
That ingrained distrust may exact a severe additional cost of the ear­
lier abuse if the distrust is no longer justified by the conditions of the 
world she has grown into.4 Substantial additional experience would 
be required to update her assessments of others' likely trustworthi­
ness. 
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On this account, in some societies trust must be beneficial. It would 
be in the interests of one's children to teach them to be optimistic 
about others. Trust cannot be produced a t will, although it can be 
willfully instilled, as in children. Moreover, acting as if one trusts can 
be willed repeatedly so that one may slowly develop optimistic ex­
pectations of trustworthiness. In many potentially iterated prisoner's 
dilemma interactions, one should open with a cooperative move in 
the hope of engaging the other also to be cooperative. This is not 
merely a moral injunction. It is a rational claim of self-interest (see 
discussion of the iterated prisoner 's dilemma in chapter 1). One 
should open with cooperation when the expected long-run benefits of 
iterated cooperation outweigh the short-term risk of loss. 

Optimistic assessments can be beneficial only if the general social 
conditions the optimistic assessor faces are relatively favorable, so 
that statistically acting on this optimism will be rewarded by trust­
worthiness. The huge genre of post-apocalypse films and novels of 
our time portray conditions in which trust is generally not justified. 
Life is impoverished beyond measure, with the demands of survival 
and struggle preempting almost all else. To have optimistic assess­
ments in these conditions might be to risk suicide. Even under ordi­
nary circumstances, a central issue for optimistic assessment is how 
well past experience corresponds to future opportunities. 

The psychological development of a propensity to trust involves 
extensive "investment," especially by others, such as parents. If there 
has been little investment during early years, far greater investment 
may be required in later years to compensate. If my early experience 
led to pessimistic expectations, I may now find it hard to act as if I 
trust when I do not, and I may find it hard to distinguish those likely 
to be trustworthy from those likely not to be. If relevant investments 
were not made, I may always have been pessimistically so wary that I 
have little or no learning of the value of trust. I may seldom have put 
it to test. Early trust may be rewarded enough to stimulate its further 
development and reinforcement. If relevant investments were made 
in my development, I may have optimistically assessed enough peo­
ple to begin to learn fairly well when trust is warranted and when 
not. 

The failure of early investment by my parents and others need not 
correlate with the untrustworthiness of my associates in later life, but 
it might. The very fact that I have a hard time trusting even those 
who would turn out to be trustworthy may mean I fail to establish 
ongoing cooperative relations with such people and therefore dispro­
portionately face short-term relations with people who, on average, 
are less trustworthy, thus reinforcing my a ttitude of distrust or wari­
ness. Trusters and the trustworthy may interact chiefly with each 
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other, leaving distrusters and the untrustworthy with reduced oppor­
tunities for successful interactions. 

If trust is learned from experience, there is little sense in the claim 
of some that trust is "a more or less consciously chosen policy for 
handling the freedom of other human agents or agencies" (Dunn 
1988, 73, 80), as discussed in chapter 3.5 I just do or do not trust. I 
might choose to take a risk on someone that goes beyond what I 
would trust of that person. But my level of trust is defined, either 
fairly accurately from experience with that person or vaguely by gen­
eralization from my experience of others, limited though it may be. 

On a reasonable view of the epistemology of trust, it also follows 
that common claims that trust is a gamble or a risky inveshnent are at 
least elliptical and perhaps confused, as discussed earlier but as might 
be made clearer now. Baier (1985, 61) says that trusting som~e is 
always~k, "given the partial opaqueness to us of the reasoning 
and motivation of those we trust and with whom we cooperate" (also 
see Gambetta 1988, 235). Trust is not itself a risk or a gamble. It is, of 
course, ~~ut myself in a position to be harmed or benefited by 
another. However, I do not calculate the risk and then additionally 
decide to trust you; my estimati.On of the risk is merely my degree of 
trust in you. Again, I do not ically choose to trust and therefore 
act; rather, I do trust and therefore choose to acClil some circum­
stances I mig t even go so far as to riskcOoperation with someone I 
genuinely distrust if that is the best option open to me. The degree of 
trust I have in you just is my expected probability of the dependency 
working out well. On Luhmann's general account, trust is a way of 
dealing with the risks inherent in complexity. To say on top of this, as 
he and many others do, that trust is itself a risk is to compound the 
single risk at stake (Luhmann 1980, 24). 

Low and High Capacity for Trust 

On a commonsense learning account, those who start life badly are 
disadvantaged by the continuing loss of welfare in forgone oppor­
tunities from low capacity for trust. The disadvantage must continue 
until they have enough experience to update their estimates of the 
general trustworthiness. Consider how devastating the early abuse 
and development of low trust is in the learning account. Suppose 
that, in our society, trust at reasonable levels usually pays off. If I was 
so heavily abused as a young child that I now expect almost no inter­
action to pay off, I will enter into few of the potential interactions 
I face. I will suffer from what former president Jimmy Carter calls 
"hopelessness based.on sound judgment."6 I am objectively wrong in 
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m y assessments, but my assessments make eminently rational sense 
given the perverse experience I have had . 

As I gain new experience, I may eventually correct my earlier as­
sessment of how poor the prospects are. To d o so, I would have to 
have many interactions that typically paid off well, so that m y aggre­
gate experience, from early to recent, begins to approach the average 
experience. Because I have such low expectations, however, I am will­
ing to test very few interactions. If you had a generally good experi­
ence of the benefits from trusting, you would readily enter into far 
more of these interactions. It therefore would take me longer to gain 
enough information to recommend changing my pessimistic assess­
ments. All the while, I also enter fewer interactions and therefore ben­
efit less than you do as you enter many, which, on average, pay off 
well. If we s tart with similar levels of welfare, you soon ou tdistance 
me. 

Suppose, on the other hand, that I s tarted life with such a charmed 
existence that I now am too optimistic about trusting others, so that I 
often overdo it and get burned . Because I am optimistic, I enter into 
many interactions, and I coincidentally, therefore, collect information 
for revising my estimates of the trustworthiness of others very 
quickly. My aggregate experience soon approaches the aggregate av­
erage, and I reach an optimal level of trust that pays off well in most 
of my interactions, more than enough to make up for the occasions 
when I mistakenly overrate the trustworthiness of another. Oddly, 
therefore, if parents are to err on one side or the other in instilling a 
belief that others are trustworthy, a simple learning account suggests 
that they should err on the side of instilling greater optimism in their 
children than they think is objectively warranted, at least with respect 
to modest issues of cooperation for which the losses at risk are not 
major. 

Modeling Learned Capacity to Trust 

The alternative conditions of high and low capacity for recognizing 
trustworthiness may be modeled as in figure 5.1. To simplify the 
problem, make the following assumptions: (1) The objective world 
that we now face is one in which the distribution of trustworthiness is 
linear, from 0 percen t to 100 percent trustworthy. (2) We are all com­
petent to assess the relative trustworthiness of eo le, but we may 
have different mean estimates of how trustworthy they are absolutely. 
That is, you and I would both rank the same kinds of people as most 
trustworthy and the same kinds as most untrustworthy. But you 
might optimistically expect all people to be more likely trustworthy 
than not, while I pessimistically expect all to be more likely untrust-
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Figure 5.1 Low, Optimal, and High Trust 
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Source: Author's configuration. 
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worthy than trustworthy. (3) Th~e !§a ~t, positive payoff from cooper­
ating with someone who fulfills the trust and a net loss from cooperat­
ing with someone w.ho defaults on the trust. (4) Tl1e0bjective value of 
the potential loss and gain is the same for all otential partners to 
interaction, but the probability of getting the gain ran es from 0 percent 
to 100 percen..!:._Hence the payoff on average will be lower for trusting 
the less trustworthy than for trusting the more trustworthy. The objec­
tive return from cooperating with potential partners is represented by 
the diagonal line from the lower left to the upper right corner atM. 

There is an objective breakeven point (any point on the zero payoff 
axis 0- 0) at which the average return from trusting a person of a 
particular degree of trustworthiness is neither gain nor loss. This is 
represented by the line 00. The difference between a very optimistic 
truster and a very pessimistic distruster is that the latter supposes 
that this breakeven poirit is reached only for interactions with (objec­
tively) very trustworthy people, while the former supposes it is reached 
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already at significantly lower levels of (objective) trustworthiness. 
One who trusts at the optimal level for this population supposes that 
the breakeven point is where it is objectively. 

For the person of low trust in figure 5.1, the breakeven point occurs 
(in the subjective estimate of the low truster) at point L, or about 80 
percent objective trustworthiness. For the optimal truster it occurs at 
point T, or about 50 percent, and for the high truster at point H, or 
about 25 percent trustworthiness. All three will trust only above their 
respective breakeven point and will not trust below it; therefore each 
will risk cooperating only above the breakeven point. The low truster 
will therefore trust and risk cooperating relatively seldom, only in the 
range L to 0. The excessively optimistic truster will trust and risk 
cooperating very often but will lose, on average, in cooperations in 
the range from H to T. These losses will be offset by gains from trust­
ing and risking cooperation in the range T to 0. The optimal truster 
will trust and risk cooperating in the range T to 0 and will have an 
expected net gain throughout that range. 

The optimal truster will have the largest actual payoff from risking 
cooperation, as represented by the large triangle TOM. The distruster 
pessimistically expects the much smaller expected payoff represented 
by the small triangle LOM but receives the larger actual payoff repre­
sented by the trapezoidal area LOML'. The high truster overoptimis­
tically expects the payoff of the very large area HOM but receives the 
smaller actual payoff that is the optimal trust payoff (TOM) less the 
loss represented by the small triangle HTH'. The latter triangular area 
represents the losses from too optimistically trusting those who are 
unlikely to be trustworthy. The difference in payoffs for the three con­
ditions of trust could be enormous, with the optimal truster several 
times better off than the distruster. For the values given in figure 5.1, 
the optimal truster's payoff is somewhat larger than that of the high 
truster, and slightly larger still than that of the low truster. Note that 
the optimal truster expects the benefit that he or she receives. These 
results are presented in table 5.1. 

Finally, note that the excessive truster will enter far more interac­
tions than the distruster and will therefore have many more direct 
opportunities to correct his or her judgment of the breakeven point 
and the actual d istribution of trustworthiness. The distruster will 
have far fewer direct opportunities to correct his or ·her judgment-:--

Great distrust essentially implies that one expects a loss from most 
interactions. Total distrust would seemingly lead to no interactions, 
resulting in zero payoff with neither gains nor losses. It would utterly 
sEbvert individual existence as well. With a complete absence of trust, 
one must be catatonic, one could not even get up in the morning. You 
can learn in this context only if you assume some positive probability 
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Table 5.1 Returns to High, Optimal, and Low Levels of Trust 

Level of Trust 

High 
Optimal 
Low 

Source: Author 's compilation. 

Expected Gain 

HOM 
TOM 
LOM 

Actual Gain 

TOM - THH' 
TOM 
TOM- TLL' 

of a cooperative response from a first-time interaction with me. If you 
assume zero probability of cooperation, you do not risk interaction, 
and you gain no information about me for the future. Moreover, by 
being extremely wary toward me, you give me information that sug­
gests that I shou..ld look elsewhere for cooperation. One reason for 
s tereotyping people is to set a baseline estimate of their trustworthi­
ness in order to get the analysis and its revision of information under 
way. 

Luhmann (1980, 72) says that neither trust nor distrust is feasible 
as a universal attitude. This follows as an analytical claim for distrust. 
For trust, however, the claim is empirical and wrong. Trust as a uni­
versal attitude could pay off for someone in a benign world in which 
the level of trustworthiness is quite high. There have surely been such 
worlds, although Luhmann's claim is likely to be true for most people 
in modern industrial states. Even in only modestly supportive worlds, 
however, adopting a policy of taking modest risks beyond one's level 
of trust can be beneficial. That policy opens up the possibility of dis­
covering the trustworthy. It is risky, but the gains can far outweigh 
the losses. 

Great trust implies expected gain from most interactions. If the op­
timal-trust line crosses the breakeven line at 50 percent, then never 
trusting and always trusting have the same net payoff of no gain or 
loss. The 100 percent truster, however, has many interactions from 
which to learn better about the world, whereas the 0 percent truster 
has none. The high truster ·does the equivalent of as-if testing; the 
distruster does not. Suppose we wish to correct the deficiencies with 
which low trusters face the world. Simply providing equal opportunitt; 
for trust will not accomplish this end. In figure 5.1 and throughout this 
discussion, the various trusters are assumed to face identical oppor­
tunities as of the time of their current interactions. The low truster 
nevertheless loses ground and suffers severe relative welfare losses. 
An equal opportunity program cannot stop that morose trend.7 The 
losses are not merely of opportunities but of the capacity to capitalize on 
opportunities. 

There may be other correlates of high and low capacities for trust 
from early learning. For example,. one may develop a capacity for 
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spontaneity from being able to trust people not to react badly, even to 
react positively, to one's bold experiments or odd ways. Narcissists 
are also characteristically spontaneous-yet they do not get that way 
from a supportive experience. Indeed, the source of narcissistic per­
sonality disorder is thought to be severe neglect. If parents and other 
caretakers are neglectful, perhaps because of alcoholism or severe ill­
ness, during the first year or two of a child's life, the child may learn 
not to take others into account, neither to trust nor to distrust.8 

Shortcomings of the Model 

There are many complications thaf are not captured in the model of 
figure 5.1. These include the stated simplifying assumptions, such as, 
for example, the linearity of distribution of objective and expected 
trustworthiness. In addition, a number of other limits of the model 
are noteworthy. 

First, the model ignores the relative size of loss and gain at risk. If 
the downside of risking an interaction is extremely bad compared 
with the benefit of a successful interaction, as was true for the lieuten­
ant colonel's dealings with Trifonov, one will require much higher 
probability of gain to offset the occasional losses. T~e breakeven point 
in figure 5.1 would move to the right. In experiments on the iterated 
prisoner's dilemma, as the sucker's payoff (the loss from cooperating 
with another player who defects) increases, rates of cooperative play 
decrease, and eventually there is no cooperation. This shortcoming 
can easily enough be accommodated in the model by making the area 
below 00 much larger, by moving the bottom edge of the area of re­
turns far lower. 

Second, in a point that is related to the first limit, the model ignores 
the pgssibili!J' of varied weights of potentialinteractions. Such variety 
is implicit in the claim that trUst is a 1:)1ree-part relation: A trusts B to 
do X. In one interaction I might merely trust you to p ut a quarter in 
my parking meter, while in another I might trust you to take care of 
my small child. I might loan you a dollar or a thousand dollars. If 
there were no correlation between the ·scale of what is to be entrusted 
and the likelihood of any person's trustworthiness in fulfilling the 
trust, this issue would not matter. In general, however, there must be 
a correlation. We are likely to be lower trusters for high stakes than 
for low stakes. 

Third, the model ignores stra~c effects such as as-if trust behav­
ior to test the trustworthiness of 12eople of a particular kind and, more 
generally, the incentive effects of iterated interaction with the same 
Eersrrn:-frs-eems ikely that one will tend initially to trust a new per­
son only in limited ways and will trust on more important matters 
only after building up to them.9 
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Fourth, the model has the shortcoming of Cournot models of eco­
nomic processes in that it assumes strategic calculation by the poten­
tial truster as to whether to enter into interactions but does not attrib­
ute any sophistication to the potentially trusted person. The model is 
only half strategic. This is related to the third deficiency. 

Fifth, the model ignores the complexity of possible ways of learn­
~g. One might learn indirectly from others' experiences as well as 
Clirectly from one's own experiences (as discussed in chapter 6). In the 
light of the second problem of the model, we may note that learning 
might be quite cheap with minor risks and grievously expensive with 
major risks. In addition, there is greater value from learning in con­
texts of likely iteration of interactions. 

Sixth, the model ~y not accommodate cQmP-lex skews in trusting 
people,_such as the trust many automatically put in managerial or 
rrofessional persons even in matters outside their professional com­
petence.'0 This shortcoming may, however, be easily addressed within 
the simplified learning model. 

Seventh, the model ignores a particular kind of strategic..b~ 
deceit. Many people, such as successful con artists and lotharios, may 
be ve-ry good at signaling apparent trustworthiness, because being 
thought trustworthy opens up potentially valuable opportunities for 
them (see Bacharach and Gambetta 2001). 

The worst of these shortcomings for an account of trust as en­
ca sulated interest are the.iail.ures to accommodate strategic consid­
erati~ especially incentive effects in iteration (either directly or 
Through reputational effects). Some of the other problems may be eas­
ily addressed in the more general encapsulated-interest account of 
trust, and some may be easily fitted into the model of figure 5.1. Even 
with its shortcomings, the simple model implies most of Julian Rot­
ter's standard conclusions about interpersonal trust. Rotter (1980) 
finds that high trusters are more likely to give others a second chance 
(this sounds almost definitional), and they are less likely to be un­
happy and more likely to be liked by others.11 If they are in an envi­
ronment in which trust leads more often, on balance, to gains than to 
losses, they should be less unhappy. As well, their openness to trust­
ing others should lead others to select them as partners in various 
activities . 

. further Implications of the Learned 
Capacity to Trust 

Note some other important implications of the account of learned 
trust. First, a newcomer to a community may be disadvantaged in 
ways that are perversely reinforcing. Second, enforcement and sanc­
tions may have a strong positive ·effect on capacity for trust in con-
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texts well outside the coverage of the sanctions. Finally, the learning 
accQunt undercuts conceptual claims that trust is a form of human 
capital. 

The Outsider 

Consider the condition of an outsider or new immigrant to a commu­
nity. The outsider may initially seem untrustworthy to others in the 
community. This could foll-ow-merely from a guess, a judgment of 
that person as less likely to be trustworthy than those who are long 
well known. Until more knowledge of the newcomer's trustworthi­
ness is generated, he or she is given fewer opportunities to demon­
strate trustworthiness. Hence it may take depressingly long for the 
outsider to become trusted . Since, again, the combination of trusting 
and being trusted conveys benefits in various kinds of exchange and 
mutual aid, the outsider faces greater difficulties getting ahead and 
may begin to seem less able and worthy. Superficially, we might sup­
pose a group that held off from trusting an outsider for a long time 
was prejudiced in a racist or related sense, although the rational ex­
pectations of the wary assessor of trustworthiness might be sufficient 
to explain the community's attitude. 

Alejandro Portes and Julia Sensenbrenner (1993) describe an infor­
mal financial system in the Cuban immigrant community in Miami in 
the 1960s following Fidel Castro's rise to power. Newly arrived immi­
grants with no collateral could obtain so-called character loans based 
on the entrepreneurial reputations they had in Cuba. Reputedly, these 
loans, ranging from $10,000 to $30,000, were invariably repaid, and 
their recipients often went on to great prosperity. 

These loans involved seeming trust by the Latin bankers who 
made them. Portes and Sensenbrenner call that trust enforceable. 
Why? Because the Cuban exiles were virtually trapped. They could 
prosper in this transplanted Cuban community only if they proved 
reliable in repaying their loans. They could not prosper as well any­
where else. They could not return to Cuba, and there was no welcom­
ing community elsewhere. No other community of people had natu­
ral access to their reputations and could have trusted them, in the 
sense of having good reason to believe that their incentive to be trust­
worthy was compelling, even overpowering. They were an unusual 
case: outsiders with almost insider status in one exclusive community 
on which they were fully dependent. The availability of that status 
was brief. By 1973, character loans ended, because the newly arriving 
Cubans were no longer known to the local banking community, and 
they might also have had little or no recent entrepreneurial success in 
Cuba on which to ground a reputation. 
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The Bangladeshi economist Muhammad Yunus created a similar 
but much more elaborate system of loans to the poor. The loans are 
made to one or .two members of a group of several indigent appli­
cants who need money to become relatively independent in their en­
trepreneurial activities. No one else in the group can get a similar 
loan until the first recipients have begun to repay their loans. Hence 
all the members of the group have strong incentive to be trustworthy 
because they face sanctions from their neighbors and friends and be­
cause they want to keep open the possibility of further loans in the 
future (Yunus 1998, 1999; Holloway and Wallich 1992). 

Many of us, of course, might start by being optimistic toward 
newly encountered people or people in newly undertaken areas. Even 
then we would not trust in important matters without a substantial 
prior history of trustworthiness. If we are outsiders, we might be 
open to as-if trust to get started. If we are fully outsiders or if we 
have other communities to turn to, however, we might readily prove 
to be untrustworthy in the face of large burdens. Hence we could not 
be trusted as readily as the Miami Cubans in the 1960s. 

Sanctions and Trust 

Sociologists writing on trust are generally concerned with social 
mechanisms that generate trust (for example, see Luhmann 1980, 95). 
Luhmann supposes that the structure of trust relations requires that 
calculation of risk remain latent. Yet contractual relations may require 
that such calculation be overt and present and may therefore intro­
duce an atmosphere unfavorable to trust. When such interdepen­
dence already exists, so that the risks are openJy known to all without 
need of specific present discussion, mutual understanding and trust 
may be enhanced (Luhmann 1980, 36). This merely means that the 
transition from informal to formal regulation of relations may be un­
easy, as the street-level epistemologist should expect. New conditions 
that have ill-defined prior expected probabilities generally introduce 
initial instability, but the result of successfully completing the transi­
tion to formal regulation can be to enhance trust. 

Coleman (1990, 114) says development of norms with sanctions en­
hances cooperation. This is also Hobbes' theory: Creation of strong 
sanctions to protect each from the others makes all better off. In 
Hobbes' account of the need for a powerful state, what is mainly 
needed for most people is merely enough security to be able to enter 
into exchange relations with others without fear of being killed for 
what one has or merely preemptively to prevent one from stealing 
from or killing another (Hobbes 1968 [1651], 1.13: 184; Hardin 1991b). 
Trustworthiness is underwritten by a government that enforces con-
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tracts and punishes theft. Without such a_governmentf coo12eration 
weuld be nearly impossible, and trust would be unfounded. Without 
the background of police protection I may be wary of you altogether. 
With police protection I may readily engage with you in varied activ­
ities for mutual benefit. If I no longer need distrust you for possibly 
having violent motives against me, I can begin to trust your minor 
motivations to gain from mutual interaction. 

At the more mundane level of daily life, we may note, with Ber­
nard Barber (1983, 170), that trust~ be enhanced by making distrust 
and devices for social control more effective. How can trust be en­
hanced by enforceable contract (or by audits with the threat of sanc­
tion)? As noted in chapter 4, the enforceable contract or audit may 
protect a relationship against the worst of all risks it might entail, 
thereby enabling the parties to cooperate on less risky matters. With­
out the threat of sanctions, they might have been able to do none of 
these. Recall the problem of prisoner's dilemma games with large 
losses to those who cooperate with a defector (called "sucker's pay­
off" in the trite vocabulary of much of the prisoner's dilemma litera­
ture). If you and I can arrange to have the worst possible payoffs 
blocked- by legal sanction, if necessary-we can go on to cooperate 
to our mutual advantage.12 As McKean (1975, 31) says, we value en­
forcement mechanisms partly because we recognize how grim life 
would be without cooperation, "even if the basis has to be created in 
part by such enforcement mechanisms." 

Recall the discussion in chapter 4 of Mafia influence in Sicily. Sicily 
was not a fully Hobbesian state of nature, but it had Hobbesian ten­
dencies because ordinary Sicilian citizens were not able to rely on the 
state as a fair enforcer. Lack of legal enforcement on major matters 
leads to not being able to trust other individuals (Gambetta 1988, 
163). A stronger regime capable of coercively overriding the influence 
of the Mafia could enhance the grounds for trust for most citizens. 
Most Sicilians would not be coerced by the law tha t coerced the Ma­
fia. Rather, they would be freed of Mafia coercion if such law worked. 

Of course, sanctions need not come from legal authorities. They 
commonly are built in from iteration and expectation of continued 
gain that outweighs momentary gain from defection. The incentive to 
cooperate (or to fulfill a trust) and the sanction not to do so are one 
and the same. They are the benefits of future interaction that ride on 
present trustworthiness. 

For an apparently extreme case of taking a risk without legal back­
ing, Coleman discusses a 200,000 pound spot loan from the Hambros 
merchant bank in London to a foreign shipper to allow his ship to 
leave port in Amsterdam. The loan was negotiated almost instantly 
over the telephone and delivered immediately, with no security. Cole-
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man (1990, 92) ·says the loan was made with nothing more substantial 
than the shipowner 's intention to repay and the Hambros man's be­
lief in both the shipowner's honesty and his ability to repay. It seems 
unlikely that this was really true. There was some threat (surely left 
unstated) of suit and court enforcement. Even if enforcement was not 
guaranteed, suit could be initiated and, once undertaken, was likely 
to have reputational consequences that would have been costly to the 
shipowner in the future. Even this sanction, though, is largely infor­
mal. Hence there were risks in making such a loan, because even with 
legal action the loan might not have been repaid in full. Still, legal 
action can keep the scale of losses from misplaced trust substantially 
lower than the stakes involved in the initial trusting agreement. The 
possibility of occasionally having to go to court can therefore be counted 
as a relatively slight cost of doing profitable business. 

Most parties to Hambros loans probably prove to be fully trustwor­
thy to repay. The background possibility of sanction greatly enhances 
this trustworthiness, however, and justifies Hambros's general risk 
taking. We might say that the use of courts is the centrally important 
consideration to Hambros in making any particular loan, but such a 
statement is likely to be misleading. What is centrally important is 
that the existence of the court sanction changes relations drastically 
across the board, making Hambros' s relations with virtually all poten­
tial borrowers more cooperative than they would otherwise be. 

To judge fully the Hambros loan, we must back off from the instant 
case and consider the question of whether it is in the interest of such 
bankers to do what Hambros did. The answer seems likely to be yes 
if a sufficiently high degree of trustworthiness can be assured through 
legal, reputational, or other incentives. Acting as though one trusts 
relevant others opens up opportunities for doing business. 

Concluding Remarks 

In many accounts of trust, including Coleman's (1990, chapter 5) 
strictly rational account, one might suppose those who are to trust are 
all interchangeable in the following sense: given the same incentives 
(potential objective payoffs), we would all trust to the same degree. 
There is an important prior element, however, that some might think 
of as psychological: we may have different capacities for trust. This 
issue should not be treated as psychological in the sense of irrational 
or not rationally justifiable but, rather, as essentially epistemological 
and hence as pragmatically rational. The sometime claim that there is 
a psychological d imension to trust that is different from the cognitive 
or calculative or rational may be little more than nascent recognition 
of this epistemological problem (see Aguilar 1984). 
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The encapsulated-interest account of trust is inherently subjective 
in. that what it is sensible for a given individual to expect depends 
heavily on what that individual knows about both the past and the 
future of the person or other party to be trusted. Obviously, assess­
ments of the future matter for an expectations analysis. But why the 
past? Partly for reputational reasons, but also because the past reveals 
the other's capacity to trust and be trustworthy. To a great extent, this 
is merely the capacity to judge the likely risks and benefits of entering 
trust relationships. 

