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PREFACE

Now that agreement has been reached about how humankind

can best make a profitable living, with a single economic

orthodoxy established around the world, an increasing num-

ber of scholars and commentators have turned their attention

to the question of how people can live well. Recognizing that

beyond a certain level of material security, money delivers

diminishing returns, they reflect on what really makes life

rewarding, and what makes a society good, rather than merely

prosperous. They write about qualities like community, status,

respect, and happiness. Trust is one of these qualities. Like its

companions, it is fundamental to a fulfilling life and a good

society.

This short book is intended as a contribution to the growing

discussion about these precious, and elusive, qualities of life.

It is not a survey of the literature in the academic sense, nor a

pocket textbook, nor even a primer, but an essay that responds

to a rich array of knowledge and ideas. I have been intrigued,

challenged, and inspired by what I have read in researching it: I

have written it in a way that I hope will evoke similar responses

from its readers.

It starts with individuals and moves on to nations. The

terrain is sketched out in Chapter 1 with an everyday scene that

illustrates the main personal and public dimensions of trust.

This opens up an introductory discussion about what trust is,
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what it feels like, and what conditions are required for it to

develop.

The argument then re-starts in Chapter 2 from first prin-

ciples, asking how cooperation can evolve among organisms

or other agents pursuing their individual interests. Discussing

some of the answers to this question that have been obtained

by the application of game theory, it describes a remarkable

example of real-life games played by soldiers across enemy

lines in the First World War. Chapter 3 also begins with

evolutionary theory, considering the problem of how signals

produced by self-interested organisms can be reliable, and

ends with a philosophical discussion of whether trust can be

rational.

In Chapter 4 the relationship between authority and trust

is examined, describing the course taken from traditional

authority to modernity. Starting with a discussion of trust in

gods, the account goes on to examine how people have sought

to invest their trust as the power of religious faith and asso-

ciated traditions has diminished. Although trust is extensive

in the experts who create the systems through which much of

modern life is lived, it is far from perfect, and is compromised

by undercurrents of distrust in institutions.

Chapter 5 then considers trust in society, or its absence, the

effect of low social trust on economic development, and the

idea of social capital. It reflects on the polarization of trust

between mutually antagonistic communities, each warming

itself by the flames of its hostility to the other, and on trust

in districts shared by members of diverse groups. The rela-

tionship between social trust and people’s trust in political
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institutions is discussed in Chapter 6. Communist totalitari-

anism relied on distrust, and devoted much of its energy to

orchestrating it among its subjects. Liberal democracy is also

based on distrust, but in the opposite direction: it is founded

upon the suspicion that the powerful will be tempted to abuse

their power, and so must be subject to checks and balances.

Among its citizens distrust is endemic, but only to the point

of complacency.

This theme is concluded in Chapter 7, which points out

some of the weaknesses of the idea of generalized trust, while

affirming that it expresses a quality that is fundamentally

important to a good society. The chapter and the book then

end with reflections on the place of trust in a world that is

in constant flux, spinning ever faster, compulsively initiating,

revising, rearranging, and discarding its relationships.

E

I am most grateful to Latha Menon for commissioning and

editing this book; to Charles Lauder Jr, Eva Nyika, and James

Thompson for helping to realize it; to Andrew Brown, Chris-

tine DeBlase, Gavin Keulks, David Skinner, and John Street

for advice and assistance of various kinds; and to three anony-

mous readers for their very helpful comments on the original

proposal.
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1
JUST GOING ROUND TO THE SHOP

T
he kitchen is in full steam; pans hiss and spoons

clatter, plates are slapped onto trays and sauces mar-

shalled; the parent animating all these objects leans

across and opens the breadbin—which, being empty, stops the

cavalcade in its tracks. She steps out to reach for her coat, then

pauses again; instead, she calls to summon her child, causing

a hiatus in another sphere of activity, whose clattering, mar-

shalling, and animating constitute the equally busy domain of

play. She hands him some coins and sends him out, down the

street and across the road to the shops. Within a few minutes

he returns, carrying a loaf; behind in the shop he has left

the payment and a recorded video image of himself. In this

brief and everyday episode, the two of them have negotiated

or touched upon most of the basic dimensions of trust.

Two transactions have taken place: the one between parent

and child, the second between child and merchant. The sec-

ond belongs to the class that has preoccupied many theorists

of trust, those whose vision is set in the marketplace, and

who conceive of trust primarily as an issue that arises between

individuals idealized as rational, free, and equal. Starting here,

within the home and the family, we get our priorities in order.
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Trust begins, or should begin, between parent and child; it is

upon the basis of trust thus established that individuals can go

out to become actors in a marketplace. And starting here, with

a child offering a coin to a shopkeeper, we set off aware that for

most of the transactions of everyday life, trust must inhere in

relationships between agents who are significantly unequal in

power, resources, or autonomy.1

Before the child sets off out of the door, there must be trust

between him and his mother. On his part, this is based on the

unconditional and total trust that arises—unless suppressed

by neglect or gross distortion of parental roles—as a founding

condition of childhood. He is old enough to be able to disagree

with a parent about the details of where his interests lie, but

his sense of his place in the world rests upon his absolute

confidence that his parents have his fundamental interests at

heart. He is sure that his mother would not send him into a

world in which he would be in peril. More than either of them

are consciously aware, his sense of basic security is created and

sustained by the routines of life: the Saturday breakfast, more

relaxed than on weekdays, with its menu compiled by the fam-

ily’s various members, the iterated children’s games that put a

familiar cast of characters—plush, plastic, or pixels—through

variations upon a basic repertoire of parades and adventures.

All these affirm that the world may be treated as if it were

constant, reliable and secure.

That goes for his mother too. Her everyday decisions must

be based on a sense of normality; that the world is constant

enough for its risks to be intuitively assessable. She must feel

a basic safeness underneath the inevitable risks; she must feel
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some degree of basic trust in people whom she does not know

personally or at all.

She must also trust her child, in two successive respects.

First she must be sure of his competence to do what she asks

of him. He must be old enough to be capable of the task. If

so, he is also old enough to be left in the house while she runs

the errand herself. Indeed that’s her initial impulse, and would

probably be simpler, but she has strategic considerations to

weigh. He needs to learn how to go out and act in the world;

she must learn to trust him to do so. She must enable him to

become trustworthy.

Once she trusts in his competence, she must trust him to

apply that competence in her interests. She trusts him not

only to collect the change but to return it to her in full; she

trusts him to buy what she has specified rather than what he

might prefer. Her faith in him may be augmented by norms

that he has absorbed, from school or other public sources as

well as his parents, encouraging him to pick up a brown loaf

instead of a sugar-laced white one or a carton of doughnuts.

His choice is underwritten by his keenness to do what she

wants him to do; her interests are thus incorporated in his.

She must also trust him not to trust. Her watchword will

be ‘Take care crossing the road, and don’t talk to strangers.’

Distrust of strangers is regarded as a precondition of inde-

pendent ventures into public space; and even road safety

involves awareness that relates to trust. At the crossing the

child must remember that cars may not always stop when

the lights change. When he looks up at the security camera

overlooking the till—or the street—he will see a reminder
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that public spaces contain untrustworthy people. And these

include children. The shopkeeper is prepared to trust him

on his own, but would not if he came in with a few of his

friends—‘No more than four schoolchildren at a time’ is the

quota stipulated on the door.

Nevertheless, these anxieties rest upon a thick carpet of

trust. All concerned trust that the traffic lights will not sud-

denly malfunction and send vehicles off into collisions. The

shopkeeper and the customers trust that the till calculator

will reckon the bills correctly and that the banks will record

the resulting changes in balances accurately. They trust the

money; which is to say that they trust the immense and mys-

terious network of systems and institutions that guarantee the

banknotes’ promises to pay their bearers what they say they

are worth. This implies that whatever complaints they may

have about the government, they have a basic confidence in

the functioning of the state and the economy. Impersonal-

ity seems to promote trust in many contemporary contexts.

The customers will ignore the automatic camera, but if they

saw the shopkeeper photograph the child himself, they would

probably call the police.

We can recognize this as a distinctively contemporary

cameo not just because of the presence of a security camera,

but because it is infused with a sensitivity to risk that would

seem neurotic to earlier generations. Contemporary analyses

of trust emphasize its intimate connection with risk, and some

go so far as to depict trust as a specifically modern phenom-

enon arising from a preoccupation with risk that has arisen as

this particular phase of history has developed. Trust does not



just going round to the shop 5

arise when tradition dictates each person’s place and how they

shall conduct themselves in it. When your actions are deter-

mined by your station in society, your gender, your parents,

their parents, and their parents before them, all implement-

ing a universally accepted, pitilessly enforced body of rules

that prescribe your actions in any situation you are likely to

encounter, then what’s to trust?

The answer is that life is never so ordered or choices so

forced that the need for trustworthiness can be eliminated.

A society may be segmented by rank and bound by codes

of honour, yet allow Machiavellian individuals to flourish—

not least Niccolò Machiavelli himself, in Renaissance Florence.

In any society there will always be scope among peers, such

as friends, siblings, or trading partners for choices about the

extent to which one takes another’s interests into considera-

tion. That would have been the case when people all gathered

or hunted their food, rather than growing or buying it. Ques-

tions of trustworthiness arose as humans became human, if

not before.

That is not to deny a distinctive character to modern rela-

tionships, and the questions of trust that arise in them, how-

ever. They differ from traditional ones in number and dura-

tion. Throughout human prehistory, most of history, and

large areas of today’s world, people have generally tended to

interact with small numbers of other people over extended

periods of time. For the most part they would spend their time

with people of their own small group, and their contact with

outsiders would be limited. In the modern world the reverse is

becomingly increasingly true. People range further, in person
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or via electronic networks, and frequently have encounters

with people they never meet again. Their circles of acquain-

tance are continually being updated.

At the same time, the numbers in the inner family circle

have fallen. Perhaps the child sent to the shop has siblings; per-

haps they’re out with their father; but there’ll only be a few of

them compared with the traditional chorus. This, rather than

bureaucratic angst, is what sets the terms for contemporary

assessments of risk. Large parts of the world are now reliable

enough to permit people to have very few children, and to

concentrate on them enough to enable them to take advantage

of the opportunities that the world now presents. People no

longer accept that they should have many children and expect

to bury one or two of them; they need to believe that the few

children they have will grow up safely to live lives that should

be long, healthy, comfortable, and rich in experience. The risks

both of loss in an absolute sense and of lost opportunities

are unconscionable, and periodically fray the fabric of public

trust.

Often what picks it apart is food. Buying a loaf requires

implicit trust in the systems that ensure the safety of food.

It need not be absolute trust: a parent who prefers a brown

loaf to a white one may also be bothered about the addition

of various chemicals to the bread. But it is sufficient . . . until

the food in question becomes the focus of a health scare, at

which point ambient trust may be replaced by incandescent

suspicion. Blame will then find its way to the government, as

inevitably as water flows downhill, highlighting the mistrust of

political institutions that helps to define the modern political
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condition. Much of the attention devoted to trust in public

discourse revolves around the public’s suspension of belief in

political theatre. This may, however, be a problem for politi-

cians rather than for democracy, whose structural foundations

are actually based on mistrust. Liberal states take as given that

those with power will be tempted to abuse it, so the powers

of the state are separated into divisions intended to check and

balance their exercise.

Negotiations between presidents, premiers, parliaments,

and courts are relatively clear, from the public’s point of view,

if remote. Alarms about health and safety are more disturb-

ing, because they raise questions not only about governments

and bureaucrats but about the expert systems on which mod-

ern life depends. Wrangles in the upper strata of power, for

instance between a government and the judiciary, appear usu-

ally to be over values rather than facts. Health scares throw

facts into question. They raise doubts about networks that

are even less comprehensible than the money system, involv-

ing industrial processes and scientific investigations into the

effects of substances or pathogens. The public would like to

see these systems as disinterested and reliable, like bank trans-

actions or air traffic control, but is uneasily aware that experts

differ, science proceeds by debate, and commercial and polit-

ical interests are inevitably at work. When public alarms arise

in specifically medical contexts, where people feel that their

lives are in professionals’ hands, mistrust may rapidly flare

into a sense of betrayal.

The child has come back from the shop with a loaf and a

trail of actual and potential issues of trust. They begin with
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the original trust between parent and child; they resolve into

questions of competence and commitment; they include a

background of trust in expert systems; they touch upon anxi-

eties about malevolence and dishonesty in public spaces; they

point to the volatility of public trust in certain institutions.

The scene works as a three-hander—parent, child, trader—

but in doing so poses questions about the rest of the cast. The

other parent could be round the corner, or could be anywhere.

Others with varying degrees of significance could be part of

the family network. Families and intimate relationships are

short of certainties and full of possibilities these days, their

variety of forms creating a new variety of demands for trust.