These retrospective and prospective views imply that there are 
twp, perhaps causally related, kinds of knowledge about another that .. .-
p1ay a role in assessments of trustworthiness. irst, there is simple 
inductive 1<nowledge of the kind that goes into reputation. The Amer­
ican anti-Communists, discussed earlier, presumaOly nad some lim­
ited inductive knowledge on which to base their conclusions about 
the supposed "trustworthiness" of the Communists. The second kind 
of knowledge is theoretical. Economists had theoretical knowledge 
about people in general and about the working of centrally deter­
mined and market-determined economic outcomes. Many economists 
thought their theoretical knowledge must eventually trump inductive 
knowledge about loyalty to communist ideology. 

A general problem with inductive knowledge, if it is completely 
a theoretical, is that it cannot justify a claim that what has always hap­
pened before must happen again. Most of us are willing to live with 
inferences that various things will continue to happen in the ways 
they have always happened so far. Often we are apt to suppose that 
there are reasons for this, though we may not know the reasons. The 
economists' theoretical knowledge about economic productivity gave 
an explanation (perhaps wrong) of why the trend of loyalty to com­
munism must eventually end. A relevant answer to the economists 
would have to be grounded in an alternative theoretical claim. The 
anti-Communists generally proposed no alternative theory, they merely 
asserted the certainty of the Communists' continuing irrationality. 

A full account of rational trust must be grounded in reasons for 
expecting another to fulfill a trust and in reasons for holding general 
beliefs about trustworthiness. These are addressed, respectively, by 
the incentive account of trustworthiness that justifies and explains 
trust and by the commonsense account of the learned capacity to 
trust. The commonsense learner is little more than an inductivist who 
generalizes from the past to the future, as in the model of figure 5.1. 
To break the hold of a bad and misleading past, the inductivist re­
quires a lot of new experience or a bit of theory that runs counter to 
prior experience. The model of figure 5.1 suggests that the process of 
correcting pessimistic estimates of trustworthiness merely by amass-



The Epistemology of Trust 131 

ing better experience may be very slow, so that these misestimates 
produce a long string of lost opportunities. Understanding that others 
will be trustworthy when their incentives are right, as in the encapsu­
lated-interest account of trust, may hold greater, quicker promise for 
grasping those opportunities. This requires seeing the choices of 
others from their perspective to comprehend their incentives. Then 
trust becomes fully strategic. It is no longer merely induction on sense­
less facts. 

There is a further implication of the fact that, if !_generally distrust 
peo£le, I will discover little about their actual trustworthiness because 
I will choose not to interact with them. It follows that I will have to 
make choices with less information to go on than other, more optimis­
tic people have. Although there might be specific instances in which 
information is deleterious to my well-being, it is generally beneficial 
to have more information about one's circumstances. It is not an in­
tention, but merely an effect, of distrust that it can put one at a rela­
tive disadvantage on this score. Hence in a society with pockets of 
distrust, such as in hostile ghettos or in the cases of individuals with 
particularly bad experience of misplaced or undeveloped trust, some 
people will have to act from crippled knowledge. 

In a relatively benign society, we can afford to take chances with 
people in general until we discover any of them not to be worthy of 
cooperation. If, in contrast, we had come to be distrusting in general, 
the result in a benign society would surely be far worse than what 
would follow from taking risks on people. Presumably, it would seem 
much more akin to much of international relations, as in the Cold War 
between East and West, in which distrust often seemed to be the base­
line and trust to be an unreachable goal. Still, to be generally distrust­
ing-or at least to fail to trust-would not be irrational or immoral in 
some contexts. 

Would it make sense for an individual to go through life without 
taking initial risks with new acquaintances? One might be always dis­
trusting until reputational or other evidence led to trust in a particu­
lar case, and no doubt some people are initially distrustful to such a 
degree. For many people, such a stance would be too tedious and 
would cost far more in lost opportunities than it would save in 
avoided harms. To act according to the backward induction argument 
against cooperation in the iterated prisoner's dilemma would not 
generally be in their interest (see discussion of the iterated prisoner's 
dilemma in chapter 1). Once you have a cluster of associates on 
whom you can rely, however, it might not seem worth the risk of 
developing new relationships. At its extreme, this might mean a soci­
ety of close-knit families closed off to most of the rest of the world, as 
in the impoverished· subsistence . economies discussed in chapter 4. 
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For many people in contemporary urban societies, however, openness 
to new relationships must be a relatively common, even the modal, 
stance. Those who argue for the good of trusting assume such a be­
nign society. Otherwise, their injunctions are malign. 

Finally, note that the simple learning account of figure 5.1 might 
seem superficially to be poorly fitted with the encapsulated-interest 
model of trust. To fit that model it must include the incentive effects 
of iterated interaction with the same person, as in the iterated one­
way trust game or the mutual trust interaction of an iterated pris­
oner's dilemma. If the account is to fit the encapsulated-interest 
model, then part of the learning that goes into revising one's assess­
ment of another's trustworthiness is learning of the other's interest in 
continuing the interaction. It is easy to misread the learning acco.unt 
as grounded in a purely dispositional view of trustworthiness, as dis­
cussed in chapter 2. If it is taken as an account of my assessing your 
capacity to judge your interests in cooperating with me, however, 
then it is fully consistent with the encapsulated-interest view. Hence 
with relevant simplifying assumptions the commonsense learning 
model fits with either the dispositional view of trustworthiness or the 
encapsulated-interest view of trust. The differences between the two 
are chiefly in the nature of the information another uses in updating 
his or her assessment of your trustworthiness or the way another 
reads your actions as grounded either in interests or in some moral or 
other disposition other than a concern to look after your interests. 



Chapter 6 

Managing Trust 

T HERE ARE many questions we might wish to ask about how 
trust relationships come to be and why they last or fail. I wish 
to discuss three general stages of this range of problems: How 

do individuals come to be optimistic enough to risk the cooperation 
that often leads to trust? How do they initiate trust relationships with 
others? How do they maintain the relationships they have once started? 
The first of these questions is complementary to the discussion of 
learning in chapter 5, but here I focus on the psychology of cooper­
ativeness as it might be determined by psychological development or 
by evolutionary selection. In discussing all of these issues, my pur­
pose in part is to test the encapsulated -interest vision of trust against 
common trust phenomena. 

The second question, how we initiate trus t relationships, has nu­
merous answers that are diverse in form. The devices available to us 
may display no logic or na tural order. They include taking risks with 
new people, reliance on reputation, the use of intermediaries in trust, 
quasi thick relationships tha t give us information and support, learn­
ing by example, escalation from minor to increasingly important mat­
ters on which we might trust someone, and, perhaps most appeal­
ingly, falling in love or into friendship. These are not all entirely 
distinct. For example, learning by example from others and the infor­
mational sides of quasi thick relationships and intermediaries may be 
cousins of reliance on reputation. 

The third question has two classes of answers. First, we discover 
fairly. directly that a trust relationship is rewarding, and we therefore 
continue it. Second, we are rewarded indirectly for being in such a 
relationship in the sense that we are rewarded for actions related to 
the relationship. These. indirect rewards induce us to continue those 
actions, and the result is maintencmce of our trust relationship. 
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Developmental Accounts of Trust 

Several discussions in earlier chapters (especially chapter 5) suggest 
that there is a developmental path to trust and trustworthiness. Ca­
pacity to trust and comprehension of the value of being trustworthy 
might develop through experience or learning, as they surely do to 
some extent. On an ethological account, I can trust at all only because 
I have had relevant experiences at formative moments, without which 
I could not even imagine myself into the frame of mind of another to 
guess that other's intentions toward me. Without those developmen­
tal experiences, I would, for example, suffer such a severe narcissistic 
personality disorder that I would be oblivious to the interests and 
concerns of others and would see all others as merely objects to be 
used for my purposes. Alternatively, as some writers argue, evolu­
tionary mechanisms might lead us to trust or to be trustworthy. These 
could be genetic or social evolutionary mechanisms. Models of learn­
ing or of evolutionary mechanisms are clearly explanatory rather than 
conceptual. What is explained can be dispositions, or behavior, or 
both. In yet a third view, a developmental account is simply about the 
acquisition of understanding or information about the trustworthi­
ness of others. 

Psychological Development 

The bulk of the psychological literature on trust is concerned with 
psychological correlates of trusting or, rather, of being a high truster 
as opposed to a low truster (for example, see Rotter 1980). Some of it, 
however, is about the development of a capacity to judge trustworthi­
ness. The simplest psychological path for such development would 
merely be a learning model, as discussed in chapter 5. The more I 
encounter people who reciprocate my cooperative gestures, the more 
I come to understand the na ture of our potentially beneficial interac­
tion, so that I become trustworthy in the sense that I begin to take 
others' interests into account in deciding what I do in joint undertak­
ings. When furthering their interests furthers mine and I recognize 
this fact, they will have potential reason to judge me to be trustwor­
thy. 

The simple learning model of chapter 5 would explain why some 
people grow up with optimistic expectations of the trustworthiness of 
others, while other people grow up with pessimistic expectations. If 
I have optimistic expectations I will more readily take risks on the 
trustworthiness of others, and if others in the context are relatively 
trustworthy, I will benefit greatly from the cooperation that we can 
achieve. If, however, others are not trustworthy in the context, I may 
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quickly learn that and will protect myself against betrayal by them. If 
on the contrary I have pessimistic expectations, I will not readily take 
risks with others .. Hence I may not even gain the experience to revise 
my expectations when I come into a context in which others would 
commonly be trustworthy. 

A behavioral learning account, such as that of Erik Erikson, sup­
plies an essential part of an economic or rational account of trust. It is 
about how particular expectations develop from experience. Such ex­
pectations are, of course, central to the rational account. "The firm 
establishment of enduring patterns for the solution of the nuclear 
conflict of basic trust versus basic mistrust in mere existence," notes 
Erikson (1963, 249), "is the first task of the ego, and thus first of all a 
task of maternal care." What is needed is not simply quantities of 
food and so forth but the quality of the maternal relationship. "Mothers 
create a sense of trust in their children by that kind of administration 
which in its quality combines sensitive care of the baby's individual 
needs and a firm sense of personal trustworthiness" (Erikson 1963, 
249). Annette Baier (1986) and Lars Hertzberg (1988) use discussions 
of infant trust to try to establish the conceptual nature of trust. One 
should think, rather, that the infant instinct for waiting happily for 
good things to happen must be an important learning or develop­
mental experience. John Bowlby and his colleagues have assumed 
that the child faces ethological constraints during development. For 
example, if language is not learned before a certain young age, it can­
not be learned thereafter. So too, they argue, there are developmental 
stages in attachment (Bretherton 1992, 762)-and, one might suppose, 
in trusting, in learning to distinguish those who are trustworthy and 
those who are not in various interactions, and in grasping the value 
of trustworthiness over time. 

Genetic Evolutionan; Development 

Trust and trustworthiness often involve a severe commitment prob­
lem that may be hard to resolve. A particularly absurd resolution of it 
is that of Wagner's (1977, 16) The Rhinegold, in which Alberich adopts 
celibacy and forswears love forever to gain the power of the Rhine­
gold (see chapter 2). The sniveling Alberich has impossibly great will­
power (as perhaps befits the ego of Wagner). A somewhat less absurd 
resolution is offered by David Gauthier (1986) as a matter simply of 
adopting a relevant disposition to be cooperative with others who are 
cooperative. This is a less extravagant demand on willpower, but it is 
still an impossible demand. One nonabsurd way to resolve the com­
mitment problem is genetically. One who blushes when lying may be 
able to establish credibility easily without any willful commitment or 
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manufactured disposition. One who does not blush when lying may 
have to create a reputation for honesty that is worth more than any 
gain he or she might make from cheating on that reputation. 

Sentiments of vengeance, guilt, and so forth often incur substantial 
avoidable costs-hence, Robert Frank (1988, 54, 57) supposes, they 
must also confer some sort of compensating gain to have persisted 
socially or genetically. These sentiments will be most effective if they 
can be properly communicated to deter or encourage relevant actions 
from others. If devices for communicating, such as blushing, are ge­
netic, we may then explain the genetic selection as the result of inter­
ests-it may even develop through intensive cultural conditioning. 

Frank has a tendency to conflate the language of self-interest with 
shortsightedness. He says defectors are pure opportunists who "al­
ways make whatever choice will maximize their personal payoff." 
The choice that maximizes personal payoff in the longer run, how­
ever, is the one the self-interested person will want to make, and that 
is not defection in Frank's iterated prisoner's dilemmas (see discus­
sion in chapter 1). Frank (1988, 57, 11) poses his "commitment model" 
as counter to the "self-interest model." It seems, on the contrary, to be 
a simple matter of self-interest as intelligently weighed. In any case, 
his account is a resolution of the problem of my capacitl; to be trustworthy; 
it is not an account of trust. If there is an evolutionary account of trust, 
it is presumably roughly that of the infant "trust" argument of Baier 
and others. The infant must accept offered sustenance or die. Hence 
infants of species that survive tend to accept it. They at least act as if 
they trusted, although it would be perverse to say that a cognitively 
undeveloped infant bird or human actually does trust. 

Frank's model of trustworthiness is merely his model of cooper­
ativeness more generally. (Indeed, experimenta l work that not long 
ago was characterized as being about cooperation is increasingly de­
scribed as being about trust. Unfortunately, this move sometimes con­
fla tes data on what is to be explained-cooperation-with data on 
what is to explain it-trust.) Frank's model yields four conclusions. 
First, if cooperators and defectors look alike, then cooperators will be 
extinguished. Second, if cooperators and defectors are easily identi­
fied, defectors will be extinguished. Third, if mimicry has no cost or 
delay, cooperators will be extinguished. Fourth, if mimicry entails 
fixed costs of detection, there will be a s table mix of cooperators and 
defectors. 1 

Albert Breton and Ronald Wintrobe (1982, 69-70) suppose that in­
dividuals, if they are to prosper, must develop reasonably good in­
stincts for assessing indicators of others' trustworthiness even absent 
ins titutions and reputations to certify them. Hence we might suppose 
Frank's fourth state is that of human societies. Most of us are reason-
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ably trustworthy, and the costs of mim.icry are not negligible for most 
of us. We thus have reason to be confident at least to some extent­
but we may occasionally be done in by a master deceiver. 

If sentiments for vengeance, generosity, trustworthiness, and so 
forth have developed genetically, one may act from them even when 
it is not in one's interest to do so. Hence there may be something left 
over from or conflicting with the ra tional-choice account. Generally, 
however, a person with observable character traits for trustworthiness 
"will benefit by being able to solve important commitment problems. 
He will be trustworthy in situations where the purely self-interested 
person would not, and will therefore be much sought-after as a part­
ner in situations [in which trustworthiness matters]." (Frank 1988, 14-
16)2 

Social Evolutionary Development 

The evolutionary account that Frank and many others present is an 
account of developing dispositions for trustworthiness or of essen­
tially biological signals tha t belie untrustworthiness or falsity (see also 
Bateson 1988). Such evolutionary selection of dispositions may be im­
portant in enabling us to be trustworthy and therefore in enabling 
others to trust us; but this must be a small part of the story of why it 
is the case that we trust those whom VIe do trust and distrust many 
others, even though many of those we distrust are themselves well 
trusted by still others. We almost certainly require social and experi­
mental, not genetic, accounts to explain such variation. The learning 
account of chapter 5 and many of the arguments that follow go be­
yond the merely enabling developments of genetic evolution. 

Robert Axelrod (1984) proposes not a genetic but a social evolu­
tionary model of cooperation. He supposes that people in a large soci­
ety use various strategies when they face an opportunity for benefi­
cial cooperation with another. They can do relatively well only if they 
can take advantage of the cooperativeness of others or if they can 
selectively cooperate only with others who are contingently coopera­
tive. In particular, he proposes following a strategy of tit for tat, in 
which one tries initial cooperation and then continues cooperation if 
the other also cooperates but stops cooperating if the other does not 
initially cooperate and cooperates thereafter only if the other s tarts 
cooperating. Players who follow this strategy prosper, and those who 
defect ~stead of cooperating get excluded from relations with the 
cooperators. 

One might call this a model of the rise of cooperativeness. One 
might also call it a model of trustworthiness, because those who relia­
bly cooperate fit the encapsulated~interest account of trust in being 
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trustworthy with respect to other cooperators. Because they do, they 
are enabled to cooperate beneficially with others who are trustworthy. 
Axelrod's social evolutionary model is a model of trustworthiness 
and not directly a model of trust, although trustworthiness begets 
trust by giving others the incentive to trust. The Axelrod model, be­
cause it is specifically about mutual cooperation in the prisoner's 
dilemma, does not apply to the one-way trust game. In a social evolu­
tionary account the strategy of choosing to risk cooperation in a one­
way trust game might, however, readily survive well against the 
refusal of such cooperation. 

Similarly, according to one of Partha Dasgupta's (1988, 58) evolu­
tionarily stable models of reputation, if everyone assumes everyone is 
trustworthy, then it is in the interest of everyone to be trustworthy. 
What evolves socially, then, is trustworthiness, which begets trus t 
and, increasingly, actual instances of cooperation. (It is perhaps this 
close causal connection between trustworthiness and the possibilities 
of cooperation that makes it seemingly easy to label many experi­
ments as about either cooperation or trustworthiness.) In particular, of 
course, this social evolutionary model fits the mutual trust model of 
the iterated prisoner's dilemma, which is merely one variant of trust 
as encapsulated interest. 

Social evolutionary models would fit better with our experience if 
two additional elements were included in them. First, in repeat inter­
actions the stakes should rise in later interactions. A good reason for 
risking cooperation early is, of course, that the loss will be small in 
absolute terms while later gains promise to be large in comparison 
with the initially risked loss. Hence repeat interaction with the same 
person is doubly valuable. Second, partly because of the first point, 
encounters will not be random; rather, we will tend to develop ongo­
ing relationships. The natural evolution of cooperation will therefore be 
toward social structure, with groups and closely related dyads develop­
ing as the milieus for coopera tion. 

Initiation of Trust Relations 

Every initial effort to establish a trust relationship or even to cooper­
ate a single time entails some degree of risk. The account in chapter 5 
suggests, however, that in some contexts, it makes sense to take risks 
in order to discover with whom one can expect beneficially to interact 
further. One reading of the apparently varied levels of so-called gen­
eralized trust is that some people have a greater disposition to trust 
than others. Studies of trus t therefore often divide subjects into those 
who are high trusters and those who are low trusters, as one might 
suppose is done in chapter 5? Again, however, note that variant levels 
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of seeming trust might simply be variant degrees of risk taking or of 
learning about others. Some people may be much more ready to take 
risks, even given similar assessments of the likely reliability of their 
potential partners, than others. They will therefore tend to discover 
more quickly who is and who is not trustworthy in various contexts, 
and they may even provide a collective benefit in the form of infor­
mation on others. A modest risk taker who has enough successes may 
even feel free to take more substantial risks and might benefit enor­
mously if the world turns out to be relatively benign. 

Reputational Incentives 

Several things follow for the rest of us if you take risks of coopera­
tion. First, of course, you begin to seem a likely candidate for cooper­
ative ventures. Furthermore, my response to your risking cooperation 
with me may substantially affect my reputation and therefore affect 
whether I can get anyone thereafter to cooperate with me when I 
need them to do so. Hence we both develop reputations as a result of 
your risk taking. 

Reputational effects can be restated in an illuminating way. Re~r­

ence to r~putation is commonly a~?ut the past, as ~hough to say t~at 
someone has demonstratear ehaodiry:-In sue a cla1m, the reputation 
is made to seem like a disposition for certain kinds of benign or coop­
erative behavior. !t is more illuminating, however, to view reputa­
tional effects as future oriented, because a reputation for cooperative­
ness or trustworthiness gives the person or group or institution with 
the positive reputation compelling reasons for a future orientation. If I 
have established a relevant reputation, it enables me to start new rela­
tionships with seemingly less risk to my new partner than he or she 
would face in a new relationship with someone with no or a bad 
reputation. I therefore have strong incentive to live up to my reputa­
tion. That is to say, you have reason to suppose my interest encapsu­
lates yours. This is just to say that you trus t me to some extent, that 
your relationship with me is future oriented. 

Of course, some people might tend to rely on others' reputations 
inductively as though· reputations were merely evidence about their 
dispositions for trustworthiness, as they might be. Even if that is false, 
however, their reliance on positive reputations as evidence of trust­
worthy dispositions may lead them to take risks with those whose 
reputations are positive. That will be sufficient for a forward-looking 
person with an established reputation to gain new partners for benefi­
cial exchanges and other interactions. In this case, following a wrong 
theory can take us in the right direction. 

Once we have reputations for some level of cooperativeness, we 
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may begin to push that level to escalate expectations and the value of 
.our future interactions. We are not likely to escalate very high for the 
simple reason that we will not frequently s tand to benefit from ex­
tremely large cooperative efforts, although sometimes we will. But we 
might begin almost all relationships a t a low level of risk and then 
eventually escalate, perhaps slowly step by incremental step, to a 
more substantial level that makes our relationship much more richly 
valuable. 

Intennediaries in Trust 

Intermediaries in trust can help tw.Q_Earties connect even though they 
do not otherwise know enougb.._t~ each other (Coleman 1990, 
180-85). For example, certain institutions ca!!.._give us the knowledge 
for trust and therefore they can, in this limited but important sense, 
play the role of intermediarieS in trust. In the commercial world they 
may actually act as guarantors of someone's trustworthiness. Outside 
that world, they may still be important for their- knoWledge of the 
reputations of people and organizations with whom we might wish to 
deal. Moreover, it is a common occurrence in daily life-both non­
commercial and commercial-that we are assured by a mutual friend 
or, in some communities, a matchmaker that someone we do not yet 
have grounds for trusting is in fact likely to prove trustworthy. In­
deed, the fact that you, my friend, assure me that Mary, your friend, 
will be trustworthy may give Mary special incentive to be trustwor­
thy to me just because her reputation with you will be damaged if she 
is not. 

Consider an odd use of an intermediary in trust. When I spent a 
year in Italy more than three decades ago, I arranged with my bank in 
Texas to hold funds in an interest-bearing account and to transfer 
from that account to a checking account whenever I drew a check on 
the latter. The first time I needed money, the bank failed to keep its 
agreement and sent me a letter telling me that my checking account 
was nearly empty (presumably the failure was one of incompetence 
rather than of bad motivations). By the time that letter arrived 
through the Italian mails, I was almost entirely broke. I took the letter 
to one of the banks in Perugia to attempt to get a small loan. The 
teller who handled my request repeated over and over that this was a 
matter for a consulate. A colleague, apparently an officer of tht! bank, 
came out of the office behind him and asked what was at issue. The 
teller explained, adding yet again that it was a matter for a consulate. 

The officer asked me to explain it all again. He then took my letter 
into the office for a couple of minutes and returned to ask how much 
money I would like to have. Thinking now about the slowness of the 
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mails, ·I asked ·for the entire amount mentioned in the letter, not the 
small loan I had originally hoped to receive. His English was not as 
good as the teller:s, but evidently he had more power. He returned to 
the office and came back almost immediately with the sum I had 
requested, the equivalent of several hundred dollars. He asked me to 
sign a receipt for the money and then said that the bank would deal 
with my bank to get the funds. Naturally, I was floored by the whole 
transaction, but I asked no questions and acted as though this was, of 
course, the normal way to do business, asking for no collateral from a 
foreigner who just walked in off the street and who could as well 
leave the country tomorrow. 

As I left the bank, I noticed a brass plaque beside the entrance, 
which said that the bank was the correspondent bank of the Irving 
Trust Company, a major, world-renowned New York bank. My bank 
was the very small Irving Bank and Trust Company of Irving, Texas. 
My letter had been signed by the president of that bank. It seemed 
likely that the officer of the bank had read the signature as that of the 
president of his correspondent bank. Of course, the president of the 
Irving Trust Company surely had more important things to do than to 
write personal letters to insignificant customers. With his enormous 
prestige and his apparently high regard for me, he was my intermedi­
ary in trust, no matter that I had never met him and presumably 
never would. He handled his role splendidly, however, and his cor­
respondent bank in Italy took care of all my further dealings with 
the Irving Bank and Trust Company in Texas. My Italian bank was 
roughly in the position of Karamazov's lieutenant colonel. It would 
make very small profits from the exchanges of my money, but it 
risked a substantial loss. Moreover, like the lieutenant colonel, the 
Italian bank was essentially the first mover in the first round of our 
play, taking its risk alone. 

Of course, intermediaries in trust may be more available to some 
kinds of people than to others, giving the former great advantages 
over the latter, as was evidently true for me by error, so that, unlike 
many people stranded without money abroad, I did not have to go to 
a consulate. ' Among the many groups that have long had difficulty 
owing to a lack of relevant intermediaries to help establish their trust­
worthiness have been wives seeking credit, the self-employed, and 
new arrivals to a community. 

Most people we meet and come to trust may be people we meet 
through others, who are de facto intermediaries in trust. This fact 
might make optimism about others plausible in many cases. Experi­
ence must still trump if the new person fails our optimistic coopera­
tive gestures. Personal intermediaries are a central aspect of the Con­
fucian vision of social -interaction (see further Cook and Hardin 2000). 
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When dealing with someone new, a Chinese might ask a guanxi con­
tact for assurance that the new person will be trustworthy. This is 
often equated with influence peddling in Western understandings­
or misunderstandings-that presumably generalize from the use of a 
guanxi to break the ice with a new person or business associate; but 
the Chinese in question might merely be seeking an intermediary's 
recommendations that another is competent, honest, knowledgeable, 
or trustworthy (discussions with James Hsiung at New York Univer­
sity, 29 October 1997; also see Boyer 1997 and Holan 1997). One might 
imagine that such devices grew up in a very small-scale society in 
which family networks controlled many opportunities. 

Falling in Love 

Suppose that, when meeting new people without much knowledge of 
them, my initial stance is to be wary, neither trustful nor distrustful. 
I might be optimistic from past experience, either in general or with 
respect to certain apparent attributes of a given new person. Of 
course, wariness means that I will be less forthcoming than I would 
be with an already trusted person. Hence I may give a new person 
little evidence on which to judge me. If this were always true, I would 
develop close relationships only over a relatively long period. Two 
psychological phenomena might overcome this initial wariness and 
let me move on to closer relationships much faster. These are falling 
in love and its near equivalent, falling into friendship. Consider fall­
ing in love, which has the richer literature and the sweeter ring. 

When I fall in love with you, I ~r.tially-~ke your interests as mine. 
I actually want you to be happy-and~ because I will benefit 
from your happiness. This is, de facto, a strong instance of my encap­
sulating your interests in my own, which is to say that you can trust 
me to some perhaps substantial extent. My love of you grounds your 
trust because it makes me a trustworthy agent for your welfare and 
happiness. One might suppose, on the contrary, that trust is absent 
early in a relationship because the parties have little basis from past 
experience for trusting (Scanzoni 1979). It is the fact of falling in love 
or, less forcefully, into friendship that can give people grounds for 
being trusted virtually at the initiation of the intense relationship. 
John Holmes (1991, 66; also see 99) writes that "in the early romantic 
stages love [appears] to be the basis for trust, however inarticulate or 
unfounded the latter might [be]." He seems to mean "unfounded" in 
the sense of not based in actions. It is founded, however, in the shared 
interests, and this can be a strong and deep foundation for trust. 

Note, of course, that my loving you does not make you trustwor­
thy toward me. It only makes me trustworthy toward you; and there-
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fore it gives you ground to trust me. · Mutual love is far better than 
one-way love because it gives us reciprocal trust. 