Making sense of trust requires deciding what trust is. Many

theorists have devoted themselves to this task over the past

two or three decades, and have arrived at many different con-

clusions. Instead of trying to resolve their differences, it may

be helpful to reflect briefly upon the community of meanings

labelled ‘trust’; to inquire whether its various senses are close

kin, tightly bound factions or passing acquaintances. At this

stage description and definition may be equally useful.

We might begin with an attempt to specify the formal terms

of a trusting relationship: A trusts B to do X. Envisaging

trust as a relation between two particular parties, concern-

ing a particular action or range of actions, this formulation

(by Russell Hardin) will define trust for the purposes of this

book.2 But instead we’ll start with what trust feels like. Even

the word has the gift of warming the heart and dissolving

its tensions. Very few other words have that power. ‘Grace’ is

one, but remains available only to those who have retained
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the necessary religious faith. The other is ‘love’, which is often

related to trust, and akin to it in quality.

Like love, trust is involuntary. You can’t help whether you

love or trust someone; you either do or you don’t. Although

situations may arise where one says, ‘I’ll just have to trust you

then’, that is not really trust. Rather it means ‘I’ll just have to

take the chance that you will act in my interests,’ or ‘I will have

to act in the same way that I would if I really trusted you.’

These reserved declarations, however, may be steps on the

way to trust. Sometimes one says, ‘I’ll just have to trust you’

ironically: it is an opportunity to acknowledge that A already

trusts B, though it may not have been explicit up to that

point. In other circumstances ‘I’ll just have to trust you’ is

an invitation to prove yourself trustworthy. These subtexts are

initiatives undertaken in the hope of establishing or deepen-

ing trust. Although you can’t make yourself trust, you can

act in ways that help trust develop; as is also the case with

love.

Involuntary feelings are often passionate ones, and that

is true for certain celebrated forms of trust, such as those

between lovers or comrades. Trust may be unconditional

too—but rarely so outside the special relationships between

parents and young children. Normally trust is conditional and

limited. It is a practical attitude rather than a transcendent

passion. At the same time it is also, of course, optimistic. Trust

is an expectation, or a disposition to expect, that another party

will act in one’s interests.

It could be termed confidence, or reliance, as in the Oxford

English Dictionary’s first definition of trust: ‘confidence in or

reliance on some quality or attribute of a person or thing, or
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the truth of a statement’. Some theorists distinguish between

trust and confidence, reserving trust for agents with intentions

and confidence for things or processes. ‘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,’ observes

Russell Hardin; who is also careful to distinguish between

trust and trustworthiness, the latter being what is indicated

by qualities and attributes.3 But although some might find

it wanting in precision, the OED’s definition is not at odds

with the view that trust is an expectation about the actions of

others. Its last part serves as a reminder that of all the actions

that trust is concerned with, few are more critical than the act

of telling the truth.

When we expect others to act in our interests, we do not

expect them to act against their own interests. As Russell

Hardin proposes in his ‘encapsulated interest’ model of trust,

we must believe that their interests incorporate ours.4 When a

parent sends a child on an errand to buy a loaf, the coincidence

of interest is all but total. Both are concerned before all else

with the safety of the child; both want to obtain the loaf, which

they will both consume. The potential conflicts of interest are

marginal and matters of interpretation: the child might prefer

not to bother, or might prefer the tastier white bread over the

healthier brown, but his mother will readily make the case for

why doing as she asks is good for his health and character.

Negotiations such as these will help to embed her preferences

within his.

We can be sure about trust and the intertwining of interests

in this case because we can be in no doubt that there is a
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relationship between the parent and the child. There may well

be relationships between each of them and the shopkeeper

too: he is likely to know his local customers at least by sight;

he may enjoy his day-to-day encounters with them; and he

will certainly consider that it is in his commercial interests

to keep their custom. If the relationships between trader and

customers remain healthy, the latter’s interests will be at the

heart of the former’s.

Out in the street, however, interactions are usually too

brief to be described as relationships. Road sense must be

based around a precautionary principle of mistrust. The child

must learn that signals and actions do not always correspond:

occasionally a car will go through a red light, and cars turn

without signalling all the time. But people frequently seem

to cite driving as a striking example of trust in strangers. We

are impressed at our readiness to take our chances among

columns of massive steel projectiles, each controlled by a mind

of its own. It is true that driver A’s interests incorporate driver

B’s to the extent that each wants to avoid colliding with the

other. They do not normally know each other, however; they

may not communicate with each other, and in most cases are

only peripherally aware of each other’s presence. If one consid-

ers that trust involves particular expectations about particular

agents, drivers don’t trust each other. Their trust is placed

in the technical systems that control the flow of traffic; their

confidence is built by the range of punishments that traf-

fic systems threaten against drivers who break the rules; and

they usually assess the risks of driving as acceptably remote.

In some circumstances some drivers may be deterred from
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making journeys because they consider that either roads or

drivers are likely to be more dangerous than usual: in fog or

on Saturday nights, for example. But these are essentially per-

ceptions about how other drivers balance their own interests,

between the urge to arrive quickly and the risk of not arriving

at all, when their judgement is tested by poor visibility or

impaired by alcohol. Under those conditions driver A is even

less aware of driver B than usual.

Although trust may require a meaningful relationship to

satisfy its more demanding analysts, it need not require good-

will. When A is a person and B is a bank, A may trust B

to keep her money safe although she does not imagine for

a moment that the bank feels warmly disposed to her, and

she may well suspect that it will assert its interests at her

expense when it gets a chance to levy charges or manipulate

interest rates. If A enters hospital and is examined by Doctor

B, she may trust B’s professional expertise and integrity even

though B appears indifferent to her as a person. Until rela-

tively recently indifference on the part of medical profession-

als, or plain rudeness, was if anything regarded as a sign of

trustworthiness: it implied the objectivity needed for exper-

tise, and asserted the superior status that medical expertise

conferred.

Trust can even be achieved between parties who are at war

with each other. On the Western Front in the First World War,

where armies were stopped up in immobile trenched lines for

years, units facing each other negotiated covert truces. These

were covert because they had to be concealed from the high

commands on each side, and they were often negotiated by
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gunfire. Artillery shells would be fired into empty ground or at

regular times; riflemen would shoot high or wide. Observing

such signals a soldier could come to believe that the man

facing him across the lines ‘ain’t a bad feller’.5 Soldiers came to

trust their opposite numbers not to attack them unless forced

to do so by senior commanders. These informal arrangements

(of which more later) were possible when units faced each

other long enough for relationships to develop, even though

these were relationships based on exchanges of fire.

Elsewhere in the Great War, trust in enemy soldiers was

officially organized. One former prisoner of war later recalled

how his German captors permitted officers to leave their

camps on ‘honour walks’, having signed forms stating that

they would not try to escape. On their return the officers

would hand in the forms—and would be released from their

undertaking.6 Between these two examples we can see the

old order passing and a new modern order being born. The

First World War dealt traditional codes of military honour a

blow from which they never recovered: the imprisoned officers

whose word was sufficient to underwrite their privileges were

among the last to enjoy such benefits. In the trenches, the

rank and file had to work out for themselves how to create

trust under modern conditions. They had marched to war in

a state of patriotic enthusiasm that approached ecstasy; and

found themselves in an unprecedented situation that differed

radically from what they had been told they were entering.

They set aside jingoism, propaganda, and unquestioning obe-

dience in order to respond to conditions as they found them.

The modern world made a mockery of traditional authority.
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Presenting new and unpredictable situations at every turn, it

demanded pragmatism and negotiation case by case.

Already it is clear that we can speak of trust in a great

variety of circumstances, and with varying degrees of convic-

tion. Trust that is part of intimate and loving relationships—

parents and children, partners who are also good companions,

confidants, close friends—feels like the real thing. So in its

very different way does the kind of trust that takes imper-

sonal systems—banks or airline operations—for granted. It

is related to a more diffuse confidence in the trustworthi-

ness of people and other agents that are encountered in the

course of normal life, such as shop assistants or passers-

by from whom one asks directions. At a further remove

stand the kind of expressions of trust, or distrust, elicited

by opinion surveys probing people’s attitudes to organiza-

tions or their personnel, such as the police, doctors, or politi-

cians. Then there are the colloquial usages, in which one

might speak of trusting other drivers or ‘having to trust’

someone, that fall short of a firm purchase on trust’s core

meanings.

Those core meanings themselves become harder to grasp

the more one tries to specify what degree of freedom makes

trust possible. It is easy enough to agree that the word ‘trust’

is applicable in situations where the trusted party has some

choice over whether to behave as the truster expects, and that

it lacks conviction in the absence of such choice. A slave-

owner in the Americas might have been completely confident

that his slaves would act in his interests, but that confidence

would be based on control. For many authors, the meaning
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of trust centres upon the willingness to accept vulnerability,

the risk of suffering injury or loss if the trusted parties do

not act as they are trusted to do; whereas slave-owners had

chains and weapons to ensure their invulnerability.7 Men

living in certain traditional cultures today may be confi-

dent that their daughters will not form relationships with

men except when they marry, which will be as their fam-

ilies decide and their cultures’ rules dictate. Women who

refuse to comply may be subjected to draconian punishment,

including murder. That these punishments are an ordered ele-

ment of traditional discipline, rather than uncontrolled explo-

sions of anger, demonstrates that the system is not based on

trust.

They also show that choice is possible, even though it

may incur the ultimate price. Intuitively, such situations seem

utterly different from ones in which people are free to choose

their partners without fear of murder, but on the scale of

constraints it is hard to draw a line separating situations where

choice is possible and ones where it is not. Although European

slave-owners may have needed chains in the Americas to con-

trol people abducted from Africa, that was because they had

not sufficiently colonized the minds of their captives. The

Catholic schools in Ireland that became notorious for their

brutal regimes exercised day-to-day control by means of beat-

ings, but they achieved far greater effects by the inculcation of

guilt, which could last a lifetime.

The beatings helped to inculcate the guilt, though, and

likewise it is impossible to separate the effects of physi-

cal violence and mental pressure, coercion and the willing
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internalization of norms. The constraints imposed by rules,

obligations, customs, living kin, and dead ancestors raise

not just the question of what to trust, but of whether trust

really exists. People living in traditional cultures are likely

to have a set of constraints on their choices of action that

seem stifling to those accustomed to a culture that makes its

rules up as it goes along. It is not immediately clear, how-

ever, that a person in one group is in a qualitatively differ-

ent position from somebody in the other. The constraints in

the traditional culture may be more limiting and the sanc-

tions for transgression harsher, but the way norms work in

any culture are similar. People are inhibited from certain

courses of action, and induced towards others, by their beliefs

about what is right, wrong, proper, and improper, by their

desire to be good according to their culture’s lights, their

desire for respect and acceptance, and their abhorrence of

shame.

Similar issues arise in the closest of relationships. We may

say that a parent may be trusted never to harm her child,

because we believe that she loves her child as parents should,

that she is competent to raise a child, and that her behaviour

will remain consistent because she is mentally stable. Her child

is dearer to her than anything; she could not bear the child to

come to harm, or the thought that her actions could put their

relationship at risk; she believes that her duties to her child

are her greatest responsibilities; she believes that the neglect

or abuse of children are among the most abhorrent of wrongs;

and she can imagine the shame and the ostracism that they

would bring down upon the offender. So does she really have
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a choice in the matter? If not, how meaningful is it to describe

her as trustworthy?

We could continue this line of questioning until it became

clear that the question of whether trust really exists is a local

instance of the question of whether there is such a thing as free

will. The idea of trust depends on the assumption that agents

really do have choices. Trust is an expectation about another’s

actions, based on the understanding that the other has the

capacity to create mental models of possible courses of action,

and to evaluate them within a framework that can incorporate

interests besides the other’s own. It is accompanied by the

perception that the other’s conclusions are not foregone, that

genuine choices are being made. We cannot help but think

this way. Even if lengthy philosophical analysis persuades some

of us that free will may be an illusion, it still feels real. The

perception of agency is fundamental to human understanding

of the world. Within the realm of human relations, trust is one

of its most significant effects.

Trust varies greatly in quality and degree. Much of the effort

to analyse trust over the past several decades has been directed

towards understanding which circumstances will promote

trust and which will stifle or twist it. Plenty of significant

factors will become apparent as the child walks round to

the shop, starting with the fact that he lives close enough

for it to be a neighbourhood shop. The more convenient its

location, the more often he, his family and his neighbours

will visit it; increasing the frequency with which neighbours

meet each other and are encouraged to feel themselves to be

a community. As regular customers they will become part of
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the shopkeeper’s community, which should—all things being

equal—encourage him to trust them.

The less equal things are, however, the worse become the

prospects for trust. Cities in wealthy nations contain areas

of relative poverty in which there are significant everyday

risks from individuals or groups who pursue their interests by

threat, theft, or force. Gangs intimidate their way, often simply

by their presence, into monopolies of public space. Individuals

or groups steal from shops or in the street, either covertly or

through coercion. The threat of unprovoked violence may be

increased by the presence of intoxicated or mentally disturbed

people, in a setting that does not make it easy to moder-

ate their behaviour. In such neighbourhoods it is unwise to

assume that people are trustworthy. Many of them surely are,

to the extent required for the quiet enjoyment of everyday

life, but relations between them are inhibited by the pressure

to avoid encounters with the untrustworthy ones. People are

placed permanently on the defensive, particularly when, as in

the case of shopkeepers, their daily lives consist of encounters

with large numbers of individuals who are largely unknown

quantities.

Uncertainty tends to be countered by assumptions. People

make predictions about the character, disposition, and likely

behaviour of others by regarding them as members of groups

with defining and predictable characteristics. They may con-

sider some groups to be threatening, some to be genial, some

to be lazy, some to be industrious. Shops may become the

focus of ethnic tension, especially when they are identified
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with a particular ethnic group. Resentment against such

minorities, typically involving accusations of exploitation or

disrespect, may sometimes erupt into riots. One section of

the population finds grounds to agree, to cooperate, and to

bond, by turning against another part of what might other-

wise become a community.

This process, of developing solidarity within a group by

identifying other groups as enemies, seems to be fundamental

to human societies. Rooted in a sense of kinship, actual or

imagined, it may create a kind of secure perimeter within

which mutual interests are asserted and trust may develop.

People who feel they share values and customs will tend to

feel that they can predict each other’s behaviour, and will be

correspondingly confident that they can judge when others are

trustworthy. If they feel that they have interests in common,

they should be inclined to trust each other on matters arising

from these mutual interests.

A sense of shared attitudes and interests, contrasting with

those held by outsiders, may be promoted by stereotypical

perceptions, popular prejudice, or propaganda. As unpopular

governments often appreciate, one of the most effective ways

for a faction within a group to obtain support from unsym-

pathetic or antagonistic members is to engineer conflict with

another group. By ensuring that there is a genuine threat from

outside, the faction creates genuine and dominating common

interests for all members of the group. The graver the threat,

the greater the common interests: the potential for trust is cor-

respondingly increased, though in practice it may only partly
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offset the mistrust that may arise over conflicts for scarce

resources or suspicions that some are shirking their duties to

the group.

Where antagonism results in physical separation between

neighbouring groups, trust may flourish and doors be left

unlocked within each perimeter. The inhabitants of each

neighbourhood are not safe to cross the line, even though

they may be all but indistinguishable to outsiders and even

to each other. Aggressive sectarians in Northern Ireland have

little to go on if they are seeking victims outside established

Catholic or Protestant areas: names, addresses, and football

allegiances are all cues that can be concealed or faked. The

scarcity of reliable signals makes questions of trust particularly

fraught for taxi drivers, who face additional hazards on top of

the risks inherent to their occupation. They must make snap

decisions about the trustworthiness of their fares, who may be

aggressively sectarian, dishonest, members of illegal paramili-

tary organizations, or indeed all three. As an absorbing study

by Diego Gambetta and Heather Hamill illustrates, Belfast taxi

drivers must learn as much about trustworthiness as they do

about street maps. Yet one of the researchers’ most striking

findings is that Belfast taxi drivers are more trusting and con-

fident than their counterparts in New York. Belfast drivers

have a sense of place and belonging. The province’s ingrained

patterns and adamant rules are the foundation of both their

hazards and their security. New York taxi drivers, by contrast,

are often recent immigrants with meagre community roots.

The threats they face are hard to assess, lacking the rhyme or

the reason of sectarian strife.8
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Despite its apparently narrow basis, Northern Ireland’s

communal division has proved formidably sustainable.

Although the main armed groups have discontinued their

campaigns, and institutional biases against Catholics have

long since been redressed, the social separation between

working-class Catholics and Protestants has if anything grown

deeper. At the political level, the Democratic Unionist Party

has approached the ‘peace process’ with the utmost suspi-

cion, and has become the leading party in the province. DUP

leaders scorned their Ulster Unionist Party rivals’ prepared-

ness to take the secessionist Republican movement ‘on trust’,

demanding proof that the Irish Republican Army had ‘decom-

missioned’ its arsenal as agreed.9 They made it abundantly

clear that although they might be prepared to cooperate with

the Republican politicians of Sinn Féin, they could not imag-

ine trusting them enough to take their eyes off them for a sec-

ond. This radical mistrust is one of the reasons why nine years

elapsed between the Good Friday Agreement, which estab-

lished the terms of a political settlement, and the formation

of a governing executive in which the DUP shared power with

Sinn Féin.

Northern Ireland’s peace process illustrates how co-

operation need not require trust, but may struggle to pro-

ceed without it. We are right to warm to the word ‘trust’. It

denotes a condition that people desire in the same way that

they desire love, and which is a fundamental element in any

vision of a good society. It can readily be shown to improve

social and political interactions, and to enhance the quality

of everyday life. But it is not always good or necessary. Not
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only may trust be placed in error, as parents point out when

they warn children not to take friendliness from strangers at

face value, but it may also provide support for parties that

do bad things. A Northern Irish pensioner may trust the

paramilitaries who dominate her neighbourhood to deal with

the young tearaways who are harassing her, but their trust-

confirming response is likely to be brutal and their larger

effect on society malign. To understand the value of trust, it

is necessary to develop a sense of where it belongs and where

it does not belong. We also need to develop an understand-

ing of its relationship to other phenomena that are felt to be

generally but not always desirable, such as cooperation and

solidarity.

Theorists of trust have worked hard, particularly in the past

twenty years or so, to develop precision in the understand-

ing of trust and its relationship to allied phenomena. They

have applied the theory of games to formal models and to

experiments; they have conducted anthropological fieldwork;

they have attempted to measure trust in public life; they have

sought to clarify the concepts involved. The project is social

science with an admixture of philosophy, applied mathemat-

ics, and influences from other fields, including biology.

The latter domain offers the opportunity to begin at the

beginning. To address the fundamental problem of trust—

how it can develop in a society of competitive individuals so

richly endowed with the means to deceive or otherwise exploit

each other—it is sensible to start with individuals and their

interests, and to see where these may lead.



2
TRUST FROM THE BARREL OF A GUN

A
n animal will often pursue its interests, as Richard

Dawkins and John Krebs note in their text ‘Animal

Signals: Information or Manipulation?’, by manipu-

lating objects in its environment.1 If the object is inanimate,

the animal must apply physical force to make it move. If it

is animate, the animal may be able to induce it to make the

desired movements itself, by sending it signals. This form of

manipulation is called communication.

A key feature of communication is what the biologist J. B. S.

Haldane called ‘the pronounced energetic efficiency of sig-

nalling: a small effort put into the signal typically elicits an

energetically greater response.’2 It takes a lot less energy to

summon others than to drag them to where one wants them;

it takes a lot less energy to send a request for another indi-

vidual to go and find food than to go and find it oneself.

Communication could be characterized, Dawkins and Krebs

say, ‘as a means by which one animal makes use of another

animal’s muscle power’. It can be said to occur ‘when an

animal, the actor, does something . . . to influence the sense

organs of another animal, the reactor, so that the reactor’s

behaviour changes to the advantage of the actor’.3
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Communication will tend to evolve because it serves the

actor’s interests: ‘whether the reactor benefits or not is

incidental’.4 The first section of the text is headed ‘The Cynical

Gene’, signalling that the text’s intention is polemical. Dawkins

and Krebs are posing a radical challenge to traditional views

of animal behaviour, which had been inclined to assume that

behaviour evolved for the good of species, rather than indi-

viduals, or genes. A traditional naturalist would tend to see

communication between animals as a process harmonized by

the greater good. It was not manipulation; it was an exchange

of information that tended to be reliable, being in the mutual

interests of the communicating parties. For Dawkins and

Krebs, that was rose-tinted greater-goodism. Animals’ signals

are shots in the struggles between individuals. ‘If information

is shared at all it is likely to be false information.’5

This is the proper way to begin an analysis of interactions

between agents. All that one can say at the outset is that indi-

viduals will tend to pursue their own interests. Cooperation

cannot be assumed. Its emergence in a world of competing

individuals is what needs to be explained.

Explanations are, however, rapidly forthcoming as this line

of analysis is followed. Since communication takes at least

two parties, one to send a signal and one to receive it, the

interests of the receiver or reactor will be engaged. Reactors are

likely to evolve a resistance to signals that harm their interests.

That in turn may stimulate actors to evolve new behaviours

that overcome the reactors’ resistance; the reactors develop

new countermeasures in turn, and an arms race is under way.

This is likely to become a war about truth, in which the actor
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strives to assert and the reactor to test the reliability of the

signals.

The most straightforward criterion for a signal’s reliability

is that it is hard to fake. Signals whose effect is to advertise

an individual’s strength or size should be of the kind, strong

and sustained, that only a strong or large individual could pro-

duce. The more elaborate the advertisement, the more reliable

an indication of quality it is likely to be. A male bower bird

could surely not construct its display, a masterpiece of ordered

extravagance, if it were in less than peak condition. Although

receivers’ reactions rarely drive signal costs to such extremes,

by and large costly signals are more likely to be reliable than

cheap ones. This is why the world of communication is so

cacophonous.

While cost is the basic criterion of reliability, it is supple-

mented among animals with well-developed cognitive capac-

ities by form. Animals capable of recognizing individuals and

remembering their behaviour can assess signals in the light

of the actors’ previous actions. And some communication

is reliable, as Krebs and Dawkins acknowledge in a second

essay, because it is in the mutual interests of the senders and

receivers. Mutual interest may relieve the parties of the oblig-

ation to produce and attend to costly signals; instead, they can

engage in what Krebs and Dawkins call ‘conspiratorial whis-

pering’, communication that can be quiet and concise because

it is not under pressure to prove its reliability.6 Human com-

merce offers an analogy in the contrast between the few quiet

words needed to buy an item in a Western shop, with the price

fixed and the customer’s interests protected by layer upon layer
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of trading controls, and the florid protestations involved in

haggling for goods in markets that lack a bureaucratic safety

net.

The overall effect, as John Maynard Smith and David

Harper point out in their book Animal Signals, is that

most signals are reliable; their receivers would ignore them

otherwise.7 An analysis of behaviour that begins with an

uncompromising and exclusive assumption of self-interest

thus quite rapidly leads to an account of how self-interested

behaviour produces general reliability in communication, and

how mutual interests can create calm amid the general clam-

our.

It also testifies to the extent of the potential for honest com-

munication by recognizing how this may arise between antag-

onists, even mortal ones. Often when a gazelle or antelope is

being chased it will spring into the air, all four limbs straight.

This action, known as ‘stotting’, looks dangerously whimsical.

It slows the animal down and uses energy that might be vital

to survive a long pursuit. But it makes sense as an example

of the ‘handicap principle’ proposed by the biologist Amotz

Zahavi.8 By stotting the gazelle claims that it has resources

to spare; that it can waste energy and still be likely to outrun

any pursuers. The claim appears to be well founded, judging

by field observations showing that the more gazelles stotted,

the less likely they were to be killed by wild dogs. Stotting

serves the interests of signaller and receiver: both avoid the

costs of a long chase, and the signaller avoids the risk of death.

That is transferred to the gazelles who are less capable of

stotting.
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Besides mocking the traditional assumption that animals

act for the good of the species, this example illustrates that

honesty does not require goodwill, and that acting in another’s

interest—in this case responding to the stotting signal by not

pursuing the signaller—may fall a long way short of what is

normally understood by cooperation. It is also an example of

a game: a situation in which a player’s optimal course of action

depends on what other players do. Games are the basis of our

understanding of how cooperation may arise, or not. Without

understanding the evolution of cooperation it is not possible

to understand the evolution of trust, even though the former

can often be sustained without the latter.

At the hub of the question is the game known as the

Prisoners’ Dilemma. Its narrative cladding outlines a situation

in which two prisoners accused of collaborating in a crime

are held separately. Each is told that if he confesses but his

partner remains silent, he will go free, while his partner will

be given a lengthy sentence. Conversely, if he remains silent

and his partner confesses, he will get the long sentence and

his partner will be freed. If both confess, each will receive a

sentence of medium length. If both remain silent, each will

receive a short sentence.

Maintaining silence represents cooperation (with each

other, not with their captors) while confession is what in game

jargon is called defection (from a cooperative arrangement,

whether explicit, implicit, or potential). Prisoners’ Dilemmas

are defined by an order of preferences in which defecting while

the other player cooperates gives a better pay-off than mutual

cooperation, which in turn gives a better pay-off than mutual
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defection, which is preferable to cooperating while the other

player defects. Played once, as in the story of the captor’s offer,

a Prisoners’ Dilemma will not result in cooperation if each

simply reckons the possible outcomes. Each will calculate that

he will do better to confess than to stay silent, so each will

receive a longer sentence than if they had cooperated.