Perhaps this account of love as leading to risks that, in the presence 
of trust, would not be risks suggests the wisdom of Jane Austen's 
eventual marriages between cousins and other longtime but not too 
close associates, as in the case of Emma Woodhouse and her neighbor, 
Mr. Knightley. In her wisdom, Austen (1985 [1816], 419) notes that 
Knightley "had been in love with Emma, and jealous of Frank 
Churchill [of whom Emma briefly thought herself enamored], from 
about the same period, one sentiment having probably enlightened 
him as to the other .. "4 In many societies today, it would be much less 
common for two people to have such a long-term basis for trust be­
fore they happen to fall in love, so that it is often love that leads to 
initial trust. Alas, that trust can turn out to be rrilsplaced, and the love 
can prove costly. 

Falling in love and into friendship work in two ways at once. First, 
they stand in for initial knowledge of the other that would be defini­
tive of grounded trust. Second, they imply a commitment that justifies 
reciprocation from the other in the expectation that one will continue 
the relationship and that one has much to gain from doing so. Of 
course, falling in love, if it goes very far, is commonly mutual. If I 
begin to love you, I become far less wary, thus opening up and giving 
you knowledge that enables you to trust me (or, if it fails, actively to 
distrust me). Therefore, the psychology of falling in love (or into 
friendship) enables us to develop crucial relationships much more 
quickly than we could otherwise. 

Note that in this view, trust and hence trustworthiness are moti­
vated by the fact that I take on my beloved's interests as my own. If 
my love fades, this ground for trust between us fades and, more 
pointedly and painfully, this ground for my trustworthiness fades. 
My initial love might be romantic love. If this fades and is not trans­
muted into a more stable kind of love, our relationship might there­
fore seem to be quite foul. 

Annette Baier (1985, 58) says that "it is fairly obvious that love ... 
involves trust," but this is not obvious at all. Many people have had 
the doleful experience of deeply loving someone they did not trust. 
The pattern of "misplaced" love in some cases recalls a spoof of the 
standard theme of country and western songs: "I can't love you, baby, 
if you won't leave me." Even reciprocal love need not require exten­
sive t.D!§_t. It seems likely that falling in love leads to experience that 
jUstifies trust, so that love commonly begets trust rather than the 
other way around. Loving typically gives one a strong motive or 
trustworthiness, which should beget trust from the beloved, although, 
sadly, this need not always happen:5 
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Shared Interests 

When I trust you in the sense of believing that your interests encapsu­
late mine in at least the matter with respect to which I trust you, we 
can, naturally, be said to share interests to some extent. We might 
share interests in two quite different ways. First, we may merely share 
them causally, because what serves your interest serves mine as well. 
Second, one of us may genuinely adopt the other's interests as our 
own (see further Hardin 1999c). If I love you, I may literally encapsu­
late your interests in mine to some extent in the sense that I value 
your happiness so much that I act as though for your benefit without 
full regard for my own benefit. 

In this case, again, I do not cooperate with you merely because it 
benefits me to do so; I do it because I want you to benefit. If I go 
much further and virtually assume your interests as mine, you can 
trust me almost completely. Ours is then virtually a pure coordination 
interaction. There might be problems of information and understand­
ing, but there are none of 'motivation. If I only share your interests to 
some extent, we may have conflicts despite our love, and those con­
flicts might finally trump. For example, suppose you cannot imagine 
living anywhere other than the East Coast and I cannot imagine living 
anywhere other than the West Coast. It will be hard for us to coordi­
nate. The Midwest is not a compromise. 

Love can be a one-way relationship, of course, so that, say, a 
mother might love her child and include her child's welfare very 
much in her own. The child might count the mother's welfare for 
little in comparison. The mother may go so far as to share the child's 
intentions, but the child might not share hers. It is this kind of rela­
tionship that allows the child to develop at all in the account in chap­
ter 5. In the end the child's independence or autonomy as a person 
may depend on the parents' capacity to love and give without com­
mensurate reciprocation. In the one-way trust game that the lieuten­
ant colonel and Trifonov played out, there was some mutual trust so 
long as they expected the game to continue indefinitely. As did their 
relationship, a parent's relationship with a child might have unequal 
shares of trust, so that it is nominally a mutual trust game that they 
play, but it is the child who can count on being able to trust almost 
totally, whereas the parent is almost totally trustworthy but might not 
be able to trust very extensively. 

The striking thing about a love relationship, whether it is mutual as 
between two lovers or more nearly one-way between a parent and 
child, is that the trusted genuinely encapsulates the interests of the 
truster in the trusted's own interests. Moreover, this is commonly true 
ab initio for the mother of a newborn child, and it is very nearly true 
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ab initio for lovers who fall suddenly in love. The lovers need not 
have known each other for very long, and they need not have a rich 
array of associates in common to protect them in their risk taking 
with each other. Their love allows them to escalate the risks they take 
very fast and relieves them of the need for support from a larger 
community. Falling in love moves everything ahead much faster, and 
the thrill of such momentum may even enhance the love just because 
it is associated with the beloved. 

For the ordinary trust relationship, such as in an iterated prisoner's 
dilemma or exchange or in a trust game interaction over a relatively 
narrowly defined range of issues, you and I might share limited inter­
ests and might not genuinely care much about each other's general 
welfare, but we can still trust each other because we need each 
other's contributions to some common effort or production. In this 
case our interests are weakly shared through the causal effects of our 
efforts on our joint good. For the lover and the parent, the interests of 
the other are much more strongly shared: they are directly included 
in the parent's or lover's own interests to some substantial extent be­
cause the lover and the parent care directly about the general welfare 
of the other. Therefore, the other has strong reason for trusting. The 
range of matters of concern to the lover or parent is typically very 
broad; for the ordinary trust relation, it is typically narrowly defined. 

Maintenance of Trust Through Feedback 

Once they have been initiated, trust relationships are maintained in at 
least two large classes of ways: through direct recognition of the value 
of the relationship and through indirect feedback, which stimulates 
continuation or iteration of the reciprocal dealings that constitute the 
relationship. The mode of direct recognition may be the whole story 
for many dyadic trust relationships. You and I each know that contin­
ued interaction with each other will benefit us. One reason mutual 
trust seems, on a subjective assessment, to be so commonplace in the 
range of all trust relationships is that it is so easily maintained and 
understood. Additionally, as noted in chapter 1, mutual trust gives 
each party an extra reason for thinking the other trustworthy: that the 
other benefits from being in the relationship. 

Our chief problem is not maintenance in this sense but only the 
prevention of the collapse of our ongoing interaction in the face of 
anything that might disrupt it, such as sudden escalation of the stakes 
that lets one or the other of us treat the next round of our interaction 
as though it were part of a new, perhaps only one-shot, interaction. In 
such an interaction, the modest level of trustworthiness that we might 
have maintained through many iterations might no longer be enough 
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to prevent opportunistic actions-such as that of Trifonov at the end 
pf his interaction with the lieutenant colonel-that will wreck the re­
lationship and maybe even harm one of us. 

Carol Heimer (2001) sees trust as a way in which actors in sogal 
relationships can cope with the uncertainty and vulnerability that per­
vade relationships. Niklas Luhmann (1980, 8) more elaborately wishes 
to explain the existence of trust by its value to us in causing good 
things. "Where there is trust," he says, " there are increased possi­
bilities for experience and action." In this view, the function of trust is 
that it gives us the present sense of understanding and reducing com­
plexity. Complexity is the central problem, because the individual 
cannot ~enough to handle everyt g and must therefore rely ~ 
o~rs as agents for some matters (Luhmann 1980, 15, 5). At least 
casually, these claims sound like a functional explanation for the exis­
tence, rise, or maintenance of trust. Such explanations are often shal­
low metaphors without genuine explanatory content. Let us unpack 
this one to see what it contains. 

An institution or behavioral pattern X is explained by its function F 
for group G if and only if it fits the following paradigm: 

1. F is an effect of X; 

2. F is beneficial for G; and 

3. F maintains X by a causal feedback loop passing through G (Els­
ter 1979, 28).6 

The pattern X is trust; its function F is that it leads to cooperative 
interaction; G is the society. Let us fill in this paradigm, adding a 
strong condition (in italics). 

1. If enough others are trustworthy, cooperative interaction (F) is an 
effect of trust (X); that is, interaction is enhanced by trust. 

2. Cooperative interaction (F) is good for the members of the society 
(G). 

3. Cooperative interaction (F) maintains· trust (X) by a feedback loop 
passing through the members of the society (G). Why? Because 
cooperative interaction leads to ongoing relationships and institu­
tions that induce and support trust (as in the encapsulated-inter­
est account). 

Hence, given the condition that enough people are trustworthy, 
Luhmann's theory is a functional explanation in the demanding sense 
of this paradigm. 

What does this tell us? It does not say that because trust is func­
tional it will happen. Rather, it says that if the causal chain producing 
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trust ever gets imder way, it will tend to be sustained by the feedback 
mechanism of the explanation. That fact raises an additional question. 
How does the causal chair\"' get under. way? If others are generally 
untrustworthy, we can generally expect everyone to learn not to be 
readily open to cooperative gesnu:es. We could imagine that trusting 
would be a result of social evolution from a prior, less complex world 
in which ongoing interactions are dense enough to ground trust, as in 
the thick-relationships variant of trust. This would work because each 
or many of us might see that trustworthiness is in our interest, and 
our trustworthiness would then beget trust from others even outside 
our close, norm-governed community. rAlternatively, perhaps the de­
vices for initiation of trust would get trust under way. 

It would be sloppy reasoning to suppose that this functional ac­
count necessitates or automatically leads to trust in a complex world. 
It is only an account of the maintenance of trust in such a world. 

Note, incidentally, that trustworthiness would fit this account with­
out a strong caveat parallel to the one required for the functional ac­
count of trust. I do not automatically have incentive to trust when I 
enter a relationship, but I often will have incentive to be trustworthy 
in order to make that relationship beneficial over the longer run. 
Hence the condition required for Luhmann's functional explanation 
of trust to work may be fulfilled through a functional explanation of 
the maintenance of trustworthiness. It is not a morally grounded 
trustworthiness that is required or explained here. Rather, it is merely 
the trustworthiness of anyone who understands the implications of 
being reliable in various potentially beneficial interactions if those in­
teractions are likely to be repeated or continued, if they work out 
beneficially to both (or all) parties, or if there are beneficial reputa­
tional effects of being trustworthy. 

Here is the quick functional account of trustworthiness (X is now 
trustworthiness rather than trust, but F and G remain the same). 

1. Cooperative interaction (F) is an effect of trustworthiness (X); that 
is, interaction is enhanced by trustworthiness. 

2. Cooperative inter:action (F) is good for the members of the society (G). 

3. Cooperative interaction (F) maintains trustworthiness (X) by a 
feedback loop passing through the members of the society (G). 
Why? Because cooperative interaction leads to ongoing relation­
ships and institutions that give incentive for trustworthiness (as 
in the encapsulated-interest account). 

Acting on the incentive for trustworthiness is to be trustworthy on 
the encapsulated-interest account of trust. In his functional explana­
tion of the maintenance of trust in a complex society, Luhmann does 
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not make the direct mistake of confusing trust and trustworthiness. 
Nevertheless, it is much easier to ac;_count directly for trustworthiness, 
which then begets trust. It begets trust because trust is essentially 
in the category of knowledge, and evidence of trustworthiness ulti­
mately defines trust. 

Luhmann does not confuse trust and trustworthiness conceptually, 
because it is genuinely his interesl to explain trust, which he supposes 
is the individual's device for dealing with complexity-although, of 
course, the device can work only if others are trustworthy. My own 
trustworthiness does not directly help me deal w ith complexity, al­
though it might do so indirectly by begetting trust. On this account, 
trustworthiness is, in a sense, prior. Hence there is reason to suppose 
that it is the rise of trustworthiness that allows jJ!L..the develoP-ment of com­
plexifY, which actually results from successful trust. T~stworthiness not 
muy enables us to handle complexity when we have it, but it also 
therefore enables us to develop c mplexi.ty. This would make ~, 
in a way that his own general argument does not, of Luhmann's 
(1980, 7) claim that the "increase and reduction of complexity belong 
together as complementaryaspects of the structure of human re­
spOnSe to the world." 

Also note that, although trust fits the paradigm of functional expla­
nation on the encapsulated-interest theory of trust, it might not under 
some other theories or definitions of trust. Indeed, it cannot fit a func­
tional explanation under some of the noncognitive or ungrounded 
definitions because trust under these definitions cannot be affected by 
its effects, so that feedback plays no role in it. Trust that is inherently 
normative is also not likely to fit an analogous functional explanation. 
Luhmann's functional account works under the condition that enough 
p~ple are trustworthy. Evolutionary accounts typically are~fulli:­
tional, and the account of trustworthiness as social capital (presented 
in chapter 3) can be constructed as functional, although these ac­
counts need not suppose, with Luhmann, that the problem to be re­
solved is complexity. 

In Barber's (1983) account of professionalism, trustworthiness is 
achieved by indoctrinating the professiohals. As a patient with lim­
ited medical understanding, I trust a doctor to take my interests to 
heart and to serve me well. In this account, there is a functional rela­
tionship between my trust and the trustworthiness of doctors. Be­
cause the relationship is fully understood and is deliberately secured 
through indoctrination and monitoring of doctors, however, Jon Elster 
(1979, 28) would reject it as not fitting a functional explanation. For 
him, a function al explanation is valid only if the feedback is not un­
derstood by the relevant actors. This condition means that, once we 
begin to understand our feedback relationship, that relationship 
ceases to fit the functional explanation. The explanation of the mainte-
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nance of trustworthiness in many societies has surely fitted Elster's 
condition, although it no longer does in a society with rich enough 
social science to analyze the relationship. 

Still, the nature of the doctor-patient relation, if Barber's account is 
descriptively correct, might be functional in a more limited, yet still 
meaningful sense, if the institutions for indoctrination and monitoring 
are supported by the actions of patients and doctors, who are the 
beneficiaries of those institutions. Alternatively, one might suppose 
that the reliability of doctors is secured by a strong institution, much 
like the institutions that secure compliance with the law, that stands on 
its own and does not depend on feedback from patients and doctors in 
the form of actions that support it, anymore than the institutions of 
justice are dependent on feedback from citizens and criminals. 

In general, functional explanation fits especially well with rational­
choice understandings because the feedback can work through the 
creation of incentives for acting according to the pattern of behavior 
that is to be explained (see further Hardin 1980)? The relevant func­
tional pattern of behavior commonly just is a response to incentives. 
No one need know the general implications of everyone's acting from 
those incentives. Robert Merton (1968, 103) notes that the require­
ments of functional explanation in the biological sciences "come to be 
met almost as a matter of course." Elster (1979, 29) supposes that it is 
nearly impossible to find cases of functional analysis in sociology that 
meet the conditions of his paradigm. The correct claim is that few 
extant accounts that are called functional meet these conditions. But 
sociology and the social world are rife with cases that do fit it, such as 
the functional maintenance of trustworthiness and many other cases.6 

Recall the pervasive distrust of the harsh subsistence societies stud­
ied by Banfield and several anthropologists that are discussed in 
chapter 4. As already noted, such distrust is self-reinforcing. Indeed, 
one can give a functional account of distrust in these societies. X is 
now distrust rather than trust, F is self-protection of the individual 
from gullible harms, and G remains the members of the society. Thus, 

1. Self-protection (F) is an effect of distrust (X); that is, self-protec­
tion is enhanced by distrust. 

2. Self-protection (F) is good for the members of the society (G). 

3. Self-protection (F) maintains distrust (X) by a feedback loop pass­
ing through the members of the society (G). Why? Because self­
protection blocks relationships and institutions that would gener­
ate trustworthiness and trust. 

In this account, distrust is functi.onal for individual protection, even 
though successful development of trusting relationships would be far 



I ., 

I I, 

,I 

'1 
J 

150 Trust and Trustworthiness 

more beneficial. Unfortunately, no individual might be able to break 
the functional reinforcement of distrust. Distrust therefore might have 
a stranglehold on the community. To break the pervasive distrust 
would require a major act of risk taking by some member of the com­
munity, outside intervention, or successful collective action. Collective 
action would be very nearly impossible in the face of such distrust. 
Note, generally, that the likely prevalence of contexts in which we can 
give a straightforward functional account of essentially negative, col­
lectively self-destructive behavior patterns suggests the silliness of 
functionalist theories that suppose functionalism is good. It also sug­
gests the silliness of cultural claims that the present culture is right or 
good because it serves the interests of members whose identities were 
formed by that culture. 

Concluding Remarks 

Other issues in the management of trust could be addressed. For ex­
ample, we might suppose that trust relationships develop in one 
arena in response to distrust in another or others. If the larger society 
is a place of distrust or the government is a source of threat, we might 
develop stronger local relationships to protect ourselves against intru­
sions from the larger, malevolent society or government. The threat­
ening world of the Omani (briefly discussed in chapter 4) leads to 
strongly maintained familial homes that are virtual fortresses, with 
high walls offering protection against the outside. The awful world 
created by Stalin led later to the rich underground culture of the sa­
mizdat. Pernicious race or ethnic relations might lead a minority 
group to define its own ghetto. 

We might also analyze the range of things that can disrupt trust 
relationships, as the endgame effect in the disreputable dealings of 
the lieutenant colonel and Trifonov disrupted their relationshjp. Some 
relationships seemingly have to escalate to some relatively high level 
or else founder, and that gives opportunity for breakdowns that 
mimic endgame effects. For example, after a period of successful arms 
control by spontaneous proclamations, American and Soviet leaders 
began to push for so-called hard treaties (there has never been a hard 
treaty, except in the sense of its being hard to negotiate and ratify), 
and the effort stalled (Hardin in press b, chapter 2). Soon thereafter, 
the United States planned the missile defense system popularly 
known as Star Wars, the greatest single escalation in the history of the 
nuclear deterrence system. 



Chapter 7 

Trust and Government 

A 
LARGE and growing literature focuses on the theses that, if it 
is to function at all well, government needs the trust of its 
citizens and that such trust is now declining in the United 

States and in certain other nations. Hence there is a crisis of trust. At 
most, this claim is misstated. It should, rather, be made merely about 
confidence in government's actions and policies. I argue that, in any 
strong sense of trust, trust in government is not a major consideration 
in the working of a modern society. A claim to trust government is 
typically implausible if it is supposed to be analogous to a claim to trust 
another person. The implausibility of trust in government is true for all 
the standard conceptions of trust, including the encapsulated-interest 
view articulated in this book, views that ground trust in the moral 
commitments of the trusted, and views that make trustworthiness a 
matter of character. In all of these views, trust is inherently cognitive in 
that it turns on assessments of commitments of the trusted. The diffi­
culty with "trusting government" is that the knowledge demanded by 
any of these conceptions of trust is simply unavailable to ordinary 
citizens. I do not constantly include these other views in the discussion 
that follows, but they are easily accommodated. 

One might still wish to say, as in the vernacular, that a citizen can 
trust government, but the "trust" in this case is almost certain to be 
different from the trust that I might have in you. Hence the seeming 
goodness and importance of ordinary interpersonal trust does not 
clearly transfer to any meaningful notion of trust in government, be­
cause the possibilities for trust in government are not analogous to 
those for trust in a person. 

The contemporary claim that democratic government needs the 
trust of citizens raises another critical question. While my trusting 
you may enable you in certain ways, will citizens' trusting govern­
ment enable government at all? Citizens must often be compliant if 
government is to work, and they may more readily be compliant if 
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they are confident that government actions will serve their own inter­
ests or some broader public good that they support. For example, 
H . L. A. Hart (1961, 201) argues that the Hobbesian vision of using 
coercion to motivate obedience to law or to the state depends on the 
background fact that most people comply willingly, perhaps for nor­
mative reasons. It is their compliance that makes it possible for the 
state to focus its limited resources for coercion on the potentially dis­
obedient.' This sounds like a fundamentally important claim. In fact, 
of course, for most of us most of the time in a benign society, the 
police generally work in our interest, and compliance is easily moti­
vated. This fact leaves the police free, as Hart notes, to coerce selected 
others, including minority groups as well as suspected criminals. 

Margaret Levi argues that citizens' sharing the vision of their gov­
ernment enables government to draft them for military service in 
wartime and to get them more readily to pay their taxes (Levi 1997).2 

These are among the relatively rare policy realms in which voluntary 
compliance by individual citizens is virtually necessary. In many 
other areas compliance can simplify the tasks of government but is 
not so crucial. More generally, if trust in government is conceptually 
and epistemologically impossible for most citizens in large modem 
societies, it simply cannot be true that modem governments are un­
able to work without such trust. Whatever might be the importance 
of citizens' trust for the functioning government, it is surely more im­
T2Qltlmt that government be trustworthy than that it be trusted. 

To give an account of trust in government on analogy with trust in 
individuals requires two classes of argument. First, we must give an 
account of the trustworthiness of government agents. Second, we must 
account for the knowledge citizens are likely to have of such trustworthi­
ness. In the second account, the central problem is the translation of 
individual-to-individual relationships to individual-to-group or individ­
ual-to-institution relationships. What is called trust in government may 
in fact be something short of trust as we experience it in interpersonal 
relations. This is confidence, or what we might call quasi trust. It is based 
on reasons for believing government agents to be trustworthy, reasons 
that do not involve direct relationships with the quasi trusting citizen. 
These elements ground this chapter's discussion of the current claims of 
declining trust in government (at least in the United States), the possi­
bility of general distrust of government (even absent any possibility of 
general trust of government), and an instance of such general distrust in 
the problem of endemic distrust of government. 

Governmental Trustworthiness 

In vernacular usage, the term trust is readily applied to many institu­
tions and institutional actors, such as banks, nations, and political 
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leaders: As observers of politics we often speak in analogies that may 
be fallacies of composition, as noted in chapter 4. For example, one 
might try to explain peaceful Anglo-American relations by saying 
that England and the United States trust each other. However, this 
would be a loose claim that we might be hard pressed to articulate 
beyond its seeming metaphor. Many psychological and normative ac­
counts of individual behavior are difficult to generalize to institu­
tional behavior. If trust cannot be applied to institutions, it is of lim­
ited interest in political theory and international relations. 

If our notion of trust comes from understandings of individual be­
havior and character, the term is likely to be entirely out of place in 
application to a nation, group, or institution. There may be ways to 
interpret the notion to apply it to such actors, but it is not likely to be 
prima facie applicable without interpretation. It is now a common­
place understanding that interest is not readily generalized from indi­
vidual to group or national levels. It should not surprise us to find 
that trust, which is commonly at issue just because interests are at 
stake, is not readily generalizable, either. In principle at least, the en­
capsulated-interest conception of trust can be generalized to fit insti­
tutions, although in practice it might not generally fit because the 
knowledge and the iterated interaction conditions cannot be met. 

As a matter of simple descriptive fact, it appears that many institu­
tions can be reliably expected to fulfill their missions. It would be odd 
if this were merely a regularity or a hard law of nature. I can predict 
an organization's reliability from a lot of data, but I have no reason to 
think the organization especially takes my interests somehow into 
consideration. If we cannot meet the latter condition, we can only say 
we have a regularity from which we induce a tendency, as we infer 
future expectations about many things from the mere fact that they 
have been true up until now. In discussions of government we often 
do not even have such inductive evidence, and the question of gov­
ernment reliability is often resolved by fiat. It is merely assumed that 
the officials in an organization act, for example, from the desire to 
accomplish some organizational goal of service (as argued by Paul 
Quirk [1990]). 

Against this resolution by fiat, it would be odd if we found as a 
rule that individuals in organizational contexts have motivations for 
action that are systematically different from their usual motivations. 
They typically do have different incentives-that is how organiza­
tions work, by giving role holders incentives, positive and negative, 
for and against various actions and by coordinating people acting 
from varied incentives. If individual trustworthiness correlates 
strongly with interest in individual-to-individual relations, it seems 
likely that it must do. so as well in intraorganizational relations that 
are, in various moments, individual-to-individual relations. If so, then 
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the answer to the question of whether role holders in an organization 
are trustworthy will tend to com7late with whether it is in their inter­
ests to do what they are expected or trusted to do. 

In rough outline, the most plausible theory of intraorganizational 
trustworthiness is one that takes James Madison's analysis down to 
the level of individual officials. Defending the U.S. Constitution in The 
Federalist Papers, Madison (1961 [1788L 322) writes that "in framing a 
government which is to be administered by men over men, the great 
difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the government to control 
the governed; and in the next place oblige it to control itself." His 
recommendation? 'Ambition must be made to counter ambition." 
How? If I violate the norms determined by our bureaucratic mission, 
you and others are likely to find it in your interest to oppose me 
(Hardin 1988a, 526-27). Sometimes the enticements to malfeasance 
are so great that they infect almost everyone in a relevant agency, as 
we often hear of whole governmental structures, as in Italy, or entire 
police units, as in the United States, that succumb to bribery or even 
direct involvement in profitable relations with the Mafia or illegal 
drug traders. Often, however, even in such extreme cases, someone 
will have a strong career interest in bringing them to account. Strong 
moral commitment beyond interest may help and may be common, 
but it may also lead officials into taking the law into their own hands, 
and we cannot generally expect such commitments to prevail. 

Citizen Trust of Government 

If there were trust in government, most or even all of it would be one­
way trust. Elected officials might be involved in mutual trust with 
their constituents, especially if the constituencies are small, as in the 
republican cities of Renaissance rrtaly. In principle at least, a unique 
appeal of democratic government is that, because elected officials can 
be held accountable, such government creates the possibility for mu­
tual trust between citizens and governors, which makes much less 
sense in a nondemocratic government. Either one-way or mutual 
trust might seem to license the officials to act on behalf of their con­
stituents without having constantly to canvass their views or to seek 
their approval. (However, even officials who are not elected, whole 
agencies of government, and the "government itself might earn quasi 
trust, which is one-way.) 

Hart's conclusion that government requires the willing obedience 
of most citizens if it is to control others seems to be false. In Nazi­
ruled Czechoslovakia, obedience out of fear of severe reprisal seems 
likely to have been virtually the whole story for a large segment of 
the population. Not many non-Fascist Slavs in Czechoslovakia can 
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have been willingly obedient, in Hart's sense, to their Nazi regime. As 
is true of most who address this issue, Hart seems to have had no 
grasp of the power of coordination-rather than normative commit­
ments-in sustaining social order even among those who dislike the 
order (see further Hardin 1985). The Czechoslovak case, while ex­
treme, is not as rare as one might wish. Spanish rule of southern Italy, 
medieval rule of randomly conquered regions, various Chinese em­
pires, and many colonial governments have had little more than the 
acquiescence of large parts of the relevant population. Similarly, for 
many partial rules, such as white rule over African Americans in the 
United States and the apartheid government of South Africa, acquies­
cence of many was the most that could be claimed. Acquiescence is 
even arguably the main story for modern democratic governments, 
such as that of the contemporary United States (Hardin 1999d, chap­
ter 4). 

One might make an argument for trust in government that is anal­
ogous to Hart's argument for obedience to government: Only because 
enough people do trust can government work well despite the lack of 
trust or even the active distrust of others. Again, however, not many 
non-Fascist Slavs in Czechoslovakia can have trusted their Nazi re­
gime. 