If the game is played over and over, however, players can

make their choices in the light of each other’s previous actions.

In the early 1970s the political scientist Robert Axelrod staged a

computer tournament in which different strategies competed

in ‘iterated’ Prisoners’ Dilemmas. The winning strategy was

the simple tit-for-tat: cooperate in the first round, and there-

after do what the other player did in the previous round. One

cooperative move thus prompts a cooperative response; any

defection immediately triggers a defection in response. With

the possibility of punishment, cooperation may be sustained

indefinitely.

The sequences of code that process Prisoners’ Dilemmas on

computers are not conscious and hold no beliefs or expecta-

tions about the future actions of other agents. For humans,

however, it is almost impossible not to form such expecta-

tions. Robert Axelrod saw the algebraic preferences of a Pris-

oners’ Dilemma when he read the British sociologist Tony

Ashworth’s account of the ‘live and let live’ systems that

evolved on many stretches of the Western Front during the

First World War. Both analysts mark how these systems were

based upon the developments of beliefs on each side of the

lines about the intentions and likely actions of the soldiers on

the other side. As the beliefs strengthened, they became trust.
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The action in the western theatre of the First World War

began as expected: a mobile conflict of a familiar kind, in

which cavalry could play a meaningful role. Soon, however,

a stalemate developed and each side dug in to face each other

from trench lines; they remained entrenched for the rest of

the war. In some sectors the men might be several hundred

yards apart, but often they were close enough to shout at each

other. Sometimes the enemy was only a grenade’s throw away.

The soldiers in the front lines were a lot closer to each other

than they were to their own high commands, and in many

cases this became true of their sympathies as well as of their

physical distance. Martial ardour increased with distance from

the front and reached its maximum virulence in the home

country. ‘There is only one temperature for women of the

British race and that is white heat,’ declared a ‘Little Mother’

in a letter that became a mass-selling tract. ‘We women pass

on the human ammunition of “only sons” to fill up the gaps.’9

With the forces immobilized, the high command hoped

that its war aims could be furthered through attrition. They

wanted their soldiers to wear the enemy down by inflicting

casualties steadily. The men in the front line were therefore

obliged to use their weapons or face punishment. They could

exercise a degree of choice, however, over how they used their

weapons. Some of them, especially members of crack regi-

ments with a reputation for combativeness to uphold, pursued

preferences identical to those of the high command. Their

sectors of the line were infernal regions in which bands of

raiders descended upon enemy lines at night with bombs and

bayonets, and a man who raised his head even for a moment
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above the parapet would be killed as surely and instantly as a

mouse that puts its head into a trap. In other sectors, however,

soldiers could walk around in full view of their opponents,

or even relax with a book in the grass behind the lines, with-

out fear of attack. These troops were mutually implementing

preferences completely at odds with those of their high com-

mands.

In Axelrod’s analysis, the soldiers who decided to ‘live and

let live’ had the choice between whether to shoot to kill or to

shoot so as to avoid doing harm. Shooting to kill equates to

defection, shooting not to counts as cooperation. The pref-

erences are in the Prisoners’ Dilemma order: for each unit,

defecting while the enemy unit cooperates is preferable to

mutual cooperation, which is preferable to mutual defection,

which is preferable to cooperating when the other side defects;

but in repeated exchanges, both sides prefer mutual coopera-

tion to alternating rounds of cooperation and defection. The

latter preference was critical. Where units faced each other for

extended periods, the cooperative possibilities of an iterated

Prisoners’ Dilemma became open to them.

Soldiers probably began to live and let live without really

meaning to. If the units on each side ate their meals at the same

time, each would appreciate the pause in hostilities, and might

therefore be inclined to allow the enemy to eat his breakfast in

peace. This might be no more than self-interest at first, but

simply observing the scene on the other side of the line might

plant the seeds of sympathy. Men saw their opposite numbers

eating their meals or mending their defences, mirroring their

own daily routines. They came to see the enemy soldiers as
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people with lives and a predicament similar to their own;

people with whom they had much more in common than

with their distant commanders. ‘Tommy’ and ‘Jerry’ became

something like neighbours.

Once each side had begun to let the other live, some soldiers

took initiatives to make explicit arrangements limiting aggres-

sion. The most famous instances were the now-legendary

Christmas truces of 1914, but open fraternization of that kind

was easily suppressed by senior commanders. The Christmas

truces were the tip of an iceberg of truce arrangements that

were mostly tacit and covert. They were sustained for the most

part without explicit communication: by inactivity, and then,

when pressure from the high command forced the troops to

look busy, by ritualized fire. Shells would be fired at the same

time and at the same target every day. On one section of the

front soldiers understood that they were only at risk from

enemy fire between two and four in the afternoon.10 When

senior officers’ supervision or the distance between the lines

inhibited verbal contact, the troops actually came to rely upon

their enemy’s fire for the information necessary to sustain

truces. ‘The constant flow of ritualised violence allowed each

antagonist to know the other’s current mood as well as to pre-

dict, with some confidence, his future behaviour,’ Ashworth

observes.11

For the system to work, it was necessary that each side

believed in the other’s ability to retaliate effectively if the

rules of non-engagement were broken. One group of German

snipers would fire at a derelict cottage so as to cut a cir-

cular hole in the wall: Axelrod suggests that such shows of
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marksmanship ‘helped police the system by showing that

restraint was not due to weakness.’12

There were times when one side’s restraint did fail and

provoked retaliation. To a reasonable approximation this was a

tit-for-tat process. Battalion A would cooperate in a tacit truce

with Battalion B until B defected, by performing unacceptably

hostile acts, and would then itself defect by retaliating. Both

the decision to retaliate and the extent of the reprisals could,

however, depart widely from the simple rules of tit-for-tat.

Retaliation was often a multiple of an eye for an eye. A British

soldier noted that he and his comrades avoided using rifle

grenades because the Germans fired three back for every one

shot at them. But by the nature of the situation, in which shots

and explosions were inevitable, the system depended on a

degree of tolerance. If retaliation was automatic, truces would

not survive: a shot would be answered with a shot, which

would be answered in turn by a shot, and so on. Tolerance

might be roughly algorithmic: a certain number of shells per

day could be considered acceptable, for instance. It was also

modulated by intuition and mood. Sometimes saying sorry

might help. A British officer recalled how, after a salvo of shells

from the German side, ‘a brave German got on to his parapet

and shouted out “We are very sorry about that; we hope no

one was hurt. It is not our fault, it is that damned Prussian

artillery.” ’13

This apology said even more about the system than about

the salvo. The German expressed concern for the well being

of the British troops, and was further concerned that the

British would think that his group were responsible for what
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amounted to a breach of an ethical code. The game of non-

aggression, having started from plain self-interest, had devel-

oped dimensions of sympathy and morality.

In this case the sympathies were evidently not universal.

The German and his fellows were Saxons, who were antag-

onistic to Prussians and sympathetic to the ‘Anglo-Saxons’

of the British army. One departing Saxon unit urged the

British to give their Prussian replacements hell. Ethnic sen-

timents could thus cut across political and military lines.

So, perhaps, might sympathies based on class. This was the

phase of industrial history when men in their masses devel-

oped an emphatic sense of being working class: the time by

which, as the historian Eric Hobsbawm has observed, count-

less working men suddenly adopted a voluntary uniform of

cloth cap and scarf, as if to assert the culture and interests they

shared.14

German sympathies for British soldiers were also rooted

in the extensive contact between the two nations before the

war. Many Germans had worked in Britain, creating a legacy

played on by the joke that when a British soldier called out

‘Waiter!’, fifty German voices answered ‘Coming, sir!’ Some-

times Germans would call out to ask about English football

results. One ingenious group fired across a rifle grenade from

which they had removed the explosive, replacing it with a mes-

sage offering to deliver newspapers by the same means. Pop-

ular music could also bridge no-man’s-land. Some machine-

gunners would lighten the mood of the proceedings by firing

bursts to the rhythms of popular songs. A German gunner’s

rendition of the line ‘Steady, boys, here comes a copper’ was
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completed by gunners on both sides, firing two rounds to add

the final ‘Good night!’

All these signals, from supposed ethnic affinities to mutual

sporting interests, served to increase the sympathies of men

on each side for each other. Happy Harry, one of a number of

‘musical’ German machine-gunners with recognizable styles,

‘came to be quite liked, even as he was much admired’ by his

notional British targets.15

The more one feels one has in common with someone, the

more confident one is likely to be about their behaviour. Indi-

cations of shared social and cultural experience would have

added to the empirical confidence the soldiers developed by

observing the ways in which their opposite numbers avoided

doing them harm. And these perceptions were rooted in a fer-

tile soil of habit. Tacit truces had arisen from everyday habits

such as that of regular mealtimes. They were sustained by a

kind of familiarity not unlike that which creates a sense of

neighbourhood in a peaceful locality. One British soldier told

a brigadier that there was an ‘elderly gentleman’ with a long

beard who often showed himself above the German parapet.

The brigadier demanded to know why the soldier had not shot

the German. ‘Why, Lor’ bless you sir,’ replied the soldier, ‘ ’e’s

never done me no harm.’16 Familiarity permitted the applica-

tion of a moral code based on reciprocity. The soldier recog-

nized the German as an individual, part of his neighbourhood,

and thus reduced the game to a two-hander, to be decided

solely by how he and the elderly German gentleman treated

each other.
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Two soldiers did not make a truce, though. The signals

had to be the right size. They had to be big enough to be

noticed by the men on the other side of line, but not so big

that they were noticed by the commanders behind the lines.

A decision by an individual soldier to refrain from deliber-

ate harm would not send a signal large enough to produce

a response from the other side. Also, of course, it would be

worse than useless if the decision was not upheld by the sol-

dier’s comrades. The bearded German would not have raised

himself above the parapet if he had not been confident that

all the British soldiers opposite would refrain from shooting

at him. Truces were typically achieved between battalions,

units large enough to keep hostilities suspended over a sig-

nificant length of the front, and small enough to get away

with it.

To a degree, the British army itself was responsible for the

state of collective mind that induced battalions to decide for

themselves whether to fight. It was ‘intensely tribal’, observes

the historian Dan Todman, ‘in the sense that it rapidly devel-

oped strong regimental loyalties among its men, but this also

encouraged them not to look far beyond the boundaries of

their own battalion’. Todman is offering an explanation for

the lack of evidence that soldiers blamed their most senior

commanders for their predicament. Generals like Douglas

Haig, he suggests, were simply too remote from the front-

line soldiers’ experience to figure in their landscapes. Such

indifference, arising from the narrow horizon of the battalion,

may also help to explain the truces. A soldier with a mind to
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suspend hostilities was inclined neither to blame the generals

nor to pursue the generals’ aims at the expense of his own and

his comrades’.17

It might have been possible to develop tacit truces on an

impersonal, algorithmic basis, of a kind that could be accu-

rately rather than approximately simulated on a computer.

Neither words nor trust are needed for cooperation, Axelrod

judges: reciprocity is enough. But the live-and-let-live systems

of the Western Front were not merely brittle ceasefires. They

were based not just upon a common interest in survival but

also upon common cultural interests, familiarity, routine, an

awareness of individuals, friendly gestures, and shared under-

standing about permissible behaviour—in sum, much the

same set of factors as serve to create a sense of neighbourhood

in peacetime. Live and let live was more than cooperation. It

was infused with sympathy and it was illuminated by trust.

Battalion A came to expect that the actions of Battalion B, fa-

cing them, would take A’s interests into account. These expec-

tations arose not just from the judgement that B’s interests

would be served by not provoking A into retaliation, but from

an atmosphere of sympathy generated by a range of circum-

stances and confidence-building measures. The outcome was

that A and B trusted each other not to attack in earnest unless

forced to do so by their high commands.

Eventually, the British high command did find a way to

enforce aggression and bring the tacit truces to an end. ‘Live

and let live’ depended upon meaningful and consistent rela-

tionships, both across the lines and among the soldiers within
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each unit, who had to accept and sustain the informal truce

rules. It could not survive the policy of trench raids instituted

by the high command, involving up to two hundred men, and

a complex division of military labour. These formations were

too heterogeneous for any conspiratorial attempts to fake the

aggression, and their results too damaging for the enemy to

sustain without retaliation. Turning quiet sectors into zones

of unpredictable menace, they disrupted the relationships that

had developed in the front lines, destroying trust and creating

distrust.