My concern here is with benign cases in which trust is more nearly 
plausible than in Nazi Czechoslovakia and in which its plausibility is 
to be analyzed. The case of Czechoslovakia shows that the claim that 
government requires citizen trust is false. A claim that is worthy of 
investigation is whether a government that depends on extensive re­
ciprocal participation by citizens requires trust to work well. Largely 
for empirical reasons, I argue that even such a claim cannot be sus­
tained-or, rather, it cannot be sustained if what we mean by trust 
when we speak of trust in government is conceptually the same as 
what we mean when we speak of trust in another individual. Often, 
all that is needed for government to work is for citizens not actively 
to distrust it.3 

As argued in chapters 1 and 3, trust is a fundamentally cognitive 
notion. To trust or to distrust others is to have some presumption of 
knowledge about them. For the vast majority of people in the world, 
including those whom we are likely to encounter, we know essen­
tially nothing about their specific motivations toward us. That is also 
true of most of the people in our government: We do not know 
enough to trust them. If we are confident of their behavior in some 
context, that is because we generalize inductively from the behaviors 
of many of their peers or because we infer from the organizational 
incentives they face that they are more than likely to be trustworthy 
in that context. 
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To bring trust of government into political theory requires a micro­
level.account of how government works at the macro level. This must 
largely be an account of rational expectations of what government 
and its agents are likely to do. In the encapsulated-interest account, I 
must know that the agents or the institution act on my behalf because 
they wish to maintain their relationships with me. That is generally 
not possible for government and its officials. 

A somewhat less demanding account of trust could allow us to 
unpack our trust of an institution in two ways. First, we could be 
confident that every individual in the organization, each in the rele­
vant ways, would do what each must do if the organization is to 
fulfill our trust. Second, we could be confident that the design of the 
roles and their related incentives will get role holders to do what they 
must do if the organization is to fulfill our trust. In this case, the 
individual role holders might be broadly interchangeable, and we 
need know few if any of them. 

Neither of these visions is plausible for citizen trust of modern 
governmental institutions. Virtually no one can know enough of the 
large number of individual role holders to claim to be confident of 
judging that these role holders have interests or the relevant moral 
commitments to do what would serve their clients' interests. In addi­
tion, few people can have an articulate understanding of the struc­
tures of various agencies and the roles within them or of the govern­
ment overall to be confident of the incentives or other motivations 
that foster trustworthiness among role holders. Hence as a matter of 
actual practice, it is utterly implausible tha t trust in any strong sense 
underlies most citizens' views and expectations of government. 

Quasi Trust 

As you can be trustworthy even though I do not know it and there­
fore might not trust you, so too an institution can be trustworthy even 
though its individual clients do not know it-even, perhaps, could 
not know it. In lieu of the knowledge that would make me judge a 
government official or agency to be trustworthy, I might have expec­
tations that are rational merely in the sense that they extrapolate from 
current and past actions, as might be adequate for a sociological ac­
count of credible, inductive expectations. Merely institutionalizing 
government and the implementation of policies should lead to greater 
stability of citizens' expectations. The vernacular claim of trust in gov­
ernment seems to be little more than such s table expectations. 

In actual life we might often not trust an organization but might 
merely d~pend on ils a arent redictabili by ~uction from its 
P.asLb.ebrod.o.r. Then we have merely an expectations account of the 
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organization's behavior. Such inductive knowledge in some contexts 
seems compelling, and it is central to our lives in manifold contexts in 
which we do not. have adequate theoretical understanding to make 
explanatory sense of our experience. As suggested earlier, let us call 
this quasi trust. It is grounded in inductive extrapolation from past 
behavior or rer-utation. 

Expectations about human behavior are much less reliable than 
many of the most common inductive expectations about nature. In­
deed, their unreliability is the central driving force of most great liter­
ature. In a cute moment, one might say that one of the strongest ex­
pectations we must have of people in the long run is that they will 
defy our expectations. (On a recent flight, a pilot told us, "We are now 
experiencing the unexpected turbulence I mentioned earlier.") On the 
other hand, though there is no analog of high-powered scientific un­
derstanding to reinforce our expectations of human behavior, there is 
a consideration that is arguably far more widely understood than is 
such scientific understanding. We base many of our expectations of 
people's actions on l;>eliefs about human psychology. Among the most 
compelling and generalizable of psychological traits is that people 
commonly are strongly motivated by their interests. Hence for many 
people, trust-expectations grounded in encapsulated interest-may 
be more widely motivated than are beliefs about physical relation­
ships that are grounded in nothing more than induction. 

Of a large part of the population perhaps we can claim no more 
than that they have inductive expectations about government, not 
that they have grounds for trust as encapsulated interest or as 
grounded in the moral commitments of government agents. That an 
agency or its role holders are trustworthy might matter to some peo­
ple, but to most there is nothing beyond expectations. People who 
merely have inductive expectations cannot be said to trust govern­
ment in any but the trivial vernacular sense that they "trust" the 
world to continue more or less as it is. Inductive expectations that 
government will be capricious might be sufficient to ground distrust, 
but for most people there might be neither trust nor distrust of a 
reliable government or agency. 

The trustworthiriess of government might matter enormously to 
some citizens, but it might count only by default for many others. 
If John Locke's understanding of government is that it must be 
grounded in trust to be legitimate (see Dunn 1984), then no major 
government of modern times is likely to be legitimate for more than 
passing moments. For example, the government of the Czech Repub­
lic in its early days or the governments of England and the United 
States during World War II might have been legitimate in this de­
manding sense in the eyes of most citizens, but the government of the 
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United States since World War II cannot have counted as legitimate in 
Locke's sense. Evidently, however, government need not be legitimate 
in Locke's sense to survive and even to manage a nation through 
major difficulties and into prosperity. It may suffice that government 
not be generally and deeply distrusted. If some core of the populace 
genuinely does have confidence in a government and not too many of 
the rest of the populace deeply distrust it, then it is likely to have 
done extremely well by historical standards for governments of large 
states. 

In the end, trust may still be crucial to the success of government. 
Those most attentive to government will also be those most likely to 
know enough about governmental actions and structures to know 
whether at least parts of the government and some of its agents are 
trustworthy. If they are also the people most likely to oppose govern­
ment effectively in response to its failings, then the possibility of 
trustworthiness and the epistemological possibility of trust could be 
fundamentally important to the stability of government. The signifi­
cance of their role in support of government might be ramified by the 
implicit support of those who act from mere expectations without ar­
ticulate knowledge of the trustworthiness of government. The expec­
tations of the latter group might be based in large part on the expecta­
tions of others, just as most of us know many of the things we know 
only in the sense that we gather that others think those things are 
true. Our crippled epistemology is little more than mimicry. 

On Russell Neuman's {1986, 3-4) account, those who know enough 
to be able to judge much of the government trustworthy might consti­
tute only about 5 percent of the American electorate. Orlando Patter­
son (1999, 185) says that this small group, who are attentive and ac­
tive, "accounts for the vibrancy and integrity of the democratic 
system in America." If so, a few activists go a long way toward mak­
ing democracy be responsive. 

For most of us, however, reliance on government and other impor­
tant institutions in our lives does not turn on our being able to trust 
them or their agents as we might be able to trust the people we deal 
with on various matters. One might know little about one's bank and 
yet feel relatively confident that it will handle one's money reasona­
bly honestly. We accept the use of such institutions because they are 
virtually necessary, or at least very helpful, to us and because we 
begin to have a fairly high degree of confidence that they will per­
form better for us than any extant alternative would. Indeed, banks 
are an instance of an organization that we might even think we un­
derstand well enough to be confident that its individual agents will 
perform their jobs in our interest as expected. They are so thoroughly 
and richly monitored in all their actions that systematic cheating is 

r 
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difficult, although it must sometimes happen. Similarly, as corrupt in 
various ways as a police force might be, police forces in general seem 
to improve life for us by enforcing order better than could be done 
without them. 

To be confident of such an institution, we need not understand its 
design and incentive system well enough to claim we trust it in the 
sense of understanding how its incentive structures produce correct 
actions by its agents. We also need not know those agents in an ongo­
ing relationship that could give us the bases for trust in them. To be 
confident of it, we need only inductively generalize from what we 
think to be the facts of its behavior or evenonlx from the apparent 
results of its behavior, as we inductively generalize that the winter 
will be cold. 

Declining Trust in Government 
How far wrong might some other accounts go in focusing on trust 
rather than trustworthiness? Consider the largest recent body of spec­
ulative thought on trust in government. The causal fact that trust­
worthiness commonly begets trust allows and perhaps encourages 
fretting about the ostensible decline in trust in government in some 
contemporary societies, especially in contemporary America. If the 
decline is real, it must be a decline in perceived trustworthiness. Of 
course, it might rather be a decline in faith or some stance that is 
labeled trust in the vernacular. 

Declining faith in religion has historically followed increased un­
derstanding of the nature of the world. Declining faith in govern­
ment, its agents, and various o l\ers may similarly be the result of 
increased understanding or, more likely, increased knowledge of the 
nature of government. For a trivial example, the kinds of information 
we had aboufPresillent Bill Clinton went far beyond what was popu­
larly known about any previous president, including some whose ac­
tions as president were arguably more scurrilous than Clinton's. The 
knowledge we have about many governmental actions is also aston­
ishing in comparison with past times. The civil rights movement may 
well have been so successful largely because of instant television cov­
erage of the brutality and stupidity of many southern officials (Gar­
row 1978).4 The White House tapes drove Richard Nixon out of office 
when mere testimony probably could not have done so.5 Comparable 
events _in earlier times could not have been so vividly grasped by 
much of the populace. Even though it was massively manipulated by 
the military, televised coverage of the Persian Gulf war in 1991 sim­
ilarly brought it to the sharp attention of people who a generation or 
so earlier would only curiously have read a bit about it. 
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Recent students of .Q.eclining trust sometimes try to discover what 
is wrong with citizens that they are so increasingly distrustful of gov­
ernment. The conclusions come from survey research responses to 
often relatively crude questions (see the appendix). Because he de­
fines so-called generalized trus t as part of social capital, Putnam 
frames the question instead as why there has been a decline in such 
capital.6 For reasons argued in chapter 3, labeling trust as social capi­
tal is misleading and wrong. Putnam's thesis still stands, however, as 
an argument about declining confidence in government. He looks at 
many factors but not generally at the evidence on trus tworthiness of 
the officials and others whom the citizens supposedly distrust. (They 
are mentioned as part of a period effect on those who came of politi­
cal age during the era of the revelations of governmental duplicities 
in the Vietnam War, the Watergate scandal, and, one might add, the 
practices of J. Edgar Hoover's Federal Bureau of Investigation [Put­
nam 1995b, 674; 2000, chapter 14].) 

Putnam (1995b, private correspondence, 26 May 1998), in particu­
lar, cites the amount of time people now spend watching television as 
one cause of their reduced group activity, which-along with rising 
rates of divorce, structural economic changes, generational effects, 
and other trends-he speculates, have led to reduced attachment to 
the political system over the past several decades. Just how important 
television viewing seems to him is suggested by the title of his paper, 
"Tuning In, Tuning Out." However, other changes-especially the pe­
riod effect of changing generations-are clearly also important in the 
sense that they correlate with reduced civic engagement over recent 
decades. Putnam's data suggest that the generational effect is about 
twice the effect of television viewing, although these two are not in­
dependent. The television generation accounts for between 10 and 15 
percent of the total decline in group participation rates over the pe­
riod from 1965 to 2000 (Putnam 2000, 284). 

Why does television viewing matter? As Putnam (2000, 223) says, 
"The single most important consequence of the television revolution 
has been to bring us home." Staying home more, we participate in 
various groups less, and therefore we trust government less. This has 
the sound of a functional explanation that is not spelled out articu­
lately, but it does not appear to fit such an explanation. The functional 
explanation of the maintenance of trustworthiness in Luhmann's 
work (as discussed in chapter 6) is likely often to fit the claim that 
participation in groups sustains trustworthiness of the group mem­
bers toward one another and hence to trust of one another. The argu­
ments of Putnam and others require further that there be some kind 
of spillover from local group participation and the trust it engenders 
in those participating with one another to trust in general others, in-
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eluding government. However, the argument might be indirect. De­
clining civic participation reduces incentives for trustworthiness of 
government officials, so that citizens, rightly, begin to trust those offi­
cials less. 

A spillover argument could take at least three forms. The first is 
that participation in groups gives us talents or abilities that we can 
then use in other contexts. That is to say, we develop human capital 
that we can use in various other ways. The second is that participa­
tion gives us networks that we might then use for political purposes. 
Hence we develop social capital-in the form of networks-that can 
serve us in varied ways (see further Hardin 1999e, especially 177-80). 
These are surely common results of group interaction. There are, 
however, alternative ways-other than group participation-for these 
forms of human and social capital to develop, so that the putative 
decline in group participation does not necessarily mean that the rele­
vant forms of human and social capital are in decline in our time 
(Hardin 2000b). 

The third form of spillover argument is essentially about the cre­
ation of a disposition on which people then act even without direct 
reasoning in particular instances. This is roughly Oliver Williamson's 
(1993) view, as discussed in chapter 3, that trust is not generally calcu­
lative. There is calculation or at least solid reasoning somewhere in 
the past but not in this moment when I am dealing with you. This 
raises the question of whether there is calculation when I first meet 
someone or whether my disposition is applied generally to virtually 
any and everyone, including those newly met and those never to be 
met again. To assess whether the dispositional (or spillover) thesis is 
correct would require psychological data that go beyond the correla­
tions between measures over time of trust in government and partici­
pation in group activities. This is a fundamentally important issue ·on 
which we have inadequate knowledge. 

The decline in supposed trust of government might be merely a 
decline in the disposition to trust without first giving serious thought 
to assessing the trustworthiness of the other. Is that a bad thing? 
Never being willing to take a risk on anyone would likely be a bad 
thing. However, for a person not to trust unless there is reason for, or 
until there is evidence of, trustworthiness may not always be a bad 
thing for that person. Is it bad for others? The claim of Putnam and 
others is, essentially, that such not-trusting is bad for the larger soci­
ety. In not trusting you, then, I free ride on the collective benefits of 
others' trusting. If trust in government is impossible in any sense that 
is analogous to trust in individuals, this claim has no content. It re­
duces, perhaps, to the claim that the typical person today is individu­
ally less likely to have ungrounded faith in government. To treat this 
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as a worry is to suggest that the world would work better for us if 
people did have such ungrounded faith. Indeed, a New York Times 
editorial (cited by Rotter 1980, 1) on "the age of suspicion" in the late 
1970s supposes that there are political costs of distrust of government, 
that citizens would be better off trusting more-or, more accurately, 
having greater faith. Let us try out such a thesis. 

If you have ungrounded faith in me, that might benefit me (but not 
you) by getting you to do things for me out of misplaced trust. If you 
have ungrounded faith in our government, that would benefit me 
only if that government happens to serve my interests fairly well and 
if, as we may assume, your faith in the government helps to license 
its actions and reduces the chance of its being successfully challenged 
by you and similarly placed others. Hence in the United States, un­
grounded faith by the upper middle class might be okay for that class 
(because to license the government's continuation of its policies 
would not harm their interests). However, because the government 
might actually be thought to do a good job of serving their interests 
anyway, that class might also have correct, grounded expectations 
that it will do so. It makes little sense to say that the interests of the 
large American underclass would be better served by its faith in the 
government than if it-or its leaders and advocates-pushed govern­
ment to be more responsive to those interests. Indeed, it is hard to 
imagine how any group's interests would be served better by its hav­
ing ungrounded faith than having grounded expectations. 

One might suppose that the first and last steps of Putnam's argu­
ment are right: watching television and declining confidence in gov­
ernment are causally related. The cause, however, might not be Put­
nam's indirect one of displacement of group activities in favor of time 
before the television screen, which leads to fewer trusting relation­
ships in group activities, which in tum spills over into less trust in 
government. The intervening step need not be this claim of spillover 
but might instead be the claim that citizens, in part because of the 
visual power of television, now know too much to have confidence in 
many officials. Television does not tell us as much about politics as 
our former newspapers did, but it gives us information far more vis­
cerally. Television helped to destroy the credibility of many local poli­
ticians in the South during the civil rights era (Garrow 1978), and it 
helped to destroy the credibility of the war in Vietnam. 

Indeed, one need not even think contemporary leaders are less 
committed to caring for our interests than were earlier leaders, many 
of whom were venal, avaricious, grievously biased in favor of certain 
narrow interests, or all of these. One need only have the sense, which 
may be widely shared, that the world is much harder to manage than 
was thought earlier. The fact that we now actually can understand 
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more of the world raises the bar on how much we might expect gov­
ernment, professionals, and more or less everyone ought to do. Com­
petence may not })ave increased in tandem with understanding, how­
ever, so tha t we now see people in roles of many and varied kinds fail 
to achieve what we demand of them. Our trust or faith declines be­
cause our expectations rise and we increasingly judge our leaders in­
competent. It is striking that, in retrospect, Harry Truman is seen as a 
paragon of competence. This is not because people have forgotten 
how limited he was-rather, we now know others are at least as lim­
ited but, being perhaps less self-aware than Truman, expect to be 
judged competent.7 William Butler Yeats (1956, 184-85) spoke as a 
profoundly committed conservative when he wrote that "the centre 
cannot hold." Even liberals today might add that little or nothing else 
holds, either. The economic progress that not long ago seemed like a 
nearly unmitigated good now seems sour to many-especially when 
it is happening to people other than themselves. 

To see the decline in faith in government as a result of, in a sense, 
the decline of citizens is to treat it as a problem of trus ting when it 
should more cogently be seen as a problem of trustworthiness. The 
differences in what we must explain in these very different visions of 
the problem are categorical. We would need data on psychological 
dispositions toward trust and an account of how these work for the 
Putnam thesis. On the other hand, we would need data on evidence 
people have to trust or not trust government officials-or to have or 
not have faith in them- for the thesis that trust is primarily depen­
dent on trustworthiness. 

Recall the view cited in the previous section: that having only 5 
percent of the citizenry alert and committed to politics is all it takes to 
make things work. If this is even roughly true, then the survey evi­
dence on declining trust, confidence, or faith in government across 
the general population is of little interest. What we need to know if 
we are to assess the prospects for government in this era is how the 5 
percent who are alert and active in politics rate government. Finally, it 
is interesting to note that the currently popular thesis that rampant 
d istrust is a recent result of various kinds of contemporary social 
breakdown might be belied by Robert Merton's (1946) treatment of 
the use of Kate Smith to instill trust (or confidence in the role of gov­
ernmen t) in a generally cynical, distrustful society (as discussed in 
chapter 4). Rampant distrust was a p roblem in the supposedly united 
America that was fighting the just, unifying war at the end of the 
war-bond drive in 1943. Although there may be no compellingly com­
parable data from the 1930s and the war years to compare with the 
da ta of the past fou r decades in the United States, Merton's study 
suggests that the supposed declines of our time are merely an inter-
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lude in a long series of swings in optimism about the society and its 
government. His interview subjects contrasted Smith's integrity with 
the "pretenses, deception, and dissembling which they observe in 
their daily experience" (Merton 1946, 142). Where is Kate Smith now 
when we need her? 

Distrust in Government 

Ordinarily, I am likely to d_istrust ~u if I believe your interests 
s!,t'ongly conflict with mine. (My distrust might make no difference 
for any action of mine, however, because I might have no interaction 
with you.) Often, this is the position we are in with respect to govern­
ment officials. We can imagine that their interests are ot clearly_ours. 
Trust and distrust of government and its agents may therefore be 
asymmetric. We may have knowledge and theory to distrusi. when it 
would be nard to have knowledge or theory to trust. From a Humean 
or Madisonian view of the corrupting influence of having power with 
the discretion to use it, one can theoretically distrust government offi­
cials in principle as sometimes likely to use their offices for personal 
benefit in ways that conilict with the public interest or any citizen's 
individual interest. It is not so sensible to argue for a converse general 
principle that such officials are likely to share my interests and there­
fore to serve them. 

Alexis de Tocqueville (1966 [1835, 1840], 244) gives democracy a 
backhanded compliment in his insight that "not what is done by a 
democratic government, but what is done under a democratic gov­
ernment by private agency, is really great."8 His comment is in fact 
too generous to mere democracy. It is more narrowly liberal democ­
racy and limited government under such democracy that have this 
quality. An economist can say that government should leave eco­
nomic matters of certain kinds- what job or profession to pursue, 
who should have rights of producing and selling, what to produce­
to individuals to determine through their success or failure in the 
market. A government that wishes to tackle these things is apt to 
invest far less wisdom in them than are individuals and firms acting 
on their own incentives if allowed to act freely. Among the reasons 
for a government's incapacity here is the likelihood that its officials 
will be too concerned with the particular interests of themselves, their 
families, and their friends, as under the restrictive system of mercan­
tilism. That is to say, officials cannot be trusted on these matters and, 
indeed, should commonly be distrusted. This is, of course, a theoreti­
cal claim, but it can be supported with many actual cases, including 
the difficulties of the Communist world before 1989 and the malaise 

l 
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of the English economy under mercantilism that stimulated Adam 
Smith's economic writings. 

Seldom in history has· anyone gone so far toward establishing insti­
tutional trust as did Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev, head of a 
system that, throughout its seven decades, had exhibited extraordi­
nary variance. He made some previously possible Soviet threats vir­
tually impossible by putting institutional barriers in their way. For 
example, in inviting the reformation of the Eastern European regimes 
and in dismantling the Iron Curtain, he greatly reduced the possi­
bility of a sudden Soviet conventional attack on Western Europe. By 
withdrawing troops. and certain materiel he made it virtually impossi­
ble to launch a secret attack without first visibly warning of attack 
during the necessary restoration of troops and equipment to the Euro­
pean theater. The obstacles he created consist of institutional struc­
tures that can impede individual audacity. Such institutional arrange­
ments are appealing partly because they stabilize our expectations. 
Institutional behavior can regress toward the mean to average out the 
variance of individual behavior. 

Yet it would be wrong to say that Gorbachev actually succeeded in 
generating trust in government in the Soviet Union or its successor 
states. All he did was greatly diminish grounds for distrust in certain 
contexts, by both Soviet citizens and the West. He did so by disabling 
the Soviet government. It was the deliberately designed weakness of 
the early U.S. national government under the Constitution of 1787 
that similarly disabled it from making policies that would have cre­
ated massive distrust in that government (Hardin 1999d, chapter 6). 
Severe distrust might well have led to actions that would have under­
mined the government in its early years. 

Distrust comes easily, virtually by inference from a simple theory 
of general human incentives; trust requires too rich an understanding 
of the other's specific incentives for it to come so easily. Sometimes, 
however, our expectations may be grounded not in any theory or 
explanation of why they are justified but simply in experience. For 
example, political confidence of certain limited kinds may be easier in 
Russia and the successor states of the Soviet Union now than it was a 
generation ago, so that younger Russians debate political issues and 
criticize officials far more openly than anyone did in the Soviet Union 
a generation ago. At the same time, many of the older generation may 
still be reticent in trusting others with their opinions. Many of those 
who are open and many who are reticent might have no real under­
standmg of why openness is less troubling to today's regime; they 
need merely know from experience that they and vast numbers of 
others seem to get away with it now or that it was once extremely 
risky to be open. 
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Even as the young openly criticize their government today, how­
ever,. they presumably distrust it in more substantial ways because 
they grasp that it sacrifices their interests to serve the interests of 
certain well-placed people. This distrust is often very likely founded 
in a crude but sufficient theoretical grasp of the humans who inhabit 
their world and the world of Russian fiction, from whom generaliza­
tion is easy. 

Without much experience of government action toward me, my 
"distrust" of government might be little more than the sense that peo­
ple with no connection to me are not likely to take my interests to 
heart and might even abuse them. At first hearing, this might sound 
unduly cynical. This expectation is not restricted to government 
agents, however; it is far more general, because it fits virtually all of 
us. For example, suppose you hear or come to expect that a company 
in which you hold stock is in trouble and that its stock price is about 
to fall. You are likely to sell your stock so that not you but someone 
else takes the loss. If you are likely to seek benefit at cost to unknown 
others in this context, you might therefore expect others to do the 
same in various other contexts. 

Consider a more extreme grounding for distrust in government. 
For an easy case, consider an individual who has been abused by 
government in the past, as were the subjects of the notorious Tuske­
gee experiments designed to watch the progress of syphilis in un­
treated black southern prisoners, or the subjects of supposedly harm­
less exposure to radiation in various experiments by U.S. government 
agencies to find out what effects such exposure might have (for the 
latter, see D'Antonio 1997, 41-42). Such an individual has good per­
sonal reason to be wary of distant government officials, indeed to 
distrust them in a relatively unspecific and vague way that might 
have no counterpart in trust. As I generally should expect most peo­
ple to act from their incentive to free ride on various collective ac­
tions, therefore acting against my interests, I might similarly expect 
government officials to act in their interests and against mine in many 
contexts, especially when there are issues of which I am not even 
aware. British citizens have recently discovered that their political 
leadership looked too carefully after the interests of the cattle indus­
try and ignored the spread of bovine spongiform encephalitis (mad 
cow disease). French citizens-especially the relatives of hemophil­
iacs-learned that their leaders were so intent on a French solution to 
the problem of testing blood for human immunodeficiency virus 
(HIV) infection that they let thousands of hemophiliacs and other 
users of blood get infected rather than use an American test. Scores of 
such abuses could be cited. Seemingly ordinary public officials are 
capable of cavalierly murderous policies. 
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This is the asymmetrical conclusion. i need not think it very likely 
that any official would be as brutally unconcerned with my interests 
as the Tuskegee and radiation experimenters seemingly were with re­
spect to their experimental subjects. I need merely think it quite likely 
that officials will occasionally-perhaps only rarely- find it in their 
interests to violate mine, and that they will do so. For example, they 
often have an interest in covering up errors of judgment even when 
exposure of such errors is necessary to correct them. Therefore, on the 
encapsulated-interest account, I can sensibly distrust them even 
though I could not have any chance of being able to know enough to 
trust them-even in the event that they might be trustworthy toward 
me, as most of them might in fact be. Logical limits that block the 
possibility of trusting perversely enable us to distrust. I may believe 
that government generally benefits me, and I might be right in that 
belief; but that is merely an inductive generalization grounded in the 
vague sense that I am better off than I would be without government 
or the less vague sense that certain policies are actually in my interest. 
My weak distrust is different. It is grounded in a real understanding 
of the likely incentives that government officials sometimes face, in­
cluding the perverse incentive of professional deformation to protect 
their own agencies. That understanding is not merely an inductive 
generalization but is rather a logical inference from normal human 
interests. 

This dispiriting conclusion might be exacerbated by an unfortunate 
characteristic of many government policies, including many of the 
best understood and most important policies on economic benefits. If 
the populace is distributed along some rough continuum of prefer­
ences with respect to some policy arena, then any specific policy that 
is adopted will be very near the positions of only a fraction of the 
populace. Among those who are at all aware of policies, then, most 
people might think that they fare relatively poorly from any given 
policy. Hence they might not even reach the inductive generalization 
that an actual government does serve their interests at all well. They 
might conclude, rather, that it typically trades off their interests for 
the interests of others. 

In sum, it makes far readier sense to distrust government than to 
trust it. The kinds of understanding necessary for trusting govern­
ment are almost logically ruled out for typical citizens, while the 
kinds necessary for distrusting it are commonplace and resonant with 
ordinary life experience. Even the best of governments, Madison sup­
posed, should be distrusted. To counter his view, one would have to 
invent or discover a remarkably benign race of humans with more 
stalwart commitments to 'the interests of others than to their own. We 
can sometimes count on parents and lovers to be so stalwart with 
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respect to the small number of their loved ones; we would be foolish 
to count on most of our governors to be that stalwart with respect to 
the vast collection of citizens. 

Madison's response to this overwhelming problem of contrary in­
centives was to design governmental institutions that would be too 
weak to overwhelm the public and to build in many devices for inter­
nal opposition between agencies and agents of government. Although 
the government he designed has evolved into the most powerful gov­
ernment ever seen, it is still hamstrung by internal forces against its 
controlling citizens in many ways. We may almost all agree in princi­
ple on, for example, the protection of civil liberties, but we know that 
we might be tempted by our own interests, personal mores, or reli­
gious values to override our abstract principled beliefs in particular 
instances. We therefore want to tie our hands in advance against such 
abuses-but even more, of course, we want to tie the hands of others 
in advance. Any account of trust in government as based on the 
truster 's assessment of the trusted's incentive to be trustworthy is 
likely to be specious. Yet we can easily give an account of distrust in 
government as based on the distrusted's incentive to be untrustwor­
thy at least occasionally, sometimes in major ways. 

Endemic Distrust 

When distrust in government is endemic, as in the Eastern European 
and Soviet worlds at the end of the 1980s, there may be no better 
move than to weaken government substantially (Hardin 1999d, chap­
ters 5 and 6). Elimination of agencies and powerful bureaus and bu­
reaucrats will eliminate the objects of distrust. "Strong" leadership 
is precisely what is not wanted when strong leaders have been the 
problem. Weak leaders unable to intervene capriciously are what is 
wanted to make the society develop successful trusting relationships. 
As it happens, the only economic system that works without leader­
ship is the market-although the internet may prove to be another. 
However, even the market requires stable law enforcement in certain 
realms if firms are to be trusted, either by· workers, customers, or 
other firms. 

Still, creating trustworthy institutional supports for legal and eco­
nomic relations may be difficult even when the institutions are created 
de novo. The staff of any new organization or of any massively re­
formed organization is likely to come from the staff of prior organiza­
tions. If one created a new agency in New York City to handle some 
problem in a new and innovative way but hired staff from the extant 
pool of seemingly qualified people, one might discover that the new 
agency almost immediately fell into the usual New York malaise of 
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forcing supplicants to invest in wasteful hassling to get routine, reason­
able things done. To create a genuinely new agency, it might be better to 
recruit staff from Texas, Wyoming, and scattered other places. 

This potentially grievous problem stands in the way of simply 
changing policies in Russia and expecting to get the desired results. 
The distrust of the Russian state agencies that oversaw the economy 
during its woeful years includes, rightly, distrust of many of the offi­
cers of those agencies. To give them proper incentives for behaving 
constructively might require massive organizational redesign. As is 
commonly true, they seem to have come to view their interests as tied 
to the interests of their organization rather than to the interests of 
their clientele. This can happen simply because it is within the organi­
zation that they are rewarded, so that it is their organization and not 
their clientele who give them their incentives for action or inaction. 
This problem is exacerbated when there is the credible threat that 
some of these institutions will be abolished. Hence I cannot trust the 
agents-because I believe their interests do not encapsulate mine. 
This may primarily be a theoretical conclusion, but any experience of 
dealing with some organizations would reinforce belief in the theory. 

At the most extreme change in government, as after a major social 
revolution, the problem of establishing stable expectations may make 
reducing distrust nearly impossible for a while.9 Tocqueville (1955 
[1856], 176) notes the seeming paradox that typically a revolution in­
tended to improve things initially makes things worse. Many might 
have faith in the new regime because they think it represents their 
interests, and they might therefore say they trust the regime. They 
might continue to have such faith even after arduous years of failure, 
as in the Stalinist years in the Soviet Union, when the virtual deifica­
tion of Stalin was evidently effective in many parts of the population. 
This would not be grounded trust, although it might be an unusual 
case of what some philosophers call trust as blind faith. It is hard to 
see how such trust can be good except by blind fortune. 

It may be nearly impossible to avoid endemic d istrust in much of 
politics without simultaneously avoiding clear positions on issues. 
Perhaps the most striking difference between leaders of many non­
governmental organizations- such as business firms-and elected of­
ficials is that the former often must live up to relatively clear expecta­
tions while the latter often can attempt to make expectations vague 
and the judgment of achievements therefore pliable. 10 In politics, it is 
often a drastic mistake to be specific, because for many issues most 
people ·must necessarily have preferences that fall some distance 
away from any proposed policy. Much of the appeal to voters is 
therefore directed at their identifications, not at the programs they 
might like to see implemented. 
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There are, of course, many issues for which politicians do not face 
such a problem because the distribution of preferences will not be 
normal. For example, preferences on abortion policy and gun control 
in the contemporary United States are partly bimodal, with fairly 
sharply defined pro and con positions. In the face of the absolutist 
stance of some opponents of any abortion for any reason, the argu­
ments of such writers as the lawyers Ronald Dworkin {1993) and 
Laurence Tribe (1990) that the two sides are not so far apart are prima 
facie unconvincing (see further Davis 1993). Some candidates attempt 
to straddle this divide by being vague about how they would handle 
abortion policy or by passing the issue off to an alternative decision 
arena (such as the courts or a possible constitutional amendment). 

For issues that have a more or less normal distribution of prefer­
ences, on the other hand, staking oneself to a precise position is tanta­
mount to putting distance between oneself and most voters. The task 
of gaining the trust of constituents, then, is complicated by the virtual 
certainty that effectiveness in office will correlate strongly with disap­
pointing or even offending la rge numbers of constituents on particu- · 
lar issues. Dwight Eisenhower had the nearly unique advantage of 
being elected by a populace ignorant of any of his views (if he had 
any), and he did a fairly good job of maintaining such vagueness 
through eight years in office. Ronald Reagan, the best president the 
American right has ever had, was reviled by much of that right soon 
after he entered office. Franklin Roosevelt campaigned as a fiscal con­
servative and then soon abandoned the policy as president. Thomas 
Jeffersort, among the most committed of democrats, bought Louisiana 
from the French without constitutional authority or congressional ap­
proval. 

Concluding Remarks 

Low voter turnouts in many nations, including, notoriously, the 
United States, are commonly taken as evidence that government has 
failed to elicit support. Prima facie, an equally or even more plausible 
conclusion may be that such turnouts are evidence that government 
has not engendered grievous distrust and opposition. Silence cannot 
unambiguously prove the case for or against government. If the crip­
p led epistemology of mimicry underpins our expectations of govern­
ment, then the limited commitment of most people to try to change or 
affect government makes epistemologically good sense. 

In speaking of government, John Dunn {1988, 90) supposes we 
should choose Bernard Barber's (1983) tn.1st in cap.a.ci.cy, rather than 
tru~od.intentions, in l~ge-scale ....Q®cs. {Throughout this book, 
rassume that both elements must be met for trust, although, as noted 
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at the outset, I have not constantly addres·sed the potential problems 
of lack of capacity.) This "trust in capacity" is a substantially different 
meaning from the usual sense of "trust" in interpersonal relations, 
where it includes concern with both competence and intentions. Does 
the restriction of our focus to capacity nevertheless make sense? 

It seems true that, when people say they trust government or the 
president or some other officeholder, they typically mean something 
different from what they mean when they say they trust a friend. 
Maybe what they mean is merely that the government or officeholder 
has the capacity to do the job well. Perhaps it includes an element of 
the intentions of the trusted, but only an inductive sense of these and 
not a sense that the government or its officials specifically care about 
any citizen's interests. If trust reduces merely to this inductive expec­
tation, however, it loses its usual positive valence. In this relatively 
hollow expectations sense, I can trust an official to act against my 
interests or to follow policies I oppose. 

If capacity is the measure of trust, we might have to say we trusted 
Richard Nixon more than most presidents, but that seems to be a 
quite unlikely claim in the vernacular. Perhaps Europeans, who were 
not subject to Nixon's tax audits, FBI .investigations, and election 
shenanigans, could give most weight to his capacities in attempting to 
reduce the scale of international conflict in at least his China policies. 
Many Americans would not so easily have slighted the political 
abuses, which seemed to be driven not by concern with his better 
policies but by personal paranoia. 

In a poll reported in Business Week (17 May 1999, 8), people re­
sponded that, when looking for advice in assessing some product to 
be purchased, t!ley most trust Consumer Reports, a friend's recommen­
dation, a news article (not an ad), and a magazine article, in that 
order. This is presumably what trust in government often means in 
the survey literature. "I trust" for some of these responses means no 
more than that I can rely on government or I can expect it to act in 
decent ways. "I trust" Consumer Reports does not mean what "I trust" 
my close friend means. It reduces to the French, "j'ai confiance," I 
have confidence. Presumably this primarily means confidence in the 
capacity of these agencies to judge products, although the failure of 
advertisements to make the list of useful judgments suggests that at 
least part of the response turns on the likely motivations of the var­
ious sources. 

Perhaps much of the reason people moralize the notion of trust is 
that they wish to restrict it to cases in which their expectations are in 
their favor. In the vernacular, to say I trust an official, such as the 
president, may mean that I expect that official to behave in certain 
ways that will serve my ihterests or that will fulfill my policy hopes. 
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Hence we probably should not adopt Dunn's redefinition of trust for 
politics as merely about competence. Rather, we should generally 
speak not of trust in government but only of confidence in it, as 
Luhmann (1988, 102) argues. 11 

In sum, government and its agents might be genuinely trustworthy 
~many caSeS, but most citizens cannot be in a position to know that 
they are. Hence most citizens cannot be said to trust government in 
any of the standard senses in which individuals can trust one another. 
This follows for simple epistemological reasons. Most of us most of 
the time cannot kn~enough to trust government (or other large 
institutional) agents or agencies to judge their fit with any of the stan­
dard conceptions of trust. These conceptions are that trustworthiness 
is a matter of character or brute dispositions, of moral commitment, 
or of encapsula ted interest. An institution can be filled with people 
who are trustworthy on some of these conceptions, but few potential 
clients or subjects of an institution can know this to be true. At best, 
most of the time, we can inductively suppose that an organization 
that has been performing well in some sense is likely to continue to 
do so unless its conditions are altered. 



Chapter 8 

Trust and Society 

W 
E ARE concerned with trust and trustworthiness because 
they enable us to cooperate for mutual benefit. Cooperation 
is the prior and central concern. There are manifold instances 

of cooperation that need not and quite likely do not involve trust. 
Trust is merely: one reason for confidence in taking cooperative risks, 
and trustworthiness is merely one reason such risks can pay off. In 
the large contemporary literature on trust, the clear point of wanting 
more trust is that trust eases the way to cooperative social relations 
(Luhmann 1980; Putnam 1993; Fukuyama 1995; and many others). 
Similarly, much of recent experimental work on trust is an outgrowth 
of earlier identical or nearly identical experiments that focused on 
cooperation. Cooperative relationships constitute a broader and more 
inclusive category than trusting relationships-generally a much 
larger category. At the end of the day, therefore, when trust has run 
out, we still need to explain most cooperation in other ways. A large 
part of the explanation of such cooperation in the face of obstacles to 
trust rests in the social structures of norms and institutions that can 
be explained as devices to get us around such obstacles. 

On every account of trust based on assessments of trustworthiness, 
we obviously face epistemological and time constraints that prevent 
us from having strong trusting relationships with more than a limited 
number of people. The trustworthiness can be morally motivated, the 
result of encapsulated interest, or a matter of character or disposition. 
The constraint of time is clear enough if we must have ongoing rela­
tions with others in order to build trust in them. The epistemological 
constraints even cut against the possibility that we can trust large 
numbers of people through their reputations. In addition, in some 
contexts of dealing with groups rather than merely dyadically with 
individuals, the logic of encapsulated interest must be violated even if 
we have essentially ongoing relationships. Hence there are two ways 
in which we can come up against essentially numerical limits on 
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trusting. First, unlike a medieval villager, whose world was tiny, we 
cannot trust more than a relatively small fraction of the individuals in 
our worlds. Second, w_e cannot trust larg~gro~ of individuals as 
sue~. We might be able to trust most or even all of the members ora 
collectivity when we engage with them dyadically, but we often can­
not count on them as members of a group to encapsulate the interests 
of others in the group in cooperating in any collective purpose. 

Does social order grow out of trust? It might prosper better with 
widespread trust and trustworthiness, but it does not follow that it 
must initially be grounded in such trust. Consider the velvet revolu­
tions in Eastern Europe in 1989. Masses coordinated behind the ex­
pression of hostility to the prior regimes (see further Sztompka 1996). 
Distrust must have been endemic in, for example, East Germany at 
that time, with a large fraction of the population implicated in the 
STASI (secret police) oversight of citizens at all levels. It was partly 
distrust that stimulated the quest for a new order. On Piotr Sztompka's 
(1999, 160-90) account, the new order soon produced higher levels of 
trust in Poland after 1990. It would be odd to suppose that the Polish 
quest was grounded in trust. Many moves signaled the commitment 
to joint action against the dying Communist regime, and these en­
abled people to think that the risks of their opposition would not be 
disastrous. The last days of the regimes in Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
East Germany, and Romania saw mass actions in major public squares 
in which, by coordinating with so many, all were substantially pro­
tected against violent reprisals from the regimes. There were some 
individuals who had charismatic appeal for leadership of new re­
gimes. Hence there may have been some degree of confidence in the 
behavior of many others, but it seems unlikely that the dramatic ac­
tions for change were founded on trust. 

Can we successfully live together without trus t? Put somewhat dif­
ferently, is trust necessary for maintaining social order? One might 
presume to answer this question by putting societies in a two-by-two 
matrix of the possible combinations of high and low trust on one side 
and high and low social order on the other. Suppose there were no 
cases of low trust and high social order:1 Unfortunately, this fact 
would not settle the issue because social order provides the back­
ground conditions that facilitate trust by creating the conditions for 
stable ongoing relationships and backing them with law to block the 
risk of massive losses from wrongly trusting someone. That is, social 
order produces the conditions for trust and therefore must commonly 
produce trust. Moreover, as argued in chapter 1, levels of trust are 
likely to vary across different domains, and therefore, one might sup­
pose, social order could also vary. 

The questions to be addressed in this chapter are whether trust 
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relationships are necessary for much of social order and, when they 
are not feasible, how we achieve cooperation. Certain limits are im­
plicit in the nature of trust relationships that depend on cognitive 
assessments of the trustworthiness of others. Once these limits are 
taken into account, there are various ways in which cooperation can 
be achieved in groups, in the economy, and in nongovernmental insti­
tutional settings. These particular social structures seem to be re­
sponses to the possibilities and limits on organizing our cooperative 
relationships as trust relationships. Much of social structure can be 
explained as a response to obstacles to resolving problems of coopera­
tion and coordination through simple individual-to-individual trust. 
Indeed, Hobbes' political theory addresses the need for government 
to back cooperative life when trust relationships without such coer­
cive backing would be inadequate to the task. In contexts in which 
individual-to-individual trust commonly fails, we find institutional 
and cultural arrangements that make life work more or less well in 
lieu of trust. These devices often work by securing trustworthiness on 
the part of those with whom we must deal, even though epistemolog­
ical and time constraints may keep us from know·~ .g enough to assess 
their trustworthiness or to trust them. 

Cooperation in Dyads 
Earlier chapters have given accounts of the working of trust in many 
contexts, most of them involving individual trust of other individuals. 
For trust as encapsulated interest, trust relationships have a naturally 
disciplining quality. If you prove not to be trustworthy, I stop dealing 
with you if possible. Often, however, we cannot simply refuse to deal 
with those who are untrustworthy unless we are willing to forgo im­
portant opportunities for mutual benefit that would be possible if 
only we could secure the cooperation of many who are seemingly 
untrustworthy. The biggest and most pervasive problem for us in 
trusting others is not the malign problem of dealing with cheaters but 
the relatively neutral problem of often having to deal with people 
with whom we cannot expect to have ongoing relationships in which 
to ground incentives for trustworthiness. 

Consider the limits on how many individuals one can trust. Even 
before getting to trust, someone who already has several friends may 
not think the possible benefits of investing in- developing a friendship 
with y~t another person is worth the risk. '!:!tis problem may explain 
at least part of the P-henomenon of clique and friendshiP-.:groupJo...~:= 
rna 10n. It might also b~12art_oi_the explanation_of familism in cQn­
textslil which families are relatively larg~, that is, large enough to 
exnaust a substantial part of the resources any member might have 
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for investing in rich relationships. It may also be part of the explana­
tion of ethnic exclusion. Members of cliques may concentrate their 
investments in exchange relations in a small number of intensive rela­
tionships and may shun others merely to avoid the difficulties of 
dealing with those with whom they do not have intensive relation­
ships. Similarly, groups might actively develop exclusionary devices 
to keep their membership comfortably associated only with those 
with whom they have rich enough relationships to have developed 
trust (Hardin 1995, chapters 4 and 6). T~ust relationships may often 
J:P.erefore be cliq!:!llih. 

Both of these phenomena-clique formation and familism-turn 
on the epistemological limits on developing more than a modest 
number of close relationships. Limits on investments of time are espe­
cially important and obvious. For example, the members of a subsis­
tence farming family might wind up in conflict with other families 
primarily because they simply have no time for them while they are 
heavily engaged in daily life and toil with one another.2 Lacking rich 
relationships with oth~s beyond their cliques or their families, they 
are not even in a position to develop trusting relationships with those 
others because they do not have the ongoing exchange relationships 
in which to embed interests in trustworthiness or even relationships 
rich enough to gain knowledge of the trustworthiness of those others. 
Hence it is the rational and relational structure of trust that blocks 
trusting more universally. 

In the substantial literature on the subject, generalized trust is 
loosely seen as unspecific trust in generalized others, including 
strangers (Rotter 1980).3 From various experimental studies and sur­
veys, it is supposed by many social scientists that Americans have 
higher levels of generalized trust than do people in many other soci­
eties (see, for example, Fukuyama 1995; Yamagishi and Yarnagishi 
1994). In the United States and some other cases, there is supposed to 
be declining trust in government (as discussed in chapter 7) as well as 
declining trust more generally in other people. In some nations, trust 
in government is not declining, but trust in others is (see several con­
tributions to Pharr and Putnam 2000). Let us focus here on the prob­
lem of declining trust in our fellow citizens and associates, which is 
evidently independent of declining trust in government. 

vyhat is in fact needed if we want successful coo12erative relations 
is trustworthiness, which is likely to beget trust from those who learn 
of our trustworthiness · and recognize its utility in reputational and 
trial-and-error experience. Many writers claim that generalized trust­
that is, individual trust of one another among citizens-has great 
value for society, even that it is necessary for society to function or to 
~,.. ........... 1 ...... _ .....,,...,_......,",_; ,... -:a lhr Thoro 1c ';In ovnllr it nr lTY\nlirit r l;:tlm fnr thP 
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necessity of trust in many current claims that American and some 
other democratic societies face a crisis of declining trust. Claims of 
necessity that are ·causal rather than conceptual are among the stron­
gest claims one can make in the social sciences and among the most 
difficult to make compelling. Nevertheless, the claim of the necessity 
of generalized or widespread trust for social order is strikingly com­
monplace, as though it were beyond much serious doubt. 

Recent discussions of the crisis of declining (generalized) trust in 
society are grounded in contemporary survey data. Recall the criti­
cisms of conclusions from such data in chapter 3. Such data do not 
firmly establish any claim about levels of generalized trust because 
they are confounded with the encapsulated-interest account of trust, 
and it is not clear that they tap generalized trust. People are asked to 
respond to survey questions such as "Do you trust most people?" and 
"Are people generally trustworthy?" (See the appendix for questions 
that are commonly asked.) Unfortunately, s~h questions are insuffi­
ciently articulated to distinguish trust as enca sulated interest from 
generalized trust. In actual fact, I trust most of the people I deal with 
afleast in those matters over which I have dealings with them. Had I 
not eventually trusted them, I would have stopped dealing with them 
as much as possible. 

Do I trust the vastly larger number of people with whom I have no 
dealings in those matters? No-but this is not a harsh answer. ~ost 
of these are people I do not even know ancLhave..no reason e~o 
~t or to distrust . ..Unfortunately, if we begin to articulate our ques­
tions precisely enough to get at such discriminating differences, we 
virtually have to explain what we are seeking to those we survey (or 
those whom we put through experiments). We thereby give them the­
oretical understandings they did not have, and we elicit answers or 
experimental responses to those understandings rather than to their 
normal experiences.• 

If we compare across nations, we find lower levels of reported gen­
eralized trust in some societies than in the United States. What ques­
tions are people in the United States answering when they say they 
trust most people? What questions are those in certain other societies 
answering when they say they do not trust most people? Evidently, 
we are answering different questions, perhaps because we are differ­
entially alert to the problem of dealing with those with whom we do 
not have ongoing relationships or perhaps because our background 
institutional structures differ in the scope of the interactions they pro­
tect. That is to say, we frame the questions differently. Even within the 
same nation, when the range of "most people" is unspecified, people 
may be answering quite different questions. (These issues are relevant 
also to claims that trust in e:ovemment is declinine:, as discussed in 
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chapter 7, but here the focus is on individual trust of other individ­
uals.) 

Consider, as well, variations over time in the responses to such 
questions within a single culture. Again, it is supposed that levels of 
generalized trust are in decline in many Western societies, especially 
in the United States. Such longitudinal claims are apt to be con­
founded with various other trends that might make the apparent 
trend in trust an artifact. For example, the level and extent of interac­
tions a typical person has in the United States in the 1990s might be 
substantially greater than those a similar person had in the 1950s. On 
average, then, the later person would be less trusting of the whole­
larger-class of those with whom he or she deals than the earlier 
person would have been. But the two might be equally trusting of 
any particular class of people, such as close friends, associates at 
work, relatives, neighbors, and so forth. Indeed, the 1990s person 
might substantially trust more people in various matters than the ear­
lier person would have while still distrusting or lacking trust in more 
people in his or her dealings than the earlier person would have. To 
assess whether there is a meaningful decline in trust, one would need 
to have responses over the decades to questions asking people how 
much they trust their close associates, random strangers, and so forth. 
Questions that do not control for context are too hopelessly underar­
ticulated to yield the grand thesis that individual-level trust is in de­
cline. 

Has the scale of our interactions changed over the past four de­
cades? The discussions of Robert Putnam (1995a, 1995b, 2000) and 
many others of the impact of television, divorce, and other changes 
on the privatization of American life suggest that we_in_teract less to­
day than our eers did fifty years agp. A similarly widespread thesis, 
however, asserts that increasing urbanization has produced more ex-----tensive interactions with people as compared with earlier small-town 
life. The truth of the latter thesis seems especially evident to the vast 
number of people who have moved from small to larger communities 
or who have prospered in ways their parents never knew. This num­
ber probably includes many, maybe even most, of the academic and 
other researchers who claim that generalized trust is in decline. The 
trend from small-scale organization of society and social relations in 
medieval times to the large-scale complexities of modern industrial 
states continues (see Leijonhufvud 1995). 

Even if we establish that there has been a meaningful decline in 
levels of optimism that others are trustworthy, controlling for types of 
others, we still have, unfortunately, data on only a short-term trend. 
As they stand, such data at best demonstrate episodic decline rather 
than secular decline (see further Patterson 1999). For example, one 
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might suppose · that, had similar surveys been done in the United 
States in the 1930s, the 1890s, the 1850s and 1860s, and the late 1830s, 
similarly declining levels of supposedly general trust would have 
been found. General declines in well-being, the loss of grounds for 
expected stable economic and other relationships, and perhaps the 
general faltering of institutional backings of trustworthiness during 
those interludes must rightly have suggested to people that, under 
prevailing conditions, they could trust many others less, especially on 
the encapsulated-interest model of trust, which requires stable ongo­
ing relationships. We do not know from available survey data, which 
exist for only a few .decades, whether there is a secular trend in trust 
or distrust. Those particular decades suffered from many episodic 
crises that might have undercut optimism about the trustworthiness 
of others, and the effects of these crises might last the lifetime of a 
particular generation. For many families of my generation, even intra­
familial trust was shattered by conflicts over the ugly politics of Viet­
nam. It would be perversely ahistorical to suppose there were not 
even greater losses of optimism in earlier times. Yet we seem to have 
survived into a richer social life and a radically more productive eco­
nomic life than our predecessors knew-despite all passages through 
periods of significantly lower levels of trust. 

Return to the creation of social order, as in the Eastern European 
transitions of 1989, or the sustenance of such order, as in most ongo­
ing states. There might be instances in which fairly widespread trust 
has facilitated the move to civil society. We might suppose that wide­
spread individual-level trust is facilitated by civil society and that 
trust, in tum, supports social order. Trust as encapsulated-interest 
rules out the possibility or coherence not only of generalized trust but 
also of widespread trust by any individual. If there is widespread 
trust, it is therefore of the form that lots of people trust other particu­
lar people. That is to say, there are pockets of trusting relationships, 
and possibly almost everyone is included in such pockets. Alterna­
tively, it may be that a typical individual is involved in various rela­
tively small networks in which each trusts the others with respect to 
some range of issues. 

Current writings seem to go much further than this in their claims. 
For example, Shmuel Eisenstadt and Luis Roniger (1984, 16-17) write 
of "the necessity for and the ubiquity of trust in human relations and 
the impossibility of building continuing social relations without some 
element of trust." This short sentence includes three extravagant 
terms: necessity, ubiquity, and impossibility. One can sensibly ques­
tion the claim for each of these terms here. For example, one might 
note that society without trust is very nearly impossible, but in a 
sense very different fro.m that apparently intended by Eisenstadt and 
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Roniger. That is to say, if we do build stable, continuing relations with 
others, we will commonly have the conditions, including the relevant 
incentives, for trustworthiness and trust. It would therefore be vir­
tually, although not logically, impossible to escape the development of 
some trust.5 

The claim by many scholars that generalized trust is necessary for 
sodafOraeriSSUre y wrong on one count and undemonstrate and 
perhaps beyond demonstration on another. First, it is merely wi.de­
spread, not generalized, trust that even might be necess~. Second, 
although there might be a cau~row from soc ial order to trusting, 
and as well a causal arrow from trusting to enhanced social order, it 
may j>e be ond demonstration whether there is any necessary link. 
Furthermore, bo th for initiation of social order and formere mainte­
nance of social order, widespread trust seems not to be necessary, as 
is suggested by quite diverse cases, such as Fredrik Barth's accounts 
of the Omani and Swat Pathan social orders (discussed in chapter 4), 
social orders (including Nazi-ruled Czechoslovakia) that have been 
maintained nearly by pure force, and the transitions from endemic 
distrust to social order in Eastern Europe from 1989 forward. 