It must be admitted that for Axelrod this is not the most

important consideration. He maintains that the ‘foundation

of cooperation is not really trust, but the durability of the

relationship’.18 For cooperation to thrive, he judges, the key

requisites are that cooperative actions are reciprocated, and

that the future casts a long shadow. By ‘the shadow of the

future’ he means the parties’ perceptions of the importance

of future actions.19 The more that A is concerned about B’s

next move, the more inclined A will be to cooperate in the

current round of the game. Yet although trust may not be the

foundation of cooperation or a key requisite for it, its salience

in the truce system is remarkable.

Intuitively it is easy to imagine its subjective importance

to the men involved: that for many of them, feelings of trust

might have been at the heart of what it was like to be in a truce.

It is also possible to discern a special role for trust in pro-

moting the tolerance necessary to maintaining truces under

disruptive conditions. Attacks that breached the understood
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terms of truces would inevitably occur. If the attacked side

A felt that the attacking side B lacked commitment to coop-

eration, that B would be ready to pursue its interests at the

expense of A’s if the opportunity presented itself, A would

be likely to perceive any such attack as a calculated breach

of the agreement and retaliate in kind. But if the men on

the receiving end had come to trust that the men on the

other side would not attack them in earnest unless forced

to do so, they would be more inclined to hold their return

fire and to entertain positive interpretations of the event—

to accept, for example, that it was perpetrated not by the

other party to the agreement but by ‘that damned Prussian

artillery’.

Taking the long view of the evolution of cooperative behav-

iour, trust is a recent and inessential development. As long

as B scratches A’s back if A scratches B’s, A and B can co-

operate without trust, or the brains with which to trust, or

without backs, for that matter. Trust arises relatively late in

the evolutionary day, when animals become able to make pre-

dictions based on experience about the behaviour of others. It

is not uniquely human. ‘We have no trouble recognizing the

difference between a trustful or distrustful dog,’ observes the

primatologist Frans de Waal, ‘and we know how long it can

take to turn the latter into the former.’20

Among humans, too, cooperation may be initiated and sus-

tained without trust. But once trust becomes possible, it sus-

tains interactions that would otherwise collapse, enhances the

quality of cooperation, and threads the social fabric together.

It is a prized sentiment whose absence is unthinkable in many
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contexts, and which is sought in contexts where reason might

not find it to be strictly necessary. When our passions for a

sentiment such as this run so high, our instincts are probably

right. We value trust instinctively because it works for us,

and has worked for our ancestors, in ways both familiar and

beyond our grasp.



3
REASON TO BELIEVE

T
he conundrum of language is that an animal clever

enough to speak seems too clever to be believed. Many

scientists believe that humans’ unique intelligence

may be Machiavellian in origin, that it ran away with itself

under the selective pressure of life in groups of clever, calcu-

lating individuals.1 And no evolutionary innovation has done

more to increase the potential for deception than language.

Words are cheap signals that slash the cost of manipulating

others.

As John Maynard Smith and David Harper observe, the

central problem for an evolutionist interested in animal sig-

nals is why they are reliable. Language poses this question in

its most intriguing form. How could a signalling system that

facilitates deception become established in an intelligent social

species? As hominids began to speak, how did they find reason

to believe each other?

In the dialectic sketched by Dawkins and Krebs, attempts to

manipulate other animals using signals will meet with resis-

tance on the part of those receiving the signals, which in

turn will stimulate increased efforts by the senders to make

their signals convincing. When sending, animals will be driven
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to invest in costlier signals, such as elaborate and physically

demanding courtship displays; when receiving, they will be

driven up the ramp of scepticism. Among intelligent social

animals, living amidst intense signal traffic that must demand

much of their attention, levels of scepticism should be partic-

ularly high. Yet the most intelligent and social animals of all

have become defined by a communication system based on

cheap signals.

It is possible to imagine that a system of words and gram-

mar could be established without having to tackle a highly

developed instinctive scepticism, if all that was said using

this language could be verified in principle and with little

difficulty in practice. Speech would be largely about the con-

crete and the immediate. Statements such as ‘these berries

are ripe’ would soon be proved true or false. The difficulties

arise, however, when we try to envisage the development of a

language system used for statements about dispositions—‘he

likes you’—and other mental states, or abstractions, such as

purity or luck. It is in speech of this kind, often unverifiable

by its nature, that the qualities we feel to be most characteris-

tically human inhere. Speech that speaks to our deeper feelings

demands trust.

One account, offered by the anthropologist Chris Knight,

proposes that ritual and language co-evolved. Rituals are

costly in terms of adornment, activity, time, discomfort, and

often pain. When individuals undergo rituals to join a group,

they pay a price that has also been exacted from the other

members. Having sent these costly signals, they are accepted

as reliable, and so are the cheap signals of their speech. In
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the evolution of language, ritual guaranteed words as a bank

guarantees banknotes.2

Cheap signals may also be backed by expensive ones at

the point of delivery. Emotional displays tend to be costly

and hard for most people, actors excepted, to fake. A shout-

ing match is more costly in energy, and often in unintended

consequences, than conspiratorial whispering. The shouts will

probably be accompanied by other physiologically demanding

responses, such as increased heart rate and reallocation of

blood supplies within the body. Public speaking, which must

be both audible and persuasive to a large and sometimes dis-

parate group of listeners, likewise demands significant phys-

ical effort as well as investment in oratorical technique. The

cost of words themselves, and their value, can be increased by

crafting prose or verse so as to indicate the effort and resources

invested in them.

Other mechanisms to promote reliability may be identified.

The most basic, far from exclusive to humans, is the ability to

recognize individuals and to remember their actions. Humans

can extend this capacity by sharing information about indi-

viduals’ behaviour to produce reputation. The information

shared may not always be reliable, and reputations are not

always deserved, but the value of being able to develop expec-

tations on the basis of others’ experience is not to be underes-

timated.

Humans also have the decisive ability to standardize behav-

iour by instituting norms and moral codes. Once rules have

been established to govern conduct with respect to others,

the range of actions that individuals are likely to encounter
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will be narrowed. Life will become more orderly and more

predictable. In assessing B’s trustworthiness, A can refer to

a codified list of prescriptions that should, if B adheres to

them, determine how B will act in respect of A’s interests. This

will also enhance the value to A of information about how

B behaves with respect to others, since rules harmonize the

treatment of persons. Compliance will require that, in respect

of the rules, B treats A the same as B treats other persons—

or other persons belonging to the same social category, at any

rate. If A knows that B deals with such persons in a trustwor-

thy manner, A can be confident that B is worthy of A’s trust.

Moral codes are not grids imposed upon moral chaos from

above. They take moral sentiments, the instinctive modes of

moral thought and feeling that distinguish us from robots,

and turn them into systems. The establishment of a moral

code is not like razing a wilderness and building a city upon

the cleared ground. Rather it is like the work of traditional

farmers, who clear woodland but spare stands or rows of trees

to define their new territories, and introduce plants that will

flourish in the soil. There are already underlying patterns in

the way that people feel about how they should treat each

other. People seem to be attuned to fairness and to react

strongly when they perceive unfairness, which they are often

anxious to bring to the attention of others.

Some primatologists argue that the sense of fairness is far

older than the human species, having evolved long enough ago

to be observable in apes and monkeys. Sarah Brosnan, Hillary

Schiff, and Frans de Waal conducted experiments with chim-

panzees and capuchin monkeys in which the animals were
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paired and given either cucumber slices or grapes in exchange

for tokens. Like children, chimps and capuchins prefer sweet

food to cucumbers, and animals of both species would refuse

cucumber rewards if they saw that their partner was rewarded

with grapes. They acted as though they felt they had been

treated unfairly.

Experiments on humans also suggest the existence of a

deep-seated sense of fairness. In the Ultimatum Game, player

A is given a sum of money and is invited to offer some of it to

player B. If B refuses the offer, A must return the entire sum

to the experimenters, and so neither player emerges from the

game with any reward. Reason would dictate that A should

offer a penny and that B should accept it, because even a penny

is better than nothing. Respect outweighs reason, though.

Players in the role of A tend to offer something close to an

even split; and when they offer a meagre share they are often

refused, even if the actual sum is not trivial. Thus donors

usually act with a tendency towards fairness, encouraged by

recipients’ readiness to punish perceived unfairness.

The Trust Game also involves a donor A who is given a sum

of money and invited to pass some of it on to a responder B,

whereupon the transferred sum will be trebled. B then has the

opportunity to give some of the money back to A. Taking a

myopically rational view, B has no incentive to give anything

back: realizing this, A should hold on to the entire sum. If

they cooperate, however, both A and B can end up better off

than they started. In practice, experimenters found that nearly

all players in role A sent money to B, on average about half

the sum they had been given. A third of players in role B
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returned more than they had been sent. Nearly all A’s appeared

to trust the B players to reciprocate. While the majority of A’s

were disappointed, the proportion of B’s who cooperated was

sizeable—and impressive by comparison with the rationally

predicted figure of zero.3

The way that individuals respond to questions of fairness

varies in different circumstances. Chimpanzees may be more

inclined to tolerate inferior rewards if they have close relation-

ships with their partners in the experiment.4 Among humans,

culture may affect expectations. While people generally offer

close to half of their cash allocation in most places where the

Ultimatum Game has been played, from Arizona to Indonesia,

Machiguenga people in the Peruvian Amazon offered only a

quarter, and accepted almost any low offer. The Machiguenga

seem to feel no obligation to make the near-equal division that

elsewhere would be considered a fair offer, nor any resentment

at receiving offers that would be regarded in other cultures

as unfair.5 This does not imply that the Machiguenga lack a

sense of fairness, or that such a sense is not a universal instinct,

but it illustrates that different cultures may arrange the moral

sentiment switches in different patterns.

Differences in the engagement of moral sentiments may

vary in far more than quirks of detail. Some groups may apply

moral considerations only among themselves, and consider

all outsiders to be moral outlaws regardless of whether they

have committed any offence. Within a society, values held

by different groups may produce diametrically opposed sen-

timents of fairness. One of the clearest contemporary exam-

ples concerns homosexuality. Secular liberals are outraged by
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discrimination against homosexuals; conversely many people

with traditional religious beliefs are outraged at the idea that

homosexuality should not be discriminated against. Moral

sentiments may be universal, but they are selectively directed.

Their ability to harmonize behaviour and promote trust will

depend upon the extent to which ‘the benevolent affections’, in

the words of the nineteenth-century historian William Lecky,

can expand the circle of their embrace from the family to ‘first

a class, then a nation, then a coalition of nations, then all

humanity’.6

Lecky’s geometry, placing the family at the centre of the

circle, would be endorsed by evolutionary biologists a cen-

tury later. They answered the question of why individuals

should act in others’ interests by reasoning that individuals

share interests to the extent that they share genes; and added

that reciprocity could sustain cooperation between unrelated

individuals. In the scene that opened the first chapter above,

shared genetic interests would form the foundation of co-

operation, and hence trust, between mother and child. The

transaction between the child and the shopkeeper would then

be governed by the principle of reciprocity, requiring that the

goods be paid for and the exchange conducted according to

accepted standards of civility on both sides.

Considerations of genetic interest also help to explain why

in that illustration it was more suitable to cast the parent as a

mother rather than a father. The bonds between a child and

its father can be as deep and strong as those between it and its

mother. These days fathers are often to be found in kitchens

too. But it is far easier for fathers to defect from parenting, or
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for defection to be imposed on them when relationships break

down. Motherhood makes obligatory demands from the point

of conception, at which fatherhood’s required conditions are

fulfilled. After she has carried the baby and given birth to it,

the mother nurtures it to a degree of intimacy within which

trust may be absolute. The father may well be sufficiently

close, in his own way, to bring about a state of absolute trust;

but on the other hand he may be absent from the scene al-

together. The conditions for absolute trust are more often met

in motherhood than in fatherhood.

Another asymmetry between parents that has far-reaching

implications for trust is that of confidence in parenthood.

A woman is almost always certain that she is the mother of

her child; a man may need convincing that he is the father

of a child for whom he is expected to provide. Mistrust in

such cases is easily inflamed and hard to quell; the punish-

ments it incites can be catastrophic and sometimes murder-

ous. Men’s explosive reactions to perceived sexual infidelity are

unreasoning, but consistent with their reproductive interests.

Their prevalence, even where social mores promote concil-

iation and deprecate male possessiveness, suggests a funda-

mental, instinctive concern that women should incorporate

their partners’ reproductive interests in their own. Women

are also attuned to their reproductive interests, and may react

passionately when they feel these to have been betrayed, but in

most known societies they have not been in a position to insist

that trust should be mutual.

People may also differ in the capacities that make trust

possible. Some people tend to trust, others to mistrust. One
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might suppose that the trustful ones are gullible and the mis-

trustful ones are equipped with more sophisticated Machia-

vellian radar. Studies suggest, however, that the reverse is the

case. The trustful ones are the better judges of character.

The mistrustful regard others with suspicion because they

have difficulty telling who can and cannot be trusted. Bad

experiences discourage them from giving the benefit of their

doubt, causing them to miss opportunities to interact with

people or other agents they could safely trust.7 Those bet-

ter able to read the relevant signals can enjoy these oppor-

tunities; and they are generally trustful because they live

among people who by and large are trustworthy. In some

places, they might be as mistrustful as their less discerning

fellows.

Trust thus develops, or fails to, in environments rooted in

nature and extensively modified by human activity. To under-

stand trust it is necessary to acknowledge the fundamentals

of cooperation: the genetic interests shared by kin, and the

power of reciprocity to sustain mutually beneficial interac-

tions. It is reasonable to suppose that humans, like other

animals, are guided in their actions by psychological disposi-

tions or mechanisms—instincts, to use a traditional term—

that have evolved in response to persistent features of their

social environment, such as signals that must be assessed for

reliability.

As the story proceeds from schematic self-interested agents,

reacting like ions in a test-tube, to self-conscious individ-

uals with the capacity to form expectations about each

other, human artifice increasingly intervenes to complicate the
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picture. We now need to consider some of the many elaborate

devices, such as contracts and codes of conduct, that humans

have invented to promote trust or to substitute for it. But

before doing so, we should turn back to a critical problem

that has already appeared more than once without being prop-

erly examined, and acknowledge that some questions of trust

demand a philosophical treatment.

In the Prisoners’ Dilemma, rational analysis leads each pris-

oner to conclude that he should defect from the implicit

alliance with the other prisoner. Prisoner A assumes that B

will do what is best for B, works out that B would do best

by defecting, calculates his own best move in that event, and

concludes that he too must defect. In the Trust Game, similar

reasoning would tell player A, who receives a sum of money

and must decide whether to give some of it to B, that B would

do best by keeping all the money B receives. If A were to

assume that B would indeed keep the entire sum, and A was

similarly determined to act according to self-interest, A would

refuse to pass any money to B and so the game would never

be played. This reasoning process, in which a player calculates

what to do by working back from what would be best for

the other player to do on the last move of the game, is called

backward induction.

As the Prisoners’ Dilemma shows, backward induction can

present a formidable obstacle to cooperation. But the classic

Prisoners’ Dilemma seems designed to present human co-

operation in the most pessimistic light (both in the logic of

the game and its obscure moral topography, in which telling

the truth appears to count as cheating). In practice, A players
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in the Trust Game defy the logic of backward induction, and

are sometimes rewarded for it.

For the philosopher Martin Hollis, the problem is not

whether people do in practice trust each other, but whether

it is rational for them to do so.8 In his book Trust within

Reason, he sets out a whole series of backward-induction

hurdles in a model he calls the Enlightenment Trail and

which game theorists would call a Centipede. Two friends,

Adam and Eve, set out on a walk along the Trail, which

ascends through sunny uplands and is punctuated by six pubs.

Adam and Eve agree that they will stop for a drink at one

of these hostelries, and go no further. Neither cares for the

first pub on the way, The Rational Choice. On a scale of 1

to 5, where 5 is best, Adam would give it 1 and Eve would

give it 0. Nor are they keen on the next possible stop, The

Social Contract, which Adam ranks 0 and Eve 2. Next is

The Foole, 3 on Adam’s ranking and 1 on Eve’s; and after

that The Sensible Knave, ranked 2 by Adam and 4 by Eve.

The trail then goes on to The Extra Trick, which gets the

maximum 5 from Adam and 4 from Eve, and finally reaches

The Triumph of Reason, which Eve rates highest and Adam

gives 4.

Regrettably, they never get to the end of the trail and

The Triumph of Reason; not if they proceed by myopic self-

interest, at any rate. If they combined their preferences by

adding their scores together, they would get as far as The

Extra Trick, bringing the walk to a convivial end at an inn

they both like well. But if instead they compare each other’s

preferences, the slight difference between their scores for each
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pub will cause the entire exercise to unravel. Adam would go

no further than The Extra Trick, because he prefers it to The

Triumph of Reason; but they would not get that far, because

Eve prefers The Sensible Knave; which they would not reach

because Adam prefers The Foole; which Eve would avoid by

opting for The Social Contract before it. As Adam likes The

Social Contract even less than he likes The Rational Choice, he

declines to go beyond the very first pub. Instead of an agree-

able stroll through an uplifting landscape to The Triumph of

Reason, which both of them like, they don’t get beyond The

Rational Choice, which appeals to neither of them.9

This sorry outcome emerges because Adam and Eve deter-

mine their preferences solely by how they rate each pub, as

if walking the trail alone. They do not take their relationship

with each other into account, as friends or companions nor-

mally do. The more Adam likes Eve, the more he will factor

her preferences into his, especially if he wants her to like him

more than she already does. Each may also feel the need to

consider the other’s preferences because their own preferences

include acting towards others according to norms of fairness

and sympathy. Adam will want to be kind to her because it

is important to him. They might get further along the trail

if their preferences were influenced by such considerations.

But that would not be the same as adding their preferences

together, to consider themselves as a pair or a unit. They

would still be acting according to their individual interests.

By excluding factors like these that make it look otherwise,

thereby restricting preferences to those which would apply if

each were walking alone, Hollis construes Adam and Eve as
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the kind of atomic individuals imagined by economists and

biologists.

Individuals like these will always be looking out for a bar-

gain, and they will always take it if they get the chance.

This precludes the common sense solution that Adam and

Eve should discuss their preferences rationally and agree on

a choice that will be suboptimal for at least one of them.

Bound to the wheel of narrow self-interest, they cannot keep a

promise if a better opportunity comes into view. The personal

best is the enemy of the common good.

Under these conditions social life seems impossible, for it

‘depends on trust, especially on trust that promises be kept’.10

Hollis quotes Friedrich Nietzsche’s reflection upon the idea

that an animal clever enough to speak is too clever to be

believed: ‘To breed an animal capable of promising—isn’t that

just the paradoxical task which nature has set herself with

mankind, the peculiar problem of mankind?’11

Would Adam and Eve get any further with other thinkers

as their guides? Hollis first considers Thomas Hobbes, and

the power of fear. In the aftermath of the English Civil War,

Hobbes argued that agreements between individuals must

be enforced by the fear of punishment, threatened by the

‘Leviathan’ state that must be raised up above the people

to impose peace and order upon them. To escape the state

of nature, ‘a war of everyman against everyman’ in which

life is ‘solitary, poore, nasty, brutish and short’, people must

band together and erect a higher power that will use whatever

force is necessary to suppress the inherent conflicts between

them. For example, ‘the early inhabitants of the American
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Wild West, finding their lives nasty, brutish and short, might

agree to appoint a sheriff for their mutual benefit.’12 Leviathan

engenders trust through fear. That gets Adam and Eve beyond

The Rational Choice and on to The Social Contract.

A contract based on fear is a shaky one, though, depending

as it does on the efficiency of the coercive power. If contracting

parties think they can defect and get away with it, they often

will. In Leviathan Hobbes introduces a character to point

this out, but dismisses him as a ‘Foole’ for not grasping that

justice and other moral virtues are divinely ordained laws of

nature. Even in societies that retain a dominant idea of divine

law, however, ‘fooles’ seem to abound. Nor do open modern

societies countenance the kind of sovereign, handed absolute

power by the people as though he could be absolutely trusted

with it, in whom Hobbes invests his hopes for order.

Hollis allows that reputation may count for something,

but it will not guarantee trustworthiness, because sometimes

being honest will pay less than being wrongly thought honest.

‘This is a serious matter in a shifting modern society, where

people are opaque to one another,’ he warns.13 Indeed—but

its serious consequences are incurred by the dishonest as well

as the honest, which is an incentive to honourable behaviour.

The economist Robert H. Frank suggests that this is a good,

self-interested reason to leave appropriate tips in restaurants

that one will never visit again. Tipping in restaurants to which

one may return is a kind of investment, which should provide

a return in the form of good service on subsequent visits.

Tipping in restaurants when there is no risk of punishment, in

the form of subsequent poor service, is a more profound kind
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of personal investment. By resisting the temptation to cheat,

one maintains the consistency of one’s reciprocal responses.

Reciprocity in one-off transactions promotes reciprocity, and

therefore trustworthiness, in relationships that are longer last-

ing and more meaningful. It keeps the capacity for com-

mitment topped up. Cheat in distant towns, and it becomes

harder to sustain the emotions that motivate honest behaviour

back home. Those around may notice the change in disposi-

tion, and raise their guards accordingly.14

Things are simpler on the Enlightenment Trail, however,

and although a social contract may take Adam and Eve on

to The Foole, they will get no further because there is no

power above them to stop either defecting from their agree-

ment. Could sympathy succeed where fear falls short? Hollis

turns to David Hume, whose ‘eighteenth-century view of our

motivating moral sentiments yields a wider and more genial

list of passions’ than Hobbes’s, ‘notably a natural sympathy

for our fellows’.15 Natural sympathy goes only so far, though.

It is naturally partial, its influence strongest within the family

and diminishing thereafter with distance from the centre of

the circle of benevolent affections. Hume’s individuals may be

more rounded than Hobbes’s, but they still need confidence

that others will not take advantage of the better side of their

nature. Rules of property and justice provide ‘an artificial

remedy for a natural partiality’.16

On the Enlightenment Trail, these might be sufficient to

take Adam and Eve, their mutual sympathies now modulat-

ing their preferences, past The Foole. Having come that far,

though, they would face the challenge of The Sensible Knave.
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This character, according to Hume, may now and again be

tempted to think that ‘an act of iniquity or infidelity will make

a considerable addition to his fortune, without causing any

considerable breach in the social union and confederacy.’17

Hume admits that the Sensible Knave has a point. And the

Knave identifies a general problem in human relations. The

most cooperative society will still be vulnerable to a degree of

cheating. Indeed, a society’s basic stability may encourage a

minority current of cheating, since the consequences of occa-

sional defection should not be catastrophic.

Adam will be keen to pass by The Sensible Knave, since the

next inn on the Trail is his favourite, The Extra Trick. The

difficult part is to induce him to carry on past to The Triumph

of Reason. Immanuel Kant would insist that promises must

be kept regardless of pay-offs. Kantians stick unswervingly

to their duty, making them trustworthy. If Adam is a true

Kantian, Eve can be sure he will keep his promise, and together

they will march to the end of the Trail. The problem is solved.

It is not solved to the satisfaction of any real human being,

though. Who wants to have a drink with somebody who has

only gone to the pub out of a sense of duty? If trust in Eve’s

case is her expectation that Adam’s actions will incorporate

her interests into his own, she will be left feeling that Adam

will uphold the letter of her preferences but not the spirit of

her interests. Adam will do the right thing because it is right,

not because he empathizes with her and wants her to be happy.

Kantians can be relied upon, but their unconditional devo-

tion to duty differs in quality from trust, which is conditional

outside the special bond between a parent and a young child.
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‘Their morality has to be too high-minded to serve as the bond

of society,’ decides Hollis, who has noted the philosopher John

Locke’s observation that the bond of society is trust.18

To develop this bond, the members of a society must come

to think of themselves as a collectivity. This must be more than

the sum of individual preferences. If Adam and Eve add their

preference scores together, they will hike past the pubs that

they like little or not at all, but they will still have to find a

way to decide between the last two pubs, for which their indi-

vidual preferences differ although their aggregate scores are

equal.

Instead, interacting parties must see themselves as a net-

work of exchange. The basis of exchange is reciprocity; the

existence of a network allows reciprocity to become fluid. A

can scratch B’s back without trusting B to scratch A’s, if A

is confident that a C, D, or other initial will come along to

do the scratching. Direct reciprocity is replaced by indirect

reciprocity, which has the potential to stimulate and sustain

cooperation across networks of strangers.

Perhaps the most celebrated example is the donation of

blood within Britain’s National Health Service. The blood is

given without payment and received without direct payment,

health services being funded primarily by taxes. Donors must

find the time, steel themselves against the insertion of a spiked

tube into one of their veins, and yield a pint of their blood. ‘A

pint? That’s very nearly an armful!’ protested the comic actor

Tony Hancock, in a fondly-remembered sketch. He may have

been medically inaccurate, but his outburst affirmed the non-

trivial subjective cost of the experience.
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Asked why they should spare their time and a pint of their

blood, donors typically replied that they might need a blood

transfusion themselves one day. Their responses construed

the system as an indirectly reciprocal one, in which recipro-

cation would be provided at some uncertain future stage by

unknown and unidentifiable strangers. The way they put it,

they gave in case they later needed to receive. But they would

not be getting their own blood back, nor would they be denied

a transfusion if they had omitted to donate in the past. The

potential return could be life-saving, though the only certain

and immediate pay-off was the traditional biscuit and cup of

tea provided after the procedure—a token that, in a small but

not entirely insignificant way, symbolically affirms the impor-

tance of reciprocity.