Generalized trust is, at best, like trust in government in the follow­
ing sense: We are merely confident that most of those with whom we 
might interact will be at least moderately trustworthy. It is not truly 
generalized but has scope co~. Those who rely on generalized 
trust for explanations of various things must grant that their claims 
depend on context. Hence they are saying, for example, that middle­
class Americans are likely to be trustworthy with respect to certain 
kinds of things, so that other middle-class Americans can relatively 
safely rely on them. 

Cooperation in Groups 

Much of our ordinary cooperative activity is embedded in groups of 
which we are members. Groups are themselves the focus of coopera­
tion for collective purposes, and they can help to induce cooperative 
behavior by their members even in essentially dyadic relationships. In 
the former case, when we need collective action, we might wonder 
whether our groups can be trusted to cooperate in accomplishing our 
purpose. In the latter case, we often find that our groups oversee our 
individual actions and induce us to be cooperative even though we 
could not say that the group and its members trust us. The way small 
communities induce their members to behave in certain cooperative 
or coordinative ways is through sanctions for the violation of commu­
nal norms, among the most important of which is a norm of cooper-
"=ll .,., .uono~c "t:HH·hln .. h o O'Tf"'\11n 
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Collective Action 

Can a collectivity be trustworthy on the encapsulated-interest ac­
count? Consider two very different strategically defined classes of 
groups: groups mobilized by coordination and groups mobilized for 
collective action (see further Hardin 1991a). Suppose a group is coor­
dinated behind a leader, as happens with charismatic leaders, in re­
sponse to what the leader wants it to do, as in the case of the seven­
teenth-century Sabbatai Sevi, "the mystical Messiah," who led a 
messianic movement in central Europe. Coordinators can commonly 
count on such a leader because they will withdraw support if the 
leader violates their mission, making it generally in the leader 's inter­
est to attempt to fulfill their expectations. Of course, the leader 's in­
terest in fulfilling that expectation can be trumped by changed incen­
tives or preferences. So long as the leader has an interest in pursuing 
the goals behind which the followers are coordinated, however, he or 
she can be trusted and derives power from the coordination of the 
followers. It ~s limited power in the sense that it cannot be used for 
just any purpose. Rather, it can be used only for the group's purposes 
or mission (Hardin 1995, chapter 3).~Coordination power therefore fits 
~~ry well with the three-part relational account of t~t. The followers 
follow only insofar as the leader pursues a particular purpose that the 
followers share. If the leader attempts to change direction, the com­
mitted followers may quickly drop off, as in the extreme case of the 
Sabbatai Sevi, who los t his charisma when he submitted to conver­
sion to Islam (Scholem 1973). Examples of such trustworthy leaders 
include certain political leaders of more-or-less single-issue parties, 
such as religious and right-wing Poujadist parties. 

In standard contexts of collective action that takes the form of a 
large-number prisoner's dilemma exchange, however, the group can­
not be trustworthy. The members of the group might well share some 
set of interests as, for example, the people of Los Angeles and 
Houston virtually all share an interest in reduced pollution in their 
cities. If all of them would stop barbecuing over open flames in their 
backyards, pollution would be significantly reduced. The interest of 
any given individual in these cities, however, is typically to renege on 
acting for the collective benefit, to free ride on the efforts of others, 
while barbecuing as usual. According to the logic of collective action, 
your own interest, as in this example, is to free ride on the efforts of 
others even with respect to your own personal interest in the product 
of group effort (Olson 1965; Hardin 1982a). Eo ipso, your interest is 
not likely to encapsulate mine with respect to that joint product if it 
does not even include your own. There might be people who would 
bear C'OStS On hP.half of oth f>rS thi!t thf>V WOillcl not hf>ar On h f>h alf of 
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themselves, but we cannot rely on many people to do so, and there­
fore collective actions often fail. In sum, we commonly cannot trust 
large groups of individuals as such. We might be able to trust many 
or most of the members of a collectivity in individual-to-individual 
interactions, but we cannot count on them as members of a group to 
encapsulate the interests of others in the group. 

To elaborate on a point briefly made in chapter 7, the difficulties of 
trus ting a collectivity are not the whole story of the problem of trust­
ing institutions, but they are an important part of it. I cannot trust 
a collectivity to act for my interests because their members are not 
likely to encapsulate my interests in their own. As in the preceding 
example, their own trumping interest individually is to barbecue, not 
to contribute to reducing our pollution-but the latter is my interest 
with respect to their actions. An institution or organization is in part a 
collection of people. If all of them are to act in my interest, it will not 
be because they are acting against the logic of collective action but 
rather because the institution has been structured to give them the 
relevant incentives. That leaves me, of course, with a severe episte­
mological problem of knowing enough about the organizational 
structure and incentive system to have reason to believe the people in 
the organization are acting in my interest. I will often be left with 
nothing more than crude inductive generalization from its apparent 
past success (as in the case of the institution of government, as dis­
cussed in chapter 7). 

Note a peculiar asymmetry in the possibilities for trust and distrust 
in such collectivities. The worst implication of the grand transition 
from a small-scale to a very large-scale, impersonal society might 
eventually, because of power differences and general cynicism, be to 
produce fairly generalized distrust, which can make sense in a way 
that generalized trust does not. Generalized distrust would not, how­
ever, block the possibilities for trust as encapsulated interest in ongo­
ing relationships. 

Our personal welfare often depends on group, and not merely in­
dividual, action, but we commonly cannot trust the group to act for 
us. In the logic of collective action, small groups are often expected to 
succeed even though very large groups cannot. The principal reason 
for their success is that the dyadic relationships between each pair of 
group members play a large role in motivating cooperative action. 
Hence trust relationships can enable us to cooperate beyond the 
dyadic level to some extent even though such relationships and their 
effects must run out for interactions within very larger groups. 
Groups can also motivate individual actions that serve the interests of 
individuals and not the whole group. Let us turn to this phenomenon, 
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which involves "the communal enforcement of norms of cooperative­
ness. 

Norms of Cooperativeness 

When we have the thick relationships of a small, clo.se community, we 
may find that our interactions are governed by norms of cooperative­
ness that are collective rather than d yadic. I behave well toward you 
because the community will sanction me if I do not. In such a case, 
the norms of cooperativeness may be sufficiently effective that we do 
not so readily develop dyadic trust relationships over many things, 
because those things are governed by the communal norms (Cook 
and Hardin 2000). 

Consider a compelling example of a communal norm of cooper­
ativeness, in particular of hospitality, that virtually precludes any 
need for trust as encapsulated interest (or of trust under any other 
conception). In Shizuko Go's Requiem, a painfully beautiful novel 
about the destruction of a vast web of social relationships in Japan 
through wartime deaths in the last months of World War II, the her­
oine Setsuko is entertained by an older woman whom she has never 
met before and is unlikely ever to see again. She recalls "the familiar 
precept of perfect hospitality: 'We meet but once'" (Go 1985, 107). 
There is strategic subtlety in this bit of popular wisdom. If I know we 
meet but once, my hospitality is not an initial move in a potential 
trust or exchange relationship. It does not encapsulate your interest in 
reciprocity over the long run. It is purely a gift or an expression of my 
hospitable character.6 That precept is striking in the most ordinary 
circumstances, but it seems almost dreadful in the context of Set­
suko's recollection of it. The precept was, she notes, "literally true of 
everything that happened now." 

The hospitable older woman whom she meets but once has a son 
whom Setsuko wishes to visit. Since the woman loves her son and 
wishes him well, interest should incline her to be nice to Setsuko on 
her singular visit. At the same time, independently of her interest, she 
may also be normatively motivated to kindness. One could construct 
arguments for the rationality of developing strong normative commit­
ments: for example, following a norm saves on the burden of making 
decisions anew in many contexts. Alternatively, one might be able to 
give a rational reconstruction of the rise of such a norm, in which case 
the individual's behavior might simply be normative outright. Set­
suko's older woman has been taught to be kind in certain circum­
stances of hospitality, and she might behave that way more or less 
independently of broad_ incentives to vary her degree of kindness. She 
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has simply made a virtue of hospitality. She might also have made a 
virtue of acting as though she trusts people. In both cases, she would 
presumably conclude that particular people whom she has tried and 
found repeatedly wanting are not worthy of hospitality or trust. Still, 
her initial stance is one of virtue rath er than of interest_1 

If you and I are part of a fairly rich web of interactions in a rela- . 
tively small, close-knit community, we might imagine that we would 
therefore grow up to be relatively trustworthy. Although. the data do 
not yield definitive conclusions, some studies suggest that small, close 
communities are ovemed more b norms than by trust relationships 
(Ama to 1993; Fischer 982; see also ook an ar ill 2000). In urban 
contexts, people find their ways into multiple networks for varied 
purposes, such as work, recreation, close friendship, and so forth. In 
one of these networks, they are likely to develop ongoing relation­
ships that enable them to develop trust in one another with respect to 
the particular issues around which that network has formed. If I vio­
l~e your trust with respect to the issues at stake in our network:your 
sanction is sim ly towiThdraw from further interactions with me, and 
if my reputation gets around, I mjght even be dropped trcimtheen: 
tire network. I would then have to find other people with whom to 
deal on therelevant issues. 

In small communities, instead, general norms of cooperativeness 
govern many behaviors. Anthropologists and sociologists sometimes 
call this generalized reciprocity. These norms are enforced at the 
group or communal level and not in reciprocal one-on-one relation­
ships. For example, if one of us has a serious illness or death in the 
family or some other crisis, o thers help in various ways according to 
their own particular capacities. I might help you but then we might 
never be in positions in which you should, according to our norm, 
help me. Hence the norm is not recip rocal but is general- it is "uni­
versal" within our community. 

Moreover, the sanction against you for violating our communal 
norm need not have anything specifically to do with the nature of your 
violation. We do not simply withhold help from you- you might not 
need help for a long time or ever. Instead, we shun you, perhaps mildly, 
but potentially so severely as to m ake continued life in our community 
difficult or untenable for you . We do not merely exclude you from a 
network, we exclude you from everything. If we were to describe 
relations in the small, close community as networks, we would have to 
say that they are a single multiplex network that covers virtually all 
matters of any concern to us and that includes virtually every member 
of the community. 

Incidentally, the claim of Adam Seligman (1997) and Niklas Luh­
mann (1980) that trust is a modem phenomenon may be correct if 
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turned into a . claim that it arises in· relatively large communities in 
which we must rely on particularized networks and need not arise in 
small communities in which norms of cooperativeness handle the 
problems that trust relationships might have handled. The transition 
from smaller communities to relatively urban communities has pro­
ceeded further in many societies than in others, and national differ­
ences in the vocabulary of trust may correlate with the differential 
development. 

Although members of a small community might never develop a 
sense of reciprocal trust such as that in the encapsulated-interest ac­
count, they could all or almost all develop trustworthy behavior. 
These members would then be somewhat like the infant whose par­
ents are supportive and whose experiences are benign, so that the 
child develops optimistic expectations of the trustworthiness of peo­
ple and is therefore relatively ready to take the risks associated with 
cooperating with people. When a member of such a community en­
ters a broader society without the protection of the sanctions of the 
communal norm of cooperativeness, this optimism should lead to at­
tempts to cooperate with others and therefore mastery of assessing 
trustworthiness. 

It would, however, be difficult merely to transport the local norm 
of coo erativeness to another communi or to an urban contexllrl-" 
deed, such a norm would not be workable in an ur an community 
except in an enclave. People in such an enclave might readily live in 
both the urban and the communal worlds, with norms in the commu­
nal world and networks of trust relationships in the urban world. 
Having the community as a background might even enable some 
people to take greater risks in the larger world and therefore to dis­
cover good trust relationships there. 

Of course, the person who is trustworthy while in the ambit of the 
community and its norms and sanctions might be completely untrust­
worthy outside that community- where its nor s do not r~h. It is 
especially problematic for trustworthiness as moral or other commit­
ment if these are group specific. Ethnic and even merely neighbor­
hood conflict is commonly exacerbated by the attitude of a group's 
members that nonmembers are proper subjects for exploitation and 
abuse. Indeed, they sometimes think it actively a good thing to abuse 
certain outsiders. Hence small communal groups can be hostile to 
developing reciprocal trust relations across group lines. Norms them­
selves are not necessarily ei~r good or bad; norms of exclusion are 
~ ,____ 

often vile (Hardin 1995, chapters 4 and 6). 
An ideal compromise world might be one in which we have rela­

tively thick relations with some core group or groups and then far­
flung networks of relationships with respect to many and varied par-
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ticular things. With quasi thick relations, we might better be able to 
translate the trustworthiness that we develop within a relatively close 
group or neighborhood to other contexts that are more limited in their 
range of interactions. The fact that we actually do share interests in 
the quasi thick group makes it possible for us to fit our actions within 
it to the encapsulated-interest model. We can then try this incentive 
structure on other relationships, especially if we start with low stakes 
and build to higher stakes only over a long run of interactions with 
another person. _ 

Suburban contexts may generally be a hybrid between the close 
communal norm system and the multiple, possibly non-overlapping 
networks of urban life. Such communities have grown up in North 
America and some other societies largely at the expense of close, of­
ten rural communities, which are in steady decline. The growth of 
hybrid communities, such as suburbs, may bode well for the richness 
of potential and actual trust relationships. In a neighborhood there 
might still be collective sanctioning of some kinds of miscreant behav­
ior, while, however, much of life and much of our need for other 
relationships is outside such a norm-governed community. A coinci­
dental benefit of such a hybrid system is that it is much less prone to 
the exclusionary hostilities of close, small, more nearly total commu­
nities. Many urban enclave communities may also have a similarly 
hybrid structure of norms of cooperation within the community and 
networks of trust relationships outside it. 

Cooperation in the Economy 

One of the most important arenas of social life outside ordinary one­
on-one individual relations and relations with the state is the econ­
omy. Any economy, including a complex market economy, may work 
in part through trust relationships, and it may also enable us to 
achieve things we could not achieve merely through such relation­
ships. It is the genius of the market to organize exchange in ways that 
commonly do not require high levels of trust. Its workings recall 
Barak's response when asked whether he trusted Arafat (quoted in 
chapter 1). His answer was that trust was not at issue because each 
sought to push the interests of his own people. Similarly, in the mar­
ket, I do not trust Ford or Microsoft, but I do rely on them to follow 
their own interests in being disciplined by market incentives, perhaps 
with a bit of help from public regulatory agencies. In their cases, un­
like the case of Arafat and Barak, I can suppose these firms grasp that 
their interest is fulfilled best if they fulfill the interests of their cus­
tomers. Such incentives are not always adequate, as is suggested by 
the known design flaws of Ford's large suburban utility vehicles. Still, 
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successful corporations commonly face external discipline from their 
customers to produce goods that serve the mutual advantage of 
themselves and their customers. 

Under typical circumstances in large markets, I can have stable 
expectations of fairly good results from my entering ordinary ex­
changes. My "trust" in the market may be like my trust in simple 
facts of nature-it is merely confidence from induction. I will correct 
specific details of my confidence when any dealer out there violates 
it, but I will otherwise treat each dealer as benign, at least in the sense 
of not malign. If I share Adam Smith's view that most dealers are 
likely to share my int~rests (because they must serve my interests to 
serve their own), I may even think of them as actively benign. I can 
do this because dealers are typically in competition with other dealers 
and they must live by their reputations and by the development of 
ongoing customer bases. (Strangely, it took creativity on the part of 
merchants finally to learn Smith's lesson and to begin to treat cus­
tomers with care in order to invite more sales [Mueller 1999, 80]). The 
public good of tending to act cooperatively even in commercial rela­
tions, which many writers label somewhat grandly as generalized 
trust, then, need not require a moral foundation. It is little more than 
a manifestation of the self-interest of all or most of us if we take a 
slightly longer view. There are risks in such cooperativeness, but in a 
benign society these are likely to be outweighed by the benefits.8 

I wish to discuss three major issues of the role of trust in an econ­
omy: first, the development of economic relations where they have 
been hampered; second, the development of those relations in a so­
cialist, centrally planned economy, which one might suppose hampers 
economic relations; and third, the general atmosphere of apparent 
trustworthiness or of benign expectations in a working market econ­
omy. All of these issues evidently involve institutional problems in 
securing trust or, alternatively, in eliminating the need for it. As al­
ready noted, institutions play a role in underwriting even interper­
sonal trust. As Hume (1978 [1739-40], 3.2.8, 546) says of contracts, if 
they "had only their own proper obligation, without the separate sanc­
tion of government, they wou'd have but little efficacy in [all large and 
civilized] societies. This separates the boundaries of our public and 
private duties, and shews that the latter a re more dependant on the 
former, than the former on the latter." Hobbes may have exaggerated 
the extent to which powerful institutional sanctions are required for 
grounding trust and promises, but he was not radically mistaken. 

First consider the problems of trust in the development of eco­
nomic relations. This topic is addressed in a massive literature that 
includes, illustratively, works already cited here or in the discussions 
that follow by Kenneth · Arrow, Edward Banfield, Albert Breton and 
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Ronald Wintrobe, Francis Fukuyama, Ernest Gellner, Niklas Luh­
mann, Douglass North, and others. Most of that literature focuses on 
modem market economies, and much of it on the nascent develop­
ment of market relations in earlier times or currently in some places. 
Some of it focuses on historical developments of exchange relations 
in, for example, the medieval and earlier contexts of international dis­
order and weak legal institutions, in which one might have expected 
international trade to founder (North 1990; Knight 1992; Greif 1993; 
Greif, Milgram, and Weingast 1994; Milgram, North, and Weingast 
1990). 

Anthony Pagden (1988, 127) supposes that the conditions of Nea­
politan society under Spanish rule until the eighteenth century sug­
gest answers to larger questions about the necessary conditions for 
economic growth and social development in the early modern world. 
After the revolt of 1647, the Habsburgs deliberately worked to de­
stroy trust relations in order merely to maintain control (until Naples 
passed to Austria under Bourbon rule in 1738). Three Neapolitan po­
litical economists of the eighteenth century, Paolo Mattia Doria, An­
tonio Genovesi, and Gaetano Filangeri, attempted to explain how a 
working economy could be created on the ruins of the distrusting 
Spanish order. 

Doria and Genovesi suppose that trust is the basis of the well­
ordered republic (Pagden 1988, 129). The Italian words are not exact 
equivalents of the English "trust," but we might suppose Doria's 
sense is roughly that of the encapsulated-interest account presented 
in chapter 1, because for him trust is the motive to behave toward 
members of the society at large in much the same way that one be­
haves toward members of one's own kin group, with whom, of course, 
one has ongoing reciprocal exchange relations (Pagden 1988, 138). 
This secular ethic of classical republicanism performs the role of Max 
Weber's (1951, 237) Protestantism: it shatters "the fetters of the kin."9 

Hence it runs against the view of community in Ibn Khaldun in his 
defense, discussed later in this chapter, of anarchic tribal Muslim 
communities in North Africa, communities that depend centrally on 
kin relations (Gellner 1988). Breaking dependence on kin relations 
opens up the opportunity for much greater econ omic activity and 
therefore economic progress-this is roughly Fukuyama's (1995) ar­
gument about the difficulties of economic development in China and 
the greater success of Japan (as seen shortly before 1995-how fickle 
the times are). 

Filangeri sup oses that confidence is the soul of commerce and 
that the credit it can generate s ould be regarded as a second spec1es 
of money. (Pagden 1988, 130). Doria argues that trade can flourish 
only under two conditions, "liberty and security in contracts, and this 
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can only occur when trust and ·ustice rule" (Pagden 1988, 137). Again, 
these ins ltutional devices enable us to rely on others far beyond our 
kin. It has been so taken for granted that contract enables cooperative 
dealings, even a.Qsent tr~t, that a recent literature has grown up to 
say that much of apparent contractual dealing is in fact regulated by 
informal devices (see, for example, Macauley 1963; Ellickson 1991; 
Rousseau 1995) and even that legal regulation hampers some contrac­
tual possibilities (Bohnet, Frey, and Huck 2001). Hence many con­
tracts and, even more, many details of contracts are often handled 
through trust and trustworthiness. 

Second, turn briefly to problems of trust in a socialist economy. If 
the theses of Fukuyama (1995) and Seligman (1997) are correct, one 
might therefore suppose that the chief problems of Eastern Europe 
and the Soviet Union before 1989 were the lack of trust in many rela­
tionships, especially in relationships with the government and its 
agents. On this view, centralization of the economy might have 
worked had there only been more trust. For example, we can imagine 
that a much more benign central government, such as that of Sweden, 
would have attempted to enhance production and productivity with 
greater sensitivity to its citizen workers, so that its agents would not 
have provoked such distrust and enmity as Soviet commissars did. 

Alternatively, one might suppose that centralization was a problem 
in addition to low levels of trust or even that centralization tended to 
produce distrust or to reduce trust. It probably did lead to distrust 
through the need to monitor production. For example, the govern­
ment set quantitative quotas, and the natural way to meet these was 
often to stint on quality. In a market, this would merely mean that the 
poorer producer would have poorer sales. In a centralized economy, 
the qualitatively poor producer could only be rebuked or fined, and 
this would be done by a recognizable personal agent of the govern­
ment, not by the invisible hand and the noninvidious forces of the 
market. If a producer's reputation with potential buyers is of great 
interest, the producer has reason to produce higher-quality goods 
even though there might be no easily specified contractual definition 
of quality. Hence, as in the literature on extracontractual aspects of 
business dealings (for example, Macauley 1963; Bohnet, Frey, and 
Huck 2001), producers and buyers would be in a partially cooperative 
relationship rather than the nearly adversarial relationship of the So­
viet economy. 

In the current transition to a market economy, the nations of the 
former Soviet Union are hampered by the lack of institutional and 
personal experience with enforceable contracts and also by the sadly 
rich experience with adversarial dealings, with their single "buyer" of 
the past. Even if a workable regime of enforceable market contracts is 
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introduced, it may be difficult for older Russians ever to overcome 
their p.dversarial stance and to begin to think positively about the 
quality of their work. The difficult part of the transition to a regime of 
contract is the transition to loose contracts whose finer terms are not 
legally enforceable. Part of what makes such terms compelling to 
someone fulfilling the contract is expectations of long-term iterated 
interactions and reputational effects. In the early years of a transition, 
no one can have great expectations of the stability and longevity of 
contracting partners. Hence there is a strong incentive to focus on 
short-term profits rather than long-term benefits of building reputa­
tion, thus tmdercutting the transition. 

Ernest Gellner (1988, 156) claims that politically a socialist govern­
ment "needs to atomize society; economically it needs autonomous 
institutions." In the second part of this claim, he evidently supposes 
that an economy must be organized somewhat entrepreneurially, 
which is to say somewhat as a market. Yet if the first part of his claim 
is true, this need founders on the state's efforts to tmdermine trust 
relationships in atomizing society. On Gellner 's view, then, socialist 
government is inherently self-contradictory. Gellner's claim might be 
right, although the drive to atomize society in the Soviet era was sub­
stantially opportunistic rather than inherent. That is, giving govern­
ment power to regulate prices-and the economy more generally­
gives it power to do many other things as well, such as suppressing 
the writings and political activities of more or less everyone and the 
symphonies and operas of Dmitri Shostakovich just because their dis­
sonance offended the Great Musician. Any lousy official can abuse 
such power, and a Stalin at the top can abuse it grossly even though 
there need be no reason associated with the economic purposes of 
centralization to use the power in such ways. As was reputedly re­
marked by Montesquieu, one would have to have an arrogant view of 
the rectitude of one's own beliefs to justify killing others merely for 
having different beliefs. It seems inconceivable that the effusion of the 
arts in the Soviet Union in the 1920s and the work of poets, com­
posers, and others thereafter needed to be suppressed if the Soviet 
experiment was to succeed. 

Finally, consider our willingness to be open to new others by ten­
tatively treating them as though we could trust them, even if only in 
small ways. Such willingness or confidence underlies a commonplace 
claim that even the market and other more or less purely exchange 
relations depend on a general level of honesty-and hence confi­
dence that others will not cheat us. Some economists consider this 
general level of honesty a public good that is voluntarily provided by 
individuals through their piecemeal actions (Arrow 1974; Hirsch 1978, 
78-79). Kenneth Arrow (1974) supposes that normal economic rela-
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tions require a background or atmosphere of normative commitments 
to be honest, to keep promises, and so forth (but see Mueller [1999] 
on how norms of good business practice arose commercially). In a 
similar sense, we might suppose that social relations of many kinds 
require or at least are simplified by a background of trustworthiness, 
although this might be more nearly rationally than normatively moti­
vated. If our expectations are stabilized at a high enough level of 
cooperativeness, we may finally be able to treat much of the behavior 
we expect to encounter as a relatively benign force of nature, just as 
microeconomic theorists of the market essentially do. 

This general background or atmosphere of trustworthiness makes 
not only the market but also social life more generally go much better 
than it would without such an atmosphere. Hence life in a harsh 
ghetto or in a society that has broken down into violence and rabid 
self-seeking, as in Somalia at the end of the twentieth century, is ham­
pered by the prudent lack of trust and by the disastrous lack of insti­
tutions to enable joint enterprises to proceed even without much 
trust. Introducing trust in such a context would be pointless. ~ 
~in;_d for a constructive atmosphere is trustworthiness, which can­
not easily be established by individuals across a whole society that 
has destroyed it. Again, before trustworthiness can be established 
there must first be institutional safeguards against the pot~ror 
disastrous consequences of dea~ with others so that egQF,!le can 
begin to take the risk of cooperating in ways that, if successful, w9.!!l_ 
leauto trust relationships. 

Cooperation in Institutional Settings 

In two arenas-science and the professions of law, medicine, and 
others-trustworthiness is commonly reinforced by the natural or in­
stitutionalized incentive s tructures of those arenas. Both depend 
heavily on reputational effects but in different ways. In addition, insti­
tutionalized self-sanctioning arguably works to keep scientists and 
professional practitioners reliable to some extent. As well, sanctioning 
by external institutions may be on the rise in science and some of the 
professions. 

Some of the earliest and most extensive work on trust has focused 
on the professions (see especially Barber 1983), and I do not discuss 
the professions at length here. Without debating whether trust is 
really .the issue, we can presumably all agree that expectations of reli­
able behavior by professionals whose clients or patients we are is cen­
trally important. This was an early insight of some doctors and law­
yers, who introduced i'iSsociations of qualified practitioners and codes 
of professional responsibility (Berlant 1975; see Godin 1999 for var-
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ious codes). There is some doubt that these professional codes and 
institutional oversight have been very effective-in part, simply be­
cause they are seldom invoked to sanction either lawyers or doctors. 
For example, dreadful medical errors are evidently fairly common, 
and yet those who make such errors often continue in practice (Alpert 
2000; Jennifer Steinhauer, "So, the Brain Tumor's on the Left, Right?" 
New York Times, 1 April 2001).10 Increasingly, the oversight of medical 
professionals is being taken over by government. The behavior of le­
gal professionals is substantially regulated by market reputation, so 
that the simple market discipline of competition may be far more im­
portant than is sanctioning by bar associations. 