Both the donors’ explanation and the token refreshment

can be taken as implicit recognition that a sense of reciprocity

is psychologically necessary even in systems of exchange that

cannot balance what is given and what is received. The prin-

ciple of indirect reciprocity seeds a system that allows people

to behave altruistically, however they choose to rationalize it.

And they trust the National Blood Service to provide them

with blood should they need it, because they trust unknown

others to continue to give blood for unknown others’ benefit.

Adam and Eve can drink to that in The Triumph of Reason.



4
IN GOD WE TRUST

T
here is one glaring exception to the rule that absolute

trust does not normally flourish beyond a child’s early

years and its relationship with its parents. What ceases

to be possible with other people remains possible with a deity.

The most successful and world-changing innovation in the

history of trust must surely be the idea of an omnipresent,

omnipotent god. Reason may struggle to lodge trust within

it. Faith has no such problem.

Finite deities, such as those identified with mountains, sun

or sky, tend to be unpredictable. Indeed, the creation of gods

by ascribing conscious agency to inanimate objects may in

large part have been an attempt to explain natural events that

at the time were beyond any other explanation. In their clas-

sical form, deities were not just unpredictable but capricious

and mischievous. The ancient Greeks would not have trusted

their gods any further than they could have thrown them.

With the advent of a single universal God, however, the deity’s

movements may remain mysterious, but they are absolutely

trustworthy. Good and right are constituted in God, whose

every action or inaction must be perfectly right. Believers

should enjoy a profound trust in such a god—although that
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may be a secondary consideration in faiths whose central

demand, as the derivation of the word Islam affirms, is sub-

mission and acceptance.

Trust demands two basic conditions, that the party being

trusted will incorporate the trusting party’s interests into its

own, and that it is capable of the actions required. An all-

powerful god fulfils the second condition absolutely. Its rela-

tionship with the first is more complicated, though. A morally

perfect being cannot be expected to favour one individual’s

interests above another’s without moral reason to do so—not

that this stops footballers from crossing themselves as they run

onto the pitch. Believers can trust God to do what is right, but

not to do what they want.

A believer’s interests can be squared with the deity’s in var-

ious ways, with different interpretations and emphases emer-

ging in different variants of religious tradition. One solution is

to place spiritual interests above material interests. The condi-

tion of a person’s soul is more important than the enjoyment

of earthly pleasures, which may indeed be spiritually toxic:

better then to act according to God’s law than according to

worldly desires. Following on from this is the principle that

dutiful believers will get their reward in heaven. Like parents

who act to protect their children’s interests by denying them

the sugary food they crave to excess, God knows his people’s

interests better than they do themselves. By living as God has

instructed, denying themselves in the here and now, they stand

to enjoy eternal bliss.

The alternative, as strenuously advertised by the activists of

certain religious currents, is eternal torment. This necessarily
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renders trust in God conditional. The faithful may trust

absolutely in God’s love and mercy, but accept that they must

meet certain standards of thought and action if they are to

gain the Kingdom of Heaven. Their relationship with their

god, the foundation of their lives, is contractual. Believers are

given a body of texts instructing them as to how they are to do

God’s will, promising rewards for effort and indicating penal-

ties for non-compliance. (Like secular contracts, such doc-

uments require interpretation by experts, raising secondary

issues of trust.) In Christianity the principle of reciprocity

animates the relationship between the believer and the deity.

‘God so loved the world,’ says the Gospel according to John,

‘that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth

in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.’1 Jesus died

for your sins: in return you should believe in him and strive

not to sin.

Believers may also trust that the Lord will provide for them

in this world. In the early 1970s John Maynard Smith collabo-

rated with an independent scholar called George Price in work

that pioneered the application of game theory to the study of

evolution. During this period Price underwent a deepening

spiritual crisis, in which he felt compelled to adhere strictly

to the injunctions that close the sixth chapter of the Gospel

according to Matthew. This is the passage that urges its audi-

ence to devote itself to its heavenly Father, who will take care

of its material needs: ‘Therefore take no thought, saying, What

shall we eat? or, What shall we drink? or, Wherewithal shall

we be clothed?’ In exchange for devotion, the Father’s support

is promised: ‘But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his
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righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you.’2

Having yet to receive a divinely guided cheque, and down

to his last 15p, Price admitted to Maynard Smith that ‘God’s

standards of what constitutes “disaster” are on a different scale

from mine.’3

He told another collaborator, the evolutionary biologist Bill

Hamilton, that he twice stopped taking thyroxine, a medica-

tion he needed, as a test of God’s will. On one occasion the

illness this induced led to a fall and a fracture; at the hospital

he was given thyroxine without asking for it, and took this as

a sign that God wanted him to continue his efforts to work

for the poor while sharing their condition. Eventually he took

his life, leaving a brief note explaining that because of the

difficulties he had encountered in his charitable efforts and

his worries about becoming a burden on his friends, he had

decided the time had come to go to his Maker.4

It is impossible to be sure how he understood his relation-

ship with his god by the time he made this final decision,

but his earlier hazards with providence show how resistant to

disappointment trust in a deity can be. At first he expected

deliverance when almost penniless; later, no financial relief

having materialized, he pointed out to Maynard Smith that

he still had his Barclaycard. He did not appear to question the

principle that if he did God’s will, the Lord would provide.

Instead, he seemed to interpret the non-arrival of provision

as a sign that his chosen course might not in fact be what

God wanted from him. To test this, he distorted the spirit

of Matthew’s Gospel by failing to take his medicine, one of

the few necessities of his life whose provision, thanks to the



62 in god we trust

National Health Service, was assured. Matthew’s reproaches

to ‘ye of little faith’ were not addressed to him.

Price was an exceptional individual, but there was nothing

exceptional in the manner of his trust in his Lord. When prov-

idence fails to meet expectations, it is normal for the faithful

to identify an earthly cause. Something similar may be seen

in the trust subjects or followers place in their temporal lords.

They do not blame the King, the Leader, or Comrade Stalin

for the injustices visited on them in his name. There are any

number of subordinates in between who must be responsible:

if only the victims could make contact with their lord, he

would surely see that justice was done. The sovereign or leader

is powerful, but not all-powerful and all-knowing; so the cri-

terion of capability can be applied to explain the malfunction

in the relationship.

Temporal powers have traditionally claimed divine sanction

and demanded popular allegiance. All three parties are united

in the oath, a simple device for promoting confidence and

reliability; not necessarily the same as trust and trustworthi-

ness, according to some definitions, but close kin. An oath is

a conditional self-curse: the person swearing it pronounces

a curse upon himself or herself, to be implemented should

he or she act in certain ways. The structure may be clear

and explicit, with punishment, condition, and punitive agent

all specified—‘May God strike me dead if I tell a lie!’ Often

the threat of punishment is left implicit in the reference to a

higher power, which would be expected to impose penalties

for transgression: ‘I swear by Almighty God that the evidence

I shall give will be the truth, the whole truth and nothing but
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the truth.’ In other cases the promise may be general in nature.

When citizens swear oaths of allegiance to their country, they

pledge to incorporate their country’s interests into their own.

The supernatural power of the oath has sustained it in the

face of widespread deconsecration. Affirming that one will tell

the truth is just not the same. It is something of an anachro-

nism, however, in a world that has reduced its exposure to

traditional authority. In making itself modern, the world has

moved away from its reliance upon gods and customs as

means of regulating behaviour. The reciprocal relationships

between gods and persons are supplanted by reciprocal rela-

tionships between persons or organizations, agreed as con-

tracts. These proliferate in societies where relationships are no

longer considered sacred, as in holy matrimony, or divinely

ordained, as in serfdom.

Contracts are substitutes for trust, and it is in their nature to

elaborate themselves, specifying in increasingly baroque detail

how relations between the parties will obtain in all manner of

circumstances. A contract comes into being when an agree-

ment regarded as binding in law or by custom is reached.

The farmer and the journeyman agree on the payment for a

day’s labour and they shake on the deal. This is the contract

in its plain, honest, and primitive form. Once it is written

down, its innocence is lost and it brings modern relations

into being. Primitive trading contracts still exist, but they

are being replaced by numbered clauses as inexorably as the

tractor replaced the plough-horse. Editors may still commis-

sion journalists to write articles by addressing them in much

the same way as the farmer hailing the journeyman, but it is
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now normal for such verbal contracts to be supplemented by

written terms. In higher education, a lecture may be commis-

sioned with a contract that would take as long to read out as

the lecture itself.

As traditional authority wears off, choices multiply. Half-

way through the past century, deference to traditional author-

ity still imposed a comprehensive standardization upon

Western society, in which couples expected to marry for life

and typically fulfilled their expectations even if it caused them

misery, men of even the most advanced artistic leanings kept

their hair above their collars, and shops were shut on Sundays.

Then the West turned into a rock’n’roll culture, glorifying

the fantasies and desires that had hitherto been repressed,

in the name of self-fulfilment. Although professions of belief

continued as loudly as ever in America, their connection with

norms of behaviour were weakened. It became routine, if not

de rigueur, for rappers to pose with guns, disrespect women,

and thank God in their album sleeve notes.

With self-development at the heart of the personal project,

individuals are encouraged to elaborate on their inner worlds

and to draw eclectically from the outside world. Although

in practice people tend to converge upon a relatively limited

number of poles of attraction, sustaining a mass culture based

on bestselling music, images, and styles of adornment, self-

development leads to extensive social uncertainty. People set-

tle on different combinations of norms, making it more diffi-

cult to form expectations about how they will behave without

getting to know them, and thus making it more difficult to

trust strangers or acquaintances.
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In some respects it seems as though the attenuation of

traditional authority has created a vacuum in social relations

that is being filled by bureaucratic regulation. While codes of

conduct proscribing sexual harassment or racist behaviour are

primarily the result of political struggles to assert women’s

rights and racial equality, they can also be seen as mechanisms

that have arisen to regulate social relations in the absence of

generally accepted norms. Declarations of principle are now

posted in public spaces: ‘We work hard to provide you with an

excellent service, and deserve to be treated with respect. Nei-

ther we nor our customers are here to be verbally or physically

abused.’5 These statements are part of the forward march of

explicit contracts, colonizing the space of possible contingen-

cies clause by clause. A ‘Mutual Respect Statement’ issued by

the Women’s and Children’s Health Service of Western Aus-

tralia rather elegantly asserts the right to ‘defuse, deflect and

respond appropriately to aggressive behaviour’.6 With each

such proclamation, from British post offices to an Australian

children’s hospital, the public gets the message that it can

no longer be trusted. Those who don’t need to be bound

by contract to behave properly have their attention drawn to

the threat from those who do, nudging their expectations of

others in the direction of distrust.

As well as making it more difficult to anticipate the behav-

iour of strangers or acquaintances, the imperative to develop

the self creates uncertainties about the behaviour of individu-

als over time. If people are constantly seeking new avenues of

self-development, which may include dalliances with a range

of religions or other belief systems, they may be constantly
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revising their behavioural norms. Or they may carry on

behaving the same way, but generate uncertainty by maintain-

ing a rapid turnover among the ideas they use to justify their

actions. They are certainly likely to alter their understandings

of their interests, which may in turn affect their readiness to

incorporate the interests of others into their own. The will

to self-development builds a tension into close relationships,

which require work if they are to be more than a temporary

coincidence of interests.

According to the British sociologist Anthony Giddens, the

work required is mutual self-disclosure. Giddens sees the

modern condition as one in which traditional authority no

longer works, obliging people to make their own arrange-

ments. That was the position the soldiers on the Western Front

found themselves in, when they came to the conclusion that

the traditional beliefs that had brought them there did not

adequately inform their situation. They covertly defied their

staff officers, who embodied traditional authority, and made

their own arrangements with the soldiers across no-man’s-

land. Similarly, individuals living outside traditional authority

today no longer move dutifully into allotted roles, but take

their peers as they find them. As two modern individuals

become intimate, they enter into what Giddens calls a ‘pure

relationship’, one which exists only for what it brings to each

partner.7

In the absence of external supports, the pure relationship

has to bind itself together with trust, which ‘can be mobilised

only by a process of mutual disclosure’.8 It is not enough

to get to know each other’s personalities by observation;
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each must actively reveal their secrets. There is a premium

on exclusivity: ‘Intimacy means the disclosure of emotions

and actions which the individual is unlikely to hold up to a

wider public gaze. Indeed, the disclosure of what is kept from

other people is one of the main psychological markers likely

to call forth trust from the other and to be sought after in

return.’9

When relationships are inherently fragile, unsupported

externally, and vulnerable to the demands of the self, this

looks rather like putting all one’s eggs in one basket. Partners

are induced to shift the distribution of trust towards each

other and away from a wider circle of intimates, confidants,

and friends, who might be able to offer a more reliable and

productive range of responses to whatever is disclosed. On

the other hand, we can learn in two minutes’ leafing through

a gossip magazine in a supermarket queue intimate details

about celebrities, freely volunteered in interviews, that we

might not learn about our closest friends in twenty years.