Now consider science and scientists, on whose motivations there 
has not been extensive research-scientists themselves often argue 
that their motivation is simply to seek the truth (see further Hardin 
1999b).11 This is too romantic and ethereal a rationale for most real 
scientists. An individual scientist who wants support for her research 
and promotion for her achievements depends on a reputation for 
good work, work that can often be checked by others who would be 
happy to second-guess and correct her findings if they seem to be 
wrong. There is an internal competition in the enterprise of science 
that forces all to adhere to certain practices, such as reporting data 
truthfully. This competition works for truth even when the personal 
motivation of a scientist is not the pure search for truth. Of course, 
under duress, the norms of good practice may be overridden, and a 
scientist might fabricate data. Indeed, if the background norm is one 
of relatively trustworthy people in particular roles, the untrustworthy 
can take parasitic advantage of that background expectation. 

In a society in which the background standards are those of the 
con artist, stances toward others will generally be defensive, and 
wariness might block most cooperative dealings, as in contexts of per­
vasive distrust and untrustworthiness. In a much more cooperative 
society, which is likely to be either a very close society or one with 
relatively good institutional structures to protect various dealings, the 
typically correct stance will be one of openness rather than wariness. 
Science has traditionally seemed to be such a society. Scientists gener­
ally seem to think that fraud is rare in science, but there are few data 
to establish that claim. The U.S. Office of Research Integrity recently 
established a grant program to investigate the prevalence of fraud, 
and some preliminary estimates are troubling. Although documented 
cases are rare, Nicholas Steneck of the University of Michigan, Ann 
Arbor, has drawn up a list of estimates according to which many 
scientists claim to know of cases of fraud (Marshall 2000). The office 
found that about half of 150 cases investigated (apparently most of 
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them by universities) between 1993 and 1997 resulted in misconduct 
findings (Kaiser 1999). 

Still, the competitive structure of science, with the possibility of 
having one's results dismissed by others, is evidently a bracing disci­
pline. A collection of ten papers on plant development by a group of 
plant scientists at a Max Planck Institute in Cologne has been shown 
to be based on irreproducible results (Balter 1999). Scores of papers 
by a German team of leukemia researchers have been found to in­
clude falsifications and suspected data manipulation (Hagmann 2000). 
The latter papers were questioned in part because the reported data 
were often too good to be true.12 In both cases, careers have been 
ended as a consequence of the misrepresentations. Also in both cases, 
it was evidently other scientists who raised questions about the pub­
lished research. Hence the commdnplace image of science as a self­
disciplining enterprise seems credible, although the German govern­
ment heightened the scrutiny. Therefore, as Dennis Flanagan (1992), 
the former editor of Scientific American, has said, abuse may be typ­
ically a matter of pathology. 

Researchers now worry that the growing possibility for great 
wealth from discoveries, especially but not only in genetic science, 
may reduce the openness of their enterprise (see, for example, Zan­
donella 2001). Moreover, the general commercialization of biological 
findings increasingly puts scientists in conflicts of interest between 
doing good science and making huge sums of money. In a recent case, 
a young man, Jesse Gelsinger, died during an experimental test of a 
new method of gene therapy. The University of Pennsylvania and one 
of the clinicians involved in the test held stakes in a gene-therapy 
company ("Controversy of the Year: Biomedical Ethics on the Front 
Burner," Science, 22 December 2000, 2225). Reports on such cases 
might eventually damage the reputation of scientists enough that ed­
ucated publics might begin to doubt the reliability of science, scien­
tists, and agencies that have access to biological information of var­
ious kinds and that stand to benefit from the use of such information.13 

As in many other areas of life, the crux of the matter for popular 
confidence in science may turn out to be conflict of interest on the 
part of scientists. 

Trust and Social Structure 

The Hobbesian problem of dreadful disorder arises from the assump­
tion that anarchy, the absence of enforcement of order, leads to dis­
trust and social disintegration. Ibn Khaldun, a fourteenth-century 
Arab historian, supposes that it is precisely anarchy that engenders 
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trust or social cohesion (Gellner 1988, 143). His argument is some­
what <;ircular. ~rchy there are, by definition, no institutional 
structures for regulating cooperative interactions. Hence if. there is~­
coerced cooperation, it must typically require trust. That there is trust 
in insfimcesOI anarchic order therefore need not entail that such con­
ditions engender trust, because trust might commonly be constituti=:_e 
_of such order in anarchic conditions more than it is the product of 
~- That is to say, the causal argumentgoes the opposite way. If 
anarchy works at all well for people, that is because there is trust to 
organize cooperation. Still, trust is not a necessary element of anarchic 
order, as is suggested by the example of the Swat Pathan (discussed 
in chapter 4) and by tb._e possibility that small communities can be 
governed by norms rather than by trust relationshi~. -

Hobbes supposes that in the state of nature distrust would be so 
rampant that individuals would tum on other individuals. What is 
more likely, and what is consistent with the vast literature on anarchy 
and on acephalous anthropological societies, is that there would be 
small-community organization. Individuals within small communities 
would thereby have some protections that would make productive 
life possible. The small societies might, however, engage in hostilities 
with one another. Experimental work on Japanese and American soci­
eties suggests !!tat reliance on a group builds trust relationships 
within the roup but blocks or at least li1ders the develo ment of' 
trust relationshi~s more roa y (Yamagishi, Cook, an Watabe 1998 . 
As Gellner (1988, 147) argues, m segmentary, pastoral society, there is 
only one means of protecting oneself against sudden onslaught from 
others: to gang up in a group. 

Khaldun says that urban life is incompatible with trust and cohe­
sion. His concern is with the transition from traditional, anarchic 
Muslim societies in North Africa to urban societies. The very fact that 
these societies are urban means that urban lineages accept governmen­
tal authority (Gellner 1988, 147). Urban organization and economic 
specialization separate individuals from their relatives and immerse 
them in a larger, less knowable society. Hence they cannot be anarchic 
and, on Khaldun's mistaken argument, it imril.ediately follows that 
trust is at risk. In Khaldun's vision, the city is made up of specialists; 
and metaphorically speaking, a specialist has no cousins. In a tribal 
culture the specialist is despised. Every excellence is a form of special­
ization, and specialization precludes full citizenship. The unspecialized 
human being constitutes the moral norm. (Recall the peasant Chinese 
dictum that we should cut down the taller.,poppies, those that stand 
out and are not part of the ordinary mass-as though the standout 
violates some esthetic principle.) The unspecialized can lose them­
selves in a solidary unit and gladly accept collective responsibility. 
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Against Khaldun's thesis we might suppose we would rather live 
in a society with the advantages of division of labor and scale than in 
one so small that .there would be little division of labor (except per­
haps the painfully traditional divisions by gender). Khaldun's moral 
thesis is that we would be better off in a small, close-knit community. 
That is a staggeringly complex and contestable normative claim, one 
that is partially shared by communitarian theorists of our time in the 
West. None of those communitarian theorists would be able to live in 
a society such as Khaldun extolled. Nor could Khaldun, as an impres­
sive social theorist, have fitted into that society-he would, on his 
own account, have been excluded by his own excellence. Interest­
ingly, however, the usual concern of communitarians is not with the 
richer relationships of trust in community but rather with the origin 
of values in communal practice and knowledge (Hardin 1995, chapter 
7)_14 

Against the appeals of Khaldun's argument even on its own terms 
of communal engenderment of trust, and parallel to the trend toward 
division of labor, is a trend toward the reduction of the extremes of 
distrust that lead to violence in such small-scale societies as medieval 
Iceland and the traditional Muslim societies that concern Khaldun. 
We can thank institutions for this change. Legal institutions replace 
the feud and the system of personal vengeance with police protec­
tions and replace the need for restrictive systems of barter with gen­
eral exchange grounded in enforceable contracts and money. Other 
institutions organize our cooperation in various contexts in which 
spontaneous cooperation is unlikely to succeed. Through the help of 
some of those institutions we can cooperate without the sometimes 
suffocating hand of small-community norms to control us. Although 
Gellner makes Khaldun's analysis one of trust, it seems likely that the 
actual communities Khaldun extols were more pervasively organized 
by such norms. In contexts in which trust did not work earlier, owing 
to pervasive distrust over certain matters, and in which norms also 
would not work today, because we are no longer embedded in restric­
tive communities, it is often of no concern that they .fail to lead us to 
cooperate, because with our institutional devices we have far less 
need to rely on trust relationships and norms in order to engage in 
joint enterprises. 

Khaldun dislikes specialization because it sets individuals apart 
from the uniform community. Part of the specialization he rejects is in 
the task of handling difficult interpersonal exchanges and other enter­
prises. For such matters, we may be glad that no one of us relies on 
our cousins for managing those relationships. When your cousins 
now do play a strong role in mediating our relations, I have reason 
for distrust. This is, of course, the point of Max Weber's thesis (1981, 
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228) on the rise of the modem business corporation and the invention 
of the· idea of corporate capital of fourteenth century Florence: the 
resources and accounts of the individual get separated from those of 
the firm. It was also the original point of rules against nepotism that 
are now increasingly in abeyance when the relative who might work 
for a firm is not a brother or male cousin but a woman, especially a 
spouse. 

In our more complex, open, mobile, and relatively impersonal soci­
ety, Breton and Wintrobe (1982, 80) note that large investments in 
trust in a small number of intensive relationships are unusual. What 
we see instead are many contacts that are less intense. Breton and 
Wintrobe are concerned with something roughly like commercial rela­
tionships, because we might still see substantial investments in trust 
and trustworthiness in close, intensive relationships with family and 
friends even in such a society as the United States. Indeed, Breton and 
Wintrobe themselves have had an admirably long and close collab­
orative academic relationship. The differences in the two patterns are, 
again, virtually a matter of arithmetic logic, because the development 
of intensive relationships requires substantial investments of time. If I 
must have relations with large numbers of people, I cannot have in­
tensive relations with many of them. 

The change from traditional to modem industrial societies in this 
respect is radical. Axel Leijonhufvud (1995) compares the life of a 
Frenchman, Bodo, a tenth-century serf of the abbey of St.-Germain­
des-Pres, to that of a French professional living in Paris today. We can 
know much about Bodo because good records of his life were kept. 
At that time, St.-Germain was well outside Paris, but today it is near 
the center of the city, where Leijonhufvud's contemporary profes­
sional lives and works. Almost all of Bodo's consumption in his life­
time was derived either from his own efforts or from the efforts of 
about eighty people, all of whom he knew well on a nearly daily 
basis. The bit of his consumption that did not come from his small 
community would have been salt, which would have come from the 
sea, and which would have passed through several, perhaps many, 
hands along the way. His modern counterpart consumes things that 
have inputs from millions of people around the globe, most of whom 
the Frenchman will never know. There may be no one outside his 
family whom the professional knows as well as Bodo knew many of 
his fellow villagers. 

Economic, political, and social progress bring new groups and 
classes into the center of society, making changes in culture and 
values much easier. A seeming concern of Khaldun and other com­
munitarians is to block such changes. They argue de facto for a soci­
"'~" in lNhirh r11rrPn~ rli ~nPn c;::~ tinnc; ::~c; nf c;nmP mnmPnt a rP turned into 
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fairly rigidly determined positional goods with strong constraints on 
change. The implications of such a view are that we either are stuck 
relatively fast or are finally overwhelmed by changes that come from 
outside our community. Khaldun would presumably have preferred 
Bodo's world to contemporary Paris, but there was no way to secure 
that world against overwhelming change. 

Finally, note that for a real-world society in which there must be 
substantial variance on most social, intentional, cognitive, and other 
such measures, average levels of anything may be far less important 
than actual distributions, especially if individuals and societies have 
ways of selecting on the relevant dimension to founc.t2_ocial struchges 
on differences in trustworthiness. So, for example, if we are in a soci­
ety that is hierarchically organized for various purposes, it may often 
be more important that the most competent or trustworthy people be 
in certain hierarchical roles than that people of average competence 
or trustworthiness be in those roles. Even in a strictly egalitarian con­
text it may be more important that there be so~e highly trustworthy 
individuals in the system than that everyone be close to the average 
in trustworthiness. For example, in a market one exceptionally trust­
worthy dealer may force others to be more trustworthy in order to 
stay in competition, as John Mueller (1999, 79-80) argues for the case 
of John Wanamaker and the modem department store. On the other 
hand, in certain contexts, in a society in which personal relationships 
are generally not deviously exploitative, one can take a lot for granted 
on first meeting a new associate. Con artists, sexual exploiters, and 
many others have a field of play only because the background stan­
dards and expectations of behavior are relatively high. 

Concluding Remarks 

In the academic literature, there are four main theories or models of 
trust that are actually brought to bear in empirical claims and re­
search. Three of these are based on the kinds of reasons for judging 
the trustWorthiness of the potential! trusted, and we could as sensi­
bly say that these are three different theories of trustworthiness as 
that they are theories of trust. These kinds of reasons are encapsu­
lated interest, moral commitment, and commitment from character. 
Two of these-moral commitment and character-are dispositional 
reasons, and the other-encapsulated interest- is a rea:sonlrom inter­
ests. The fundamentally important common feature of these three the­
ories or models of trust is that they require cognitive assessments of 
the trustworthiness of the poteil"tially trusted. The fourth theory is 
purely dispositional trust that is not grounded in the assessment of 
t e trustworthiness of the trusted and therefore is not at all a theory 
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of trustworthiness. The one frequently assumed model of trust to 
which .most of the discussions of this book do not apply is trust as 
purely dispositional and unrelated to anything to do with the trusted. 

Most of the discussion of a disposition to trust (for example, Rotter 
1980) could easily be read as supposing that people~ 
QP.!!m!_stic about others generally, perhaps for reasons of early experi­
ence, as discussed in chapter 5. If this is the meaning of trust as dis­
positional, then it is not generally a theory of trust but merely an 
explanation of why some take risks more readily than others do or 
why some read the risks as less serious than others do. Hence the 
dispositional view is about marginal variations in trusting in the face 
of whatever evidence of trustworthiness is available. The view that 
trust is purely a disposition and that it is therefore unrelated in any 
specific instance to the object of the trust (trusting B to do X) is surely 
irrelevant to the experience of trust for most of us most of the time­
and perhaps no one genuinely holds such a view, which in any case 
would not be a general theory of trust. Perhaps the largest body of 
current work on trust as a disposition is on generalized trust. Trust as 
purely dispositional would be noncognitive and not relational. Genu­
inely generalized trust must be dispositional and neither cognitive 
nor relational in the sense that it is not based on cognitive assess­
ments of or relationships with others. 

As noted in chapter 1, most people, when asked whom they trust, 
speak immediately of people with whom they have ongoing relation­
ships. For them and for the encapsulated-interest view, trust is rela­
tional. My trust of you grows out of my relationship with you; it is 
not independent of that relationship (or of reputational proxies for 
such a rela tionship). Some other models of trust may also be rela­
tional if in order to judge someone to be trustworthy out of moral 
commitment or character one needs knowledge that is available only 
in relationships or through reputations from relationships with others. 
One might imagine, however, having other sources of knowledge that 
would not depend on having a relationship with the trusted person. 

A core part of sociology is work on ongoing relationships that in­
volve iterated interactions, as in the vast literature on iterated pris­
oner's dilemma and large-number prisoner's dilemmas or collective 
actions (some psychologists and sociologists prefer to call these social 
dilemmas). That is to say, motivations generated within relationships 
are at the heart of our understanding of social and interpersonal inter­
actions. Indeed, it is ongoing relationships that make it meaningful 
for us to speak of society rather than merely of an aggregation of 
individuals. A misfortune of much empirical work on trust through 
survey research and experimental games is that it generally misses 
any relational aspect of the choices and commitments of the subjects, 
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although surveys and games could be designed to capture relational 
elements of the interactions. 

As discussed in chapter 3, there are many conceptions of trust, 
including the four mentioned here. Several of these have been pro­
posed in a sense theoretically but have not been applied in empirical 
studies, and few if any conclusions about social structure and broader 
relationships have been inferred from them. They are strictly concep­
tual. Concepts are neither true nor false, but they are typically theory 
laden, and the associated theories can be true or false. Trust is a term 
that is associated, explicitly or implicitly, with several quite different 
theories. These theories commonly include psychological claims. Peo­
ple seem to differ enough psychologically that some of them fit 
almost any theory of trust grounded in the relevant psychological 
claims. The conception of trust as encapsulated interest implies many 
theoretical claims, such as those presented in the last four chapters of 
this book. 

The differences in various accounts of trust are mostly grounded in 
an account of trustworthiness, although this latter account is often at 
best implicit. The standard views of trustworthiness seem likely each 
to be true of some people in some contexts. I trust some people be­
cause I know they have a stake in our ongoing relationships, others 
because I know they are morally committed to fulfilling my trust with 
respect to certain things, and others still because I think their charac­
ter dictates their trustworthiness. A few have an especially strong 
stake in our ongoing relationships because they are close friends, and 
a very few because they love me. 

In chapter 6, I discuss falling in love and into friendship as ways in 
which trust comes quickly, virtually before any interaction. What of­
ten happens, however, is that people grow into a richer relationship 
of friendship or at least cooperativeness with respect to some range of 
matters. At that point, trust may often be overdetermined because 
trustworthiness is overdetermined. You may be trustworthy out of 
interest, morality, and friendship. You may even develop a simple 
disposition to be trustworthy to me, and you might develop a dispo­
sition to trust me. (Such dispositions toward particular persons could 
be shattered by misunderstanding or bad faith.) For example, we can 
start purely from financial interests, as we might with a local mer­
chant, and then we can develop a relationship that goes beyond mar­
ket concerns even while it remains grounded in such concerns. We 
might have a natural proclivity for attributing our motivations to 
moral considerations, but it would be easy to see in such a case that 
the actual relationship began from concern with interests on both 
sides. 

Trust typically arises· at the level _ o( and is grounded in, relatively 
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small-scale interactions. It is not restricted to merely dyadic relation­
ships, but it cannot be grounded in interactions involving very large 
numbers of people. It is generally a cognitive notion, and it faces epis­
temological and temporal limits on just how many relationships one 
person can master. Because most of us live in large-scale societies, we 
need devices other than trusting and trustworthiness to make many 
of our more or less cooperative activities go well. Typically, we can 
~ercome the scale limits of direct trusting by relying on social con­
structions such as intermediary guarantors and reputations, although 
even these devices are commonly limited. To go much further, we must 
have strong institutional and especially legal backing that displaces the 
need for trust and reliance on others' doubtful trustworthiness. Unfor­
tunately, s uch backing cannot be made to work efficiently-or, in some 
contexts, even at all. 

It may still be true that trust and trustworthiness are fundamen­
~ im ortant in mak.in large-scale activities and, especially, ~rge 
social institutions function. To show how they do this, however, re­
c}uires substantial unpacking of the relationships within those institu­
tions to understand how trust plays a role at the micro level. T_n!sLis 
?ilierently a micro-level phenomenon. It is individuals who trust, and 
it is individuals who, under institutional and other constraints, are 
trustworthy to some, perhaps limited, extent in particular contexts. 
T.!_ust and trustworthiness may permeate the social structure, but they 
do so bit by bit. And much of that structure is a response to the 
difficulties of relying on trust and trustworthiness to !llotivate cooper-
ation. ' 
~ -



Appendix: 
Survey Questions on Trust 

T HE GENERAL Social Survey, which is conducted by the National 
Opinion Research Center, has tapped attitudes on trust for sev­
eral decades. These are the survey questions that are com­

monly interpreted as measuring generalized trust: 

1. Do you think most people would try to take advantage of you, or 
would they try to be fair? 

2. Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful, or 
that they are mostly looking out for themselves? 

3. Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be 
trusted, or that you can't be too careful dealing with people? 

One might argue that the first two of these questions are not really 
about trust but about the elemental decency of "most people," not 
about their actual-trusting or nontrusting-relationship to anyone 
in particular. 

One might also say that the one question that is clearly about trust 
seems to refer only to a two-part relation because it does not specify 
the matters on which one might trust most people. Here, of course, 
the vagueness of the instrument, which may be necessitated in part 
by the nature of survey research, is at fault in that it does not give 
respondents much leeway. Sensible respondents must read this ques­
tion as not being about substantial issues, such as whether one could 
trust another to donate a kidney or to repay a large, unsecured per­
sonal loan, or even much less substantial issues. Hence although it 
is unspecified, the range of matters on which "most people can be 
trusted" is not likely to be unrestricted. It would be of interest to 
attempt to unpack what people think they are saying when they an­
swer such questions. So far, however, survey work on trust has not 
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done this. To date, the methodologies used to analyze such data have 
been radically more sophisticated than the designs of the question­
naires and, arguably, than the answers to them. 

The most commonly used measure of trust in government in the 
United States is the set of responses to four questions regularly asked 
in the National Elections Studies biennial surveys. Similar surveys are 
taken in many other nations, although none over as long a period as 
the National Elections Studies surveys. The questions are as follows: 

1. How much of the time do you think you can trust the govern­
ment in Washington to do what is right-just about always, most 
of the time, or only some of the time? 

2. Would you say the government is pretty much run by a few big 
interests looking out for themselves or that it is run for the benefit 
of all the people? 

3. Do you think that people in the government waste a lot of money 
we pay in taxes, waste some of it, or don't waste very much of it? 

4. Do you think that quite a few of the people running the govern­
ment are crooked, not very many are, or do you think hardly any 
of them are crooked? 

Again, only one of these questions-the first-actually uses the 
term trust. The third question might elicit a judgment of policies more 
than of trust. The second and fourth question s address motivations 
that might b ear on the trustworthiness of officials. As is true also for 
the General Social Survey questions, answers to these questions tend 
to be strongly correlated, so that it is sensible to claim that they are 
tapping something coherent even though it is arguably bold to assert 
that they tap a sense of trust in any particular conception of trust. 
Reputedly, when they were first added to the National Elections 
Studies battery, these questions were intended to tap political cyni­
cism, not trust. 

On the complications of reading such surveys, see Putnam (2000, 
415- 24). 



Notes 

Preface 

1. Adam Seligman {1997, 13-15) claims that trust as we know it is a strictly 
modern concept because it arises out of strictly modern conditions. This is 
a perhaps Platonic stipulation in its own right. Niklas Luhmann (1988, 96) 
makes a similar claim: "Trust comes with the discovery or reconceptual­
ization of life as involving risk in early modern times." 

Chapter 1 

1. Some philosophers suppose we should distinguish our trust of another 
individual from our expectations about that individual's behavior in par­
ticular respects (Baier 1986; Hertzberg 1988). 

2. The basic form could be extended in various ways. For example, A 
might trust B to do Y for C, but one could simply take "Y for C" as a 
complex version of "X" in the three-part pattern. 

3. Henceforth, I merely say "to do X" and assume that X has a potentially 
wide domain. 

4. Donald Davidson (1986, 200) writes that behavioralism is objectionable if 
it maintains "that mental concepts can be explicitly defined in terms of 
the behavioral concepts." 

5. In many conferences sponsored by the Russell Sage Fonndation, partici­
pants have objected to the claim that trust is cognitive because they want 
to say that it is behavioral. See also Sztompka 1999. 

6. Annette Baier (1986) is concerned with the trusted's motivation toward 
the truster, but it is nnclear whether she would equate that to the incen­
tive of the trusted to fulfill the trust. 

7. Aristotle (Eudemian Ethics 8.2.123b.12-16) notes that "there is no stable 
friendship [philia] without trust [pistis], and there is no trust without 
time." We may suppose that the point of time in this claim is to have 
opportunity for enough interactions-including interactions into the fu­
ture-on which to gronnd trust. According to Paul Bullen (personal 
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communication, 26 February 1998), Aristotle uses the word "philia" to 
cover more than just what we would call friendship. It can include any 

· harmonious relationship, even impersonal ones based purely on self­
interest. Depending on the context, "pistis" can mean belief, confidence, 
and rhetorical proof, as well as trust. If pistis is trus t for Aristotle, then 
evidently it is a cognitive term. 

8. Baier (1986, 251) thinks the prisoner's dilemma is overemphasized in 
d iscussions of moral philosophy and that this is especially a mistake for 
discussion of trust. However, she has an unduly formal view of the pris­
oner's dilemma as inherently fitted to contracts and fixed payoffs. It is 
because many relations have the prisoner's dilemma structure that trust 
is at issue in them. Moreover, the prisoner 's dilemma need not represent 
anything vaguely approaching equality of the parties. Baier says trust is 
quite different from promise keeping "in part because of the very indefi­
niteness of what we are counting on [the other] to do or not to do." She 
holds that contracts are at one extreme of trust, infant trust at the other 
extreme. "Trust in fellow contractors is a limit case of trust, in which 
fewer risks are taken, for the sake of lesser goods." She does not spell 
out why there are fewer risks or lesser goods. In fact, of course, some 
contracts govern dealings that stand to wreck lives if fulfillment fails. 

9. For more extensive discussion of promising in its strategic variety, see 
Hardin (1988b, 41-44, 59-65). 

10. It is sometimes supposed, on the contrary, that promising is typically 
used to regulate relations with strangers. Baier (1986, 246) says that ex­
change of promises typically requires "one to rely on strangers over a 
period of time." Unless my worldly experience is extraord inary, this 
view is prima facie false. Promises to genuine strangers are rare, not 
least perhaps because a stranger would not trust one's promise (see fur­
ther Good 1988). Schelling (1989) canvasses peculiar devices for securing 
compliance with promises in such difficult contexts as those between 
strangers. Establishing reliability in such contexts requires strong mea­
sures, such as subjecting oneself to risk of real, often unrelated, harm 
if one fails to comply with one's promise. When we have to rely on 
strangers in important matters, we commonly prefer to bind them 
through contracts under law. 

11. For more extensive discussion see Hardin (1982a, chapter 9). The conclu­
sion of the backward induction argument has become a virtual dogma 
despite the fact that many, perhaps most, discussants think it perverse. 
Its appeal as a dogma may simply be that it is cute and perversely con­
trary to common sense. See further Hardin (1992; in press b, chapter 2). 

12. This section summarizes an argument presented in Hardin (2001). 

Chapter 2 

1. Luhmann (1980, 64) also says that trust is a kind of capital. Although 
trustworthiness might be seen as a form of capital, as reputation is, it is 
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hard even to imagine what it means for trust to be a form of capital. See 
further chapter 3. 

2. It is possible t!lat trustworthiness is affected by the perception of being 
trusted. H we reward people beyond what they might seem to deserve, 
they might therefore attempt to live up to the reward by performing at a 
high level. Similarly, when we think people will perform well, they often 
do (see further Peel 1998; Braithwaite 1998; Blackburn 1998; Daunton 
1998). 

3. The translation here, by Andrew Porter, was intended for performance 
as well as for conveying meaning, and it is perhaps inadequate to reveal 
the nature of Alberich's "passionate fevers." The German makes clear 
that what is a t issue is a lascivious rutting fire. Many of Wagner's char­
acters, some of them among the most loathsome and treacherous in all of 
opera, are obsessed with trust. Like Lohengrin, they demand it without 
evidence that they merit it; like Wotan, they are unworthy of it. 

4. Alberich does not say "forever" in the German, although one might sen­
sibly suppose that serious curses are meant to be forever. To assert, "I 
curse you, but I'll embrace you again tomorrow," could only be said 
with comic intent. Moreover, Wotan, in his confessional soWoquy to 
Briinnhilde in The Valkyrie (2.2), mourns that, because he was always 
overcome by the longing for love, he had never been able to act so force­
fully as to renounce it, as the "cringing" gnome Alberich had done 
(Wagner 1977, 106-7). This hardly makes sense if Alberich's curse was 
not meant to last. Here and elsewhere, we could be bogged down for 
pages trying to interpret Wagner. Nothing turns on that for the present 
argument, and we may leave that task to J. R. R. Tolkien and others who 
have the gift for it. An apparent acolyte of the god Wagner wrote me a 
charmingly arrogant letter to say that reading my article, "Trustworthi­
ness" (Hardin 1996) any further after I had so badly misread Wagner 
was clearly pointless because, as any philosopher must know, nothing of 
value could follow from a mistaken premise. 

5. "Liebe Lust" in the Rhine maiden Woglinde's German. 

6. One might suppose that the first of these branches is incoherent almost 
by inspection of the natu.re of our lives, in which action of moral signifi­
cance is most often interaction. Social life is relational, not individual. I 
cannot cause outcomes by my actions but must rely on our joint causa­
tion of outcomes as merely a partial function of my own actions. To 
focus on rules for behavior or the individual's action taken separately 
from others' actions therefore grossly oversimplifies the nature of our 
problem (see further Hardin in press b, chapter 6; Hardin 1988b, 68-70). 
For example, such deontological rule following is fundamentally irrele­
vant to most public policy. Indeed, when it is intruded into public policy, 
it is often harmful to the purposes of the policy, as Jonathan Baron (1998) 
argues forcefully. He notes that we should not be surprised when poli­
cies produce suboptimal outcomes, such as organ shortages and even 
world poverty, whe·n the policies result from reliance on deontological 
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rules that ignore consequences. It is hard even to conceive of many pub­
lic policies as other than consequentialist in their purpose, and it would 
be astonishing ii some limited set of moral rules should always be con­
gruent with achieving those purposes. Any view of the wrongheaded­
ness of deontological moral theory in many public policies, however, 
should be irrelevant to the assessment here of its p lausible undergirding 
of a moral disposition for trustworthiness. 

7. Gauthier (1986) and also McClennen (1990) suppose that we adopt a 
cooperative disposition in order to fi t our interests in achieving mutual 
cooperation. 

8. For an analogous argument on the utilitarian grounds for promise keep­
ing, see Hardin {1988b, 61- 62). 

9. In Hobbes' own words, "Nor is it possible for any person to be bound to 
himselfe; because he that can bind, can release; and therefore he that is 
bound to himselfe onely, is not bound." 

10. For many such examples, see George Ainslie (1992), Jon Elster (1979, 36-
111), and Thomas Schelling (1984, 57-112). 

11. We could include discussion of social norms here, bu t they are complex 
enough to merit separate treatment because they often include elem ents 
of strictly internal motivations. They are therefore a mixed category that 
cuts across internal and external motivations. 

12. Such conventions are often reinforced by more formal institutional con­
straints, including law. Such reinforcement is not typically necessary, but 
it is likely to be a natural move. It can derive from the common but 
specious supposition that what is ought to be- and therefore ought to 
be legally or otherwise enforced. Alternatively, it can happen because 
those who back a convention or norm can get it reinforced by law. 

13. In such a context norms can be forcefully coercive (see Hardin 1995, 
chapter 4). 

14. See the discussion of endgame motivations in contract-by-convention 
resolutions of iterated prisoner's dilemma in Hardin {1982a, 200-5). 

15. See, for example, "Prenuptial Pacts Rise, Prenuptial Trust Fails," New 
York Times, 19 November 1986. This is a less revolutionary change than 
one might think. In many times and places, national and familial inter­
ests have dominated some marriages, and powerful institutions have 
stood behind those interests .. The principal change in contemp orary con­
ditions may be that far larger fractions of marriages put substantial eco­
nomic interests at stake. Schwartz argues that, once satisfaction of per­
sonal interests "becomes the goal of friendship and marriage, it destroys 
these activities as distinct, organized, and coherent" (Schwartz 1986, 
269). Unless he means " the only goal" or these terms are defined in odd 
ways, this is utterly implausible. Marriages must often have strong, even 
predominant elements of satisfaction of personal (and other) interests. 
Are they then destroyed as "distinct, organized, and coherent" activities? 
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16. For one attempt at explaining internalization, see Scott (1971). 

17. On such norms and their power, see Hardin (1995, chapter 4). 

18. Universalistic norms that do work are, as noted , often enforced within 
d yads. If I lie to you, it is likely to be in your interest to sanction me, and 
you may do so. Many norms work in seemingly large-number contexts, 
such as norms for professional integrity, honesty in scientific research, 
confidentiality in many contexts, and fairness_ in institutional roles (such 
as dealing with welfare clients or grading students). These typically are 
backed by institutional sanctioning power, so that they do not depend 
merely on spontaneous sanction from within the relationship, as com­
munal norms or dyadic norms do. They fall somewhere between sponta­
neously enforced norms and institutional regulations. 

19. In Indiana, a woman who was accused of driving the wrong way in 
order to commit suicide and to take her children with her was charged 
with murder. Given the nature of the driving convention, few people 
would disagree that hers was a moral and criminal action if the accusa­
tion is correct ("Woman Convicted of 7 Murders in Wrong-Way Acci­
dent," USA Today, 11 May 2001). 

Chapter 3 

1. This is true of many fundamentally important terms in any scientific 
realm. 

2. The declaration "Trust me" might have a quite different role in the ver­
nacular. If I am doing something for you and you seem to doubt my 
competence, I might say, "Trust me," meaning that you should not be so 
doubtful of my abilities. 

3. One might be obligated to act in certain ways contrary to one's degree of 
trust. This is presumably what Held means here. 

4. Baier (1985, 61) says trusting someone is always a risk "given the partial 
opaqueness to us of the reasoning and motivation of those we trust and 
with whom we cooperate." There is an "expected gain which comes 
from a climate of trust" - hence, in trusting we give up security for 
greater security. But, again, it is not trusting that is risky, it is acting on 
trust that is risky. Trusting is merely a bit of knowledge, and, of course, 
knowledge is fallible. Fallible trust can seem to give us grounds for act­
ing when the acting will turn out to be harmful to our interests. 

5. See, for example, the General Social Survey questions that are commonly 
used to measure so-called generalized trust (see the appendix). Only one 
of the three questions actually uses the term trust. 

6. This is the rationale in Gary Becker's (1971) analysis of discrimination in 
hiring. 

7. Such an argument alread y appears in William Wollaston's Religion of Na­
ture Delineated (1722), cited in Dunn 1984, 289-90. 
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8. We could presumably give a psychological account of the development 
·of greater or lesser optimism (see further chapter 5), although we might 
suppose that genetic dispositions differ independently of developmental 
experiences. 

9. His argument is of a kind that often crops up in criticisms of analyses of 
strategic interactions. He says it "is not clear how any rationally defens­
ible form of trust would even differ, conceptually, from knowledge or 
power [because] either I can compute the risk that what you say will be 
incorrect or I cannot." If I can compute it, I simply act from expectations 
of your behavior (Becker 1996, 47, 49). A central element in my trusting 
another, however, is the presumption not merely that she will do what 
she says but that she will do it for reasons of her own interest-for 
example, in maintaining her relationship with me-in fulfilling my trust. 
I should therefore think strategically, because my outcome is a function 
of both my actions and her actions taken together. Hence, I have to think 
through or guess at her motivations. This is not a matter of computing 
the odds in an interaction with nature, and it is not determinate. 

10. Becker supposes that an abused child who clings to an abusing parent, 
or an abused spouse who clings to the abuser, trusts the abuser-hence 
noncognitively trusts. I am not qualified to discuss the psychological lit­
erature on such relationships, but this seems unlikely. Rather, the child 
or the abused spouse has no better place to go. The citizens abused by 
Papa Doc did not reveal noncognitive trust by the mere fact of staying 
on in Haiti. 

11. John Locke (1955 [1689], 52) supposes that atheists cannot consistently be 
trusted because they do not fear ultimate retribution from God. On his 
account, then, trust is essentially a matter of rational expectations 
grounded in the rationality of the trusted. See further the discussion by 
John Dunn (1984, 286-88). 

12. In chapter 8 I relate an incident from Shizuko Go's (1985) Requiem. Set­
suko, the novel's heroine, is impressed by the kindness of an older 
woman, a stranger she is unlikely ever to see again. The older woman 
may have been only normatively motivated. If so, then her kindness to 
Setsuko was not necessarily based on grounds. In this case, however, it 
would be odd to say of the particular people to whom she was gracious 
that she trusted them to reciprocate. Her graciousness was almost en­
tirely an expression of herself, without objective correlates, not specifi­
cally directed at particular people-although it perhaps had a strong 
class bias. If "trust" is selectively directed at only certain other people 
but not based on grounds for selecting which others, then it must be 
capricious-unrelated to its objects and not a consistent expression of 
character. Such "trust"-which should be characterized as acting as 
though one trusts-seems neither sensible nor meritorious. 

13. Variants of a view of trust as grounded in scant expectations have often 
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14. Vi~ginia Held (1968, 157) has proposed an intermediate position. She 
supposes that "trust is most required exactly when we least know 
whether a person will or will not do an action." This statement is ambig­
uous, and it may not imply a definition of trust. Suppose she means it 
partially as a definition. It is true that where there is no room for choice 
on the part of another, trust cannot be at issue. Yet it can be at issue 
when I am quite confident of your choice of action. In a particular con­
text, it makes sense to say I trust most the person I think most likely to 
act in a certain way, and I trust least the person I think least likely to act 
that way. 

15. Karamazov's lieutenant colonel has a very strange morality and sense of 
honor. He can act illegally and irresponsibly toward the army and the 
nation in which he is an officer. Yet he expects Trifonov to act in a trust­
worthy way with respect to him in their criminal dealings. Morality and 
trust often do not correlate well. 

16. Mansbridge (1999) calls such actions "altruistic trust." 

17. Such considerations could not, of course, commend acting as though one 
trusted those others in many other matters in which their actual untrust­
worthiness might have grim consequences. For example, acting in these 
ways in such cases need not trump such other considerations as respon­
sibility to one's child. 

18. "Etwas" means "something," not "someone." These passages are quoted 
in English in Hertzberg (1988, 308). 

19. Elster's claim clearly makes sense for altruism because I can genuinely 
have your interests at heart independently of any causal connection back 
to my own interests. Most of us are probably altruistic to some extent, 
even if not to a great extent. It is not clear, however, what is analogous 
about trust in Elster's view. Elster's concern is with altruism, and he 
does not spell out the analogous nature of trust implied in his brief 
aside, which may really be about trustworthiness. 

20. In a classic study of military performance, Samuel Stouffer and col­
leagues (1949, 142-49) argue that great familiarity among members of a 
small combat unit often leads to great courage under fire because the 
members of the unit are loyal to one another rather than merely to the 
larger national purpose. In this case, all members incorporate the inter­
ests of the others· in their own to some extent (see further chapter 6). 

21. In an informal poll of taxi drivers, I found their main concerns to be 
about who will give the biggest tips. Women, blacks, and the very young 
are reputedly poor tippers. White men in suits are good tippers, and 
well-dressed older men escorting younger women are among the best. In 
some cities, the drivers also seem to be concerned with whether their 
fare might want to go to a part of the city from which no return fare 
could be expected. For example, anyone with a suitcase trying to hail a 
taxi in the southern· end of Manhattan might be feared to want to go to 
l\T ................. t, A;.,..._,.......,.,. ..--.\...n,..n 1\To..-.u Vn ... \, rthr f.ov1c -:t T"o nn .. o1lnuror1 f.n crdir1t 
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riders for the return trip. Despite some history of attacks on taxi and 
. livery drivers, not one of the drivers I queried expressed any concern 
about whether their fares would be untrustworthy in any way. Drivers 
of a ll races and ethnicities seemed to have sintilar views. 

22. Gambetta (1988, 217) has a similar view. 

23. The word trust, in prominently large letters, is featured in current adver­
tising campaigns by Fortunoff, a jewelry merchant, Invitrogen, a maker 
of biological cell cultures, and Mercedes Benz. In a Fortunoff ad, trust is 
supposedly exemplified by a bride receiving a ring; in an Invitrogen ad, 
by a trapeze artist who flies through the air expecting to be caught by a 
partner; in a Mercedes ad, by a lion tamer who has the temerity to kiss 
his lion on the nose 

24. Part of the discussion here is taken from Hardin (1999e). 

25. It is a standing joke that among the acadentics most adept at augmenting 
their salaries and reducing their duties are theorists who insist that hu­
man behavior is not substantially self-interested. 

26. This paragraph is drawn from a longer discussion of issues in law and 
norms (Hardin 2000a). 

Chapter 4 

1. Thresholds for behavior may be important and asymmetric here. We 
may tip from trust to distrust only when big enough news comes in. 
Additionally, it may be generally harder to tip from distrust to trust. See 
further Luhmann (1980, 73, 79). 

2. See further chapter 5. See also general findings reported in Holmes 
(1991, 63). One might suppose from Holmes' account that the studies 
seem to turn the learning model discussed in chapter 5 into a psycho­
logical disposition that is theoretically unmotivated. Also, see Toshio 
Yamagishi's (1998, 2000) account of trust as a form of social intelligence. 

3. Virginia Woolf (1938, 109) comments on the thoughts of a family listen­
ing to the paterfamilias expound on politics: '1\ll of them bending them­
selves to listen thought: 'Pray heaven that the inside of my mind may 
not be exposed,' for each thought, 'The others are feeling this. They are 
outraged and indignant with the government about the fishermen. 
Whereas, I feel nothing at all."' See further David Nyberg (1993). 

4. See Animal Legal Defense Fund, Inc. v. Shalala, 104 F.3d 424, 431 (D.C. Cir. 
1997) (holding that the Research Council of the National Academy of 
Sciences was "utilized" by the Department of Health and Human Ser­
vices within the meaning of the term as used in the Federal Advisory 
Committee Act and thus is subject to its provisions). 

5. As Nagel (1998, 6) says, "If I don't tell you everything I think and feel 
about you, that is not a case of deception, since you don't expect me to 
do so and would probably be appalled if I did." 
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6. What follows is from Barth's discussion at the New York University­
Russell Sage Foundation conference on trust held at New York Univer­
sity on Februa_ry 25 and 26, 1995. 

7. Oman opened to tourists only in the mid-1990s, and it now seems, on 
one account, to be a remarkably hospitable society. Presumably the 
change is largely owing to a relatively benign ruler, Sultan Qabus bin 
Said Oudith Miller, "Exotic Oman Opens Its Doors," New York Times, 8 
February 1998). 

8. This discussion is adapted from Cook and Hardin (2000). 

9. This era and especially the isolated status of Lisle suggest an extreme 
version of paranoid cognition. See further K. M. Colby (1981) and 
Roderick Kramer (1994, 1998). 

10. Elkin related the visit in a private conversation in Bellagio, Italy, in May 
1988, at the Rockefeller Center. 

11. Hobbes was, of course, bothered by religious fundamentalists because 
different fundamentalist sects were ravaging England in the attempt co­
ercively to impose their own religious beliefs on everyone. 

12. As Gambetta (1988, 172-73) notes, the Mafia might help someone sell 
fraudulently. This implicitly would make clear that without Mafia pro­
tection distrust of one's fellows is rational and would therefore undercut 
competition that would benefit almost everyone. 

13. Other factors further burden Sicilian society. For example, economic 
backwardness produces little opportunity for advancement. A standard 
way to advance is to prevail over others in one's own society-hence, 
advancement is a positional good (Gambetta 1988, 163). 

14. See, for example, the argument of John Hart Ely (1980) in favor of consti­
tutional oversight by a court. Also see Mark Warren (1999). 

15. Locke (1988 [1690], §171: 381) holds that society turns power over to its 
governors, "whom society hath set over it self, with this express or tacit 
Trust, That it shall be imployed for their good, and the preservation of 
their Property." 

16. Howard Margolis (1982) proposes a model of altruism in which the indi­
vidual has two different sets of desires: self-interested or selfish and 
other-directed or altruistic. We then balance between these, indulging 
more in altruism· for a while and then in selfishness. 

17. Virtually the whole of political philosophy is relevant to this issue, and 
the political and economic philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment, 
such as Hume and Smith, in particular, were almost entirely concerned 
with it. 

Chapter 5 

1. Julian Rotter (1980, 1-2) speaks of a "generalized expectancy." 



212 Trust and Trustworthiness 

2. In context, this seems to be a claim about the trustworthiness of those we 
·might trust. See further chapter 2. As Partha Dasgupta (1988, 51) says, 
trust is important because "its presence or absence can have a strong 
bearing on what we choose to do and in many cases what we can do" 
(see also Akerlof 1970; Arrow 1974). 

3. This is the claim of Baier (1986) in her account of infant trust. See discus­
sion in chapter 3, in the section titled "Trust As Ungrounded Faith." 

4. Although there is dispute about such a claim, the incidence of severe 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) may be extremely high among 
those abused at very young ages. A recent Dutch study found that 62 
percent of women who were victims of childhood incest suffered from 
PTSD. A control group of women with "ordinary negative life events" in 
childhood suffered no PTSD (Albach and Everaerd 1992). The disorder, 
first well studied in soldiers with grim combat experiences, now seems 
possibly to afflict abused children. A central problem of effective therapy 
is establishing trust with patients who do not readily trust ("Post-trau­
matic Stress: Par t 2" 1991). 

5. The contrary view is assumed or argued by many writers. See, for exam­
ple, Dunn (1988, 73, 80}, Luhmann (1980, 19). 

6. Carter's remarks at the Russell Sage Foundation, New York, 24 Septem­
ber 1992, during a brief account of an Atlanta project to reach the very 
poor. 

7. Perhaps this is the sense of Luhmann's (1980, 4) claim that distrust is 
self-reinforcing: It does not generate enough information for the distrus­
ter to correct his or her view of possibilities. 

8. This may be another ethological constraint on development. 

9. This is a common theme in the trust literature, especially the social psy­
chological literature; for example, see Robert Swinth (1967). Some experi­
mental tests suggest that as-if testing is less important than one might 
think (Swinth 1967, 343). 

10. Coleman (1990, 180- 85) discusses various intermediary effects. 

11. Despite their nearly definitional ring, the findings in Rotter 's experi­
ments may have provided evidence about the validity and generality of 
his scale. 

12. The worst payoffs are the (1, 4) and (4, 1} payoffs in the prisoner 's di­
lemma of game 2 in chapter 1. The first of these is worst for the column 
player, and the second is worst for the row player. These represent the 
outcome of one player's taking the other's holdings without anything in 
trade-hence theft rather than exchange. 

Chapter 6 

1. In competition with a relatively large set of alternative strategies, tit-for­
tat coooerators survive ouite well (Axelrod 1984). 
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2. In addition, Frank (1988, 18), agreeing with Pascal, notes that behavior 
influences character: "few people can maintain a predisposition to behave 
honestly while at the same time frequently engaging in transparently op­
portunistic behavior." My experience suggests that this claim is false be­
cause people can be opportunistic on some matters and honest on others. 

3. In chapter 2, I discuss this issue in the context of a consideration of dispo­
sitions. 

4. A similar incitement may have made Emma see Knightley's value. Mrs. 
Weston insists to Emma that Knightley has strong affection for Jane Fair­
fax: "I say that he is so very much occupied by the idea of not being in 
love with her, that I should not wonder if it were to end in his being so at 
last" (Austen 1985 [1816], 290). 

5. On the force of the social convention on one's own credibility in marital 
relations and related problems, see Hardin (1982a, 213). 

6. Elster adds two other considerations that seem unnecessary (see further 
Hardin 1995, 82- 86; Merton 1968, 104-9; Stinchcombe 1968, 80-101). 

7. The title of this paper (Hardin 1980) should perhaps say "functional ex­
planation" rather than "functionalist explanation," because the latter sug­
gests the blind assumption that whatever is good for a society must have 
happened and whatever behaviors a society develops must be good for it. 

8. For several other cases, see Hardin (1980) and Hardin (1995, 82- 85 [the 
norm of group identity], 93 [the dueling norm], and 132 [the norm of 
omertii in the Mafia and of public order more generally]). 

Chapter 7 

1. Hart says, in what is for him an unusual sociological claim, that without 
the voluntary cooperation of many, "the coercive power of law and gov­
ernment cannot be established." 

2. This work is, surprisingly, one of the few substantial efforts to document 
that citizens' views make much difference in how well government func­
tions. Levi speaks of quasi-voluntary compliance. 

3. In general, it is important to note that one may neither trust nor distrust 
another or a government with respect to some issue. As noted in chapter 
4, this is contrary to the vernacular sense of not trusting. A person who 
says, "I do not trust him," very likely means that he or she actively 
distrusts him. However, we are often ignorant of another's intentions or 
likely behavior, and therefore we are in a state of neither trust nor dis­
trust toward that other. 

4. The words "stupidity" and "brutality" were used by the Alabama Journal 
at the time to characterize the actions of Alabama state troopers who 
broke up a march in Marion, Alabama (quoted in Chong 1991, 26). 

5. Indeed, a centerpiece in his downfall was the notoriously missing 
twenty minutes of a White House tape. 
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6. I discuss logical problems in the notion of generalized trust (individual 
.trust of virtually all other individuals) in chapter 3 and putative relation­
ships between generalized trust and social order in chapter 8. Gener­
alized trust is not generally of concern in the problem of declining trust 
in government unless there is a general decline in trust in individuals 
that spills over into declining trust in government-but this is not a 
thesis central to the debates on declining trust in government. 

7. I once stood on line at the stand of a German street vendor who dis­
pensed wurst, sandwiches, drinks, and many other things with seem­
ingly choreographed efficiency of movement that was remarkably grace­
ful. When complimented by the person before me, the vendor replied, 
no doubt truthfully, "I know my limits." 

8. The translation here is quoted in Mill 1997 (171). See further discussion 
in Hardin (1999d, 66-68). 

9. For a rich account of the vicissitudes of trust during the Polish transition 
in the 1990s, see Piotr Sztompka (1999, 160-90). 

10. The difference is not stark. For example, in the so-called cola wars, Pepsi 
engaged not in defining its product but in identifying its potential con­
sumers, the Pepsi generation. This move began in the 1940s. By now, in a 
trick of marketing, virtually every living American is in "the" Pepsi gen­
eration. See Alexander Schuessler (2000, chapter 5) and Richard Tedlow 
(1990). 

11. Luhmann (1980, 22, 30) earlier wrote of "system-trust," which must tran­
scend interpersonal (thick) relations. 

Chapter 8 

1. Fredrik Barth's (1981) Omani society would be in this cell. See discussion 
in chapter 4. 

2. These are the conditions in Banfield 's (1958) account of life in the fiction­
ally named village of Montegrano in southern Italy. 

3. For analytical criticism of the concept of generalized trust, see chapter 3. 

4. This is a claim that should be testable experimentally. To my knowledge 
it has not been subjected to any tests, although one might draw infer­
ences from some experiments surveyed by Jolm Ledyard (1995). 

5. There is still, however, the nagging possibility of Fredrik Barth's trustless 
societies of Oman and Swat, as discussed in chapter 4. 

6. For an odd twist on the older woman's hospitality, note the statement of 
Heathcliff, an exceedingly inhospitable man, to Lockwood, the ostensible 
teller of Emily Bronte's novel, Wuthering Heights. Heathcliff asks Lock­
wood, who has happened by for a final time, to "sit down and take your 
dinner with us-a guest that is safe from repeating his visit, can gener­
ally be made welcome" (Bronte 1981 [1847], 304). 
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7. There are other possibilities. You might extend hospitality or act as 
though you trust me in order to demonstra te to me that you have faith 
in my morality or character or to give me an opportunity to live up to 
your hopes even though I may have no incentive to reciprocate your 
action. Alternatively, you may act according to a rule of reciprocity, do­
ing unto others what they do unto you, even when it is not strictly in 
your interest to do so. Hence you may be trustworthy toward me be­
cause I am trustworthy toward you or because you may not wish to be 
the kind of person who acts toward another as though out of distrust 
that is not based on solid evidence. Such motivations are apt to lead to 
disappointment in many contexts, but they might be sta tistically justified 
in certain milieus. In particular, they might be justified in contexts in 
which there are rich possibilities of further interactions. In such contexts, 
however, interest is likely to conspire with your hopes in getting me to 
reciprocate. 

Coleman (1990, 177-80) implicitly includes the trusted's incentives 
when he notes that a reciprocal trusting relationship, as in mutual trust 
in the iterated prisoner's dilenuna, is mutually reinforcing for each 
truster. Why? Because each person now has additional incentive to be 
trustworthy. I trust you because it is in your interest to do what I trust 
you to do so long as you want me to do what you trust me to do. If there 
is some residue beyond rational expectations in one-way trust, there is 
less role for that residue in this straight, likely self-interested, exchange. 

8. I was once cheated by a small shop owner in downtown Chicago, who 
sold me a watch battery that was already dead, although it had recov­
ered just enough to make my watch run for long enough to let me think 
the battery was okay. That shop owner's success was parasitic on the 
larger system of shops and stores that were more trustworthy, because 
my behavior in his shop was merely a generalization of my normal be­
havior in shops, most of which in my experience had been trustworthy. 
In a particular shop that I might have used in my own neighborhood, I 
would not have needed to bother to check whether the shopkeeper 
opened a sealed package to take out a new battery. That shopkeeper 
depended on reputation for business by repeat customers. In the down­
town shop, I should have kept a more diligent eye on the shopkeeper 
because his business depended on casual traffic and not on repeat busi­
ness or reputation. 

9. Weber argued that "the great achievement of the ethical religions, above 
all the ethical and asceticist sects of Protestantism ... , [was] to shatter 
the fetters of the kin" and that, therefore, China did not develop a mod­
ern economy on its own. 

10. A modest percentage of even sometimes fatal medical errors is likely to 
be unavoidable in even the best-run hospital with all of the organiza­
tional complexity involved in care. One doctor supposes that "inept phy­
sicians and nurses" are likely to be a relatively minor factor (Sherwin B. 
Nuland, "The Hazards of Hospitalization," Wall Street journal, 2 Decem­
ber 1999). 
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11. As Charles Peirce (1935, 3) expresses this commonplace view, "The sci­
entific man is above all things desirous of learning the truth and, in 
order to do so, ardently desires to have his present provisional beliefs 
(and all his beliefs are merely provisional) swept away, and will work 
hard to accomplish that object." 

12. This was also true of the eighteenth-century data of Gregor Mendel on 
the inheritance of color among his peas. Mendel was essentially right in 
his views of inheritance, but he lacked insight of the full genetic struc­
ture of the process, in which the occasional plant might inherit two re­
cessive genes and therefore might be the "wrong" color for its parents. A 
scientist today, facing such an anomaly as Mendel thought he faced, 
might be delighted at the implication that theory must be wrong and 
that the anomaly would itself be of great and original interest to fellow 
scientists. 

13. Partly because of conflicts motivated by religious views and partly be­
cause of concern over the value to insurers of genetic information on 
individuals, this is already happening. See the report on a recent survey 
in the United Kingdom ("Survey Shows Public Concern over Biology," 
Nature, 8 March 2001, 138- 39). 

14. As discussed in chapter 7, it is the vision of Robert Putnam (1993) that 
the existence of smaller associations in a society is conducive to political 
participation and, one might suppose, to trust in government. 
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