From the perspective of the pure relationship, this amounts

to a tacit acknowledgement on the celebrities’ part that their

relationships are transient; as does their replacement of trust

by pre-nuptial agreements.

If the pure relationship, in the sense of relationships within

or resembling marriages, sits a little uneasily with friendship,

it is harder still to integrate with the needs of any children

resulting from such relationships. Nor does it convey a sense

of the very practical ways in which couples make relationships

work effectively and fairly.10 All the same, it seems to express

something distinctive and important about the spirit in which
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people approach their closest relationships today. Crucially,

it identifies tradition’s replacement by trust as the binding of

relationships; although it fails to recognize that trust develops

from shared activities and responsibilities more than from

disclosed secrets.

Giddens also identifies a distinctively modern role for trust

in relation to what he calls ‘disembedding mechanisms’, which

take social relations out of their local context and restructure

them across indefinite spans of time and space.11 These come

in two forms, symbolic tokens and expert systems.

The prime and overwhelmingly dominant example of the

symbolic token is money, which gives value indefinite range.

It is, of course, the root of globalization. Buying a manufac-

tured item such as an electrical gadget or a toy entails con-

necting two complex flows of value. One spans the retailer,

the importer, the company that brands the product, and the

firm, usually in the Far East, that actually makes it. The other

connects the retailer, often via the internet, to the flows of

revenue, capital accumulation, and investment from which

the customer’s wages are paid.

Although the nature of money has not changed with the

advent of modernity, new services based on new technologies

have multiplied the ways in which value can be transmitted.

Credit cards extend the span of time between purchase and

payment, a disembedding mechanism for which the customer

may eventually pay a substantial charge. Public transport tick-

ets are being replaced by smart cards; airlines and supermar-

kets have established their own private currencies with their

customer ‘reward’ schemes. Internet payment systems such as
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PayPal provide the means and the confidence for strangers to

trade with each other in online marketplaces.

All these are implemented through systems built by experts

and trusted by the general public. Few people understand the

systems they rely on to any great depth, as the child whose

trip to the shop opened this discussion would discover if

he started asking adults questions about how traffic lights,

banks, or even bakeries work. Nevertheless they drive, they

get on planes, they pay money into banks, and they take what

goes on under the bonnet or in the black box for granted.

Their trust in expert systems is partly empirical: experience

tells them that traffic lights change in the proper order, that

airliners land safely at their destinations except in very rare

cases, and that computers don’t get sums wrong. It is also

rooted in respect for authority. Trust in expert systems is trust

in the experts who build the systems, underpinned by the

belief that the knowledge they employ is objectively true.

If people’s expectations about the performance of expert

systems related solely to the electronics and the machinery,

they might be better described as confidence. There is no ques-

tion of believing that a computer can incorporate one’s inter-

ests into its own, since computers do not have interests of their

own. But the performance of the machines influences people’s

trust in the experts who design them, partly by demonstrating

their competence and partly by offering empirical evidence for

the objective truth of their knowledge.

Trust in experts and their systems thus occupies a position

somewhere between trust in deities and trust in ordinary peo-

ple. The well-worn comparison between scientists and priests
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applies in this context: both groups are respected because they

are believed to have exclusive access to higher knowledge.

Respect for scientific or technical authority disposes people

to accept expert decisions, but they also need to see that those

decisions work in practice before fully accepting them. With

new technologies this may take time—half a century, in the

case of aviation. When people joked that ‘if God had meant

us to fly, he would have given us wings,’ they referred back

to traditional authority because they had yet to be persuaded

that aviation systems had become expert enough to trust.

More recently, people’s suspicions about expert systems

have centred on information and communication technolo-

gies. Their fears are not about dangers to life and limb, but to

social relations and morality. The stereotypes that rose around

the early Internet—before it stopped being an entity with a

capital ‘I’ and settled down into the lower-case internet, an

infrastructure system like the electricity grid—caricatured its

developers as geeks, men who related to computers instead of

people. By implication, a network created by men like these

would not support healthy social relations. Their interests did

not incorporate the interests of society as a whole.

Such suspicions were reinforced by the early adoption of the

internet for sexual exploitation and abuse. People learned that

the anonymity of online interactions could be exploited by

individuals pretending to be something they were not. Virus

authors exposed them to regular lessons about gratuitous mal-

ice and the hazards of assuming that strangers are trustworthy.

As access became more widespread throughout workplaces

and homes, however, people found that the internet could
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bring them closer to those they already knew and trusted; their

relatives, friends, and intimates. Over time, most people who

used the internet came to feel that its usefulness to them far

outweighed its dangers.

Another factor that weighed heavily in their reckoning was

their embrace of online shopping, with its cut prices and con-

venience. A major investment in expert security systems, pro-

tecting customers from thieves and fraudsters, was needed to

give them the necessary confidence. They are now encouraged

to help promote online trust themselves. Marketplace sites

such as eBay and Amazon (which puts customers in contact

with affiliated dealers as well as itself) ask users to rate their

transactions. The ratings serve to promote confidence both

in particular traders and in the ability of the system to iden-

tify unsatisfactory ones. A good rating becomes an essential

business asset, providing a keen incentive for all traders to

provide the best service they can. Ratings bring an element of

community activity to the marketplace, encouraging individ-

uals to give information about private transactions for public

benefit, at a small cost to themselves in time and typing. Their

credibility does, of course, require trust in the honesty of the

people behind the usernames.

As the public began to explore the internet, many com-

plained that the systems were not nearly user-friendly enough.

Computers required too much technical knowledge. They

were designed by experts for experts, who were unwilling to

incorporate ordinary people’s interests into their designs, pos-

sibly because their capacity to relate to ordinary people was

limited. The complaints did not call the knowledge itself into
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question, though. As technical knowledge it is seen as objec-

tive and certain. Scientific knowledge is in a more ambiguous

position. Technicians and technologists are assumed to agree

with each other; scientists are frequently seen to differ. This

is a constant source of disappointment to the public and the

media.

The comparison between priests and scientists asserts that

science has appropriated some of the authority tradition-

ally monopolized by religion. Science has certainly replaced

religion as the means for people who do not believe in the

supernatural to understand the universe and their place in

it. Among believers it has also assumed a higher explanatory

profile, acquiring authority as the means to understand how

divine creation unfolds according to the laws of nature. The

difference between the two is that change is science’s raison

d’etre, whereas religions pride themselves that their truths stay

the same. When people remark that ‘the scientists don’t agree

among themselves’, perhaps the note of complaint expresses

disappointment that scientists are not more like priests.

It may also be a complaint about performance: that the

experts should sort themselves out and decide what they think

about epidemics, climate change, or the safety of medicines.

The implication is that the scientists are untrustworthy, as

they have failed to incorporate the public interest sufficiently

into their actions. The assumption is that scientists can do

the impossible. In one British opinion poll, 61 per cent of

respondents looked to scientists to give 100 per cent guaran-

tees about the safety of medicines. They demanded absolute

trustworthiness and zero risk.12
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Scientists may also be mistrusted because they are suspected

of serving vested interests: companies, governments, ‘Big

Pharma’ (the pharmaceutical industry, comprising a small

number of very large players), or the medical establishment.

When doubts about the safety of the measles-mumps-rubella

(MMR) vaccine verged on panic in Britain in the early 2000s,

distrust reached statistically measurable proportions. Vaccina-

tion rates dropped below the levels considered necessary to

provide ‘herd immunity’ in certain areas, including London,

and have not fully recovered since.13

The suggestion that the vaccine might induce autism was

made in a single paper and was associated thereafter with a

single researcher. It was taken up by parents who believed

that vaccines had done terrible harm to their children, and

by the media, especially those newspapers that have devoted

themselves to the art of making the middle classes afraid.

Ranged against them were the government, its scientists, the

medical establishment, and a succession of studies that found

no support for the claim.

An opinion survey taken at the height of the controversy

indicated how the public ranked the various sources of infor-

mation competing for their trust. Respondents were most

likely to trust their doctor’s advice. That is not surprising,

since people’s trust in their doctor is based on personal expe-

rience in the consulting room as well as the certificates on the

wall—and if they mistrust their doctor, they will try to find

themselves a different one. Nearly two-thirds said they would

trust their doctor’s advice a lot. Less than half said the same

about scientists, and only a fifth expressed a great deal of trust
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in the government ministers, the Department of Health, and

their elected representatives in Parliament. A mere 6 per cent

said they would trust journalists a lot; though sales figures of

about one daily newspaper for every four adults might suggest

a more influential, if diffuse, role for the papers in unsettling

the public mood.14

A failure to follow scientific reasoning may underlie some

of the suspicions about the MMR vaccine, and in some cases

the scare may have resonated with an undertone of hostility

towards a medico-scientific system felt to be insufficiently

responsive to human needs. As the philosopher Onora O’Neill

observes, these days people place their trust in doctors and

scientists ‘erratically and with reservations’.15 But the contro-

versy was also about policy. The government was thought

to be discounting the possible risks of the vaccine because

of the importance it had placed on attaining targets, includ-

ing vaccination levels, in its public health strategy. Its cred-

ibility was cast in a poor light by a history of controversial

responses to public health crises, particularly the foot-and-

mouth epidemic of 2001 and the emergence of bovine spongi-

form encephalitis (BSE) in beef cattle in the 1990s.

Democratic governments these days enjoy precious little of

the deference, impressed on people by the weight of tradi-

tional authority, that curbed interference with their activities

in earlier times. Politics, objective truth, and the public inter-

est are only tenuously connected in the public’s view of the

scheme of things. During public health alarms it is perhaps

not surprising that many people choose to believe the side the

government is not on.
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THROUGH THICK AND THIN

T
he child thanks the shopkeeper and walks out of the

door, his loaf under his arm. As he leaves, a man steps

across the threshold. He ignores the stock and does not

make his business immediately clear, but the shopkeeper has a

good idea what it is. The man has a proposition to make. There

are threatening characters in the area, he says, who are liable to

rob or wreck business premises such as the shop in which he

is standing. For a regular payment, in cash, the organization

which the man represents will protect the shop against such

assaults.

To the general public, wise to the ways of organized crime

through its viewing of television and movies, that kind of

protection is a racket. The threatening characters are the man

and his associates, who are demanding money with menaces.

They are simply parasites, doing nothing but harm to those

whose money they take.

This may be the greater part of the truth, but it leaves

the question of why the idea of the protection racket has

become so established and familiar. Why have criminal groups

apparently been so concerned to suggest that they are offering

a service? From the account given by the sociologist Diego
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Gambetta, the answer appears to have roots in the policies

of the Spanish Habsburg and Bourbon rulers who controlled

southern Italy from the eighteenth century until the country’s

unification in 1861.1 The watchword of each dynasty was divide

and rule, the Bourbons taking particular pains to promote

hatred between Neapolitans and Sicilians.

According to contemporary critics, the Spaniards destabi-

lized commerce through capricious or corrupt financial mea-

sures and undermined the rule of law. Money was frequently

counterfeit and bonds were false, discouraging trade and

driving the cost of loans to exorbitant rates. The eighteenth-

century political economist Paolo Mattia Doria even charged

the Spanish rulers with destroying the relatively free and equal

relations that had flourished between the sexes. After they

had imposed their masculine code of honour, ‘a conversation

with a woman seems more like worship at a shrine than a

discussion.’2 Much of what they did, summarizes Gambetta,

‘can be seen as the promotion and selective exploitation of

distrust’.3

The result, he suggests, is a society which finds it difficult

to trust itself, and is correspondingly unable to achieve the

kind of cooperation that has made the northern part of Italy

economically dynamic. In Palermo, the capital of Sicily, it

could not even manage to establish a radio-taxi service like

those which operated in all the other major cities of Italy. The

normal modus operandi in such services is that when a cus-

tomer requests a taxi, a dispatcher announces the customer’s

location, and drivers report how near they are; the nearest

driver takes the job. This system requires a degree of trust
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between the drivers, since it is possible for them to lie about

their locations. A service was launched in Palermo in 1981,

but it foundered amid accusations of cheating. If any driver

had a good day, his fellows would be sure that it was for a

bad reason. ‘In Sicily there is nothing as suspicious as luck,’

Gambetta observes darkly.4

However profound the distrust it does not quite explain

the failure of the system. In Naples and Milan, drivers could

police the system by driving to the address claimed by another

driver, taking the fare if they got there first. They could then

report the cheat to the taxi controllers, who could then discon-

nect the offender from the radio network as a punishment.

Such a system might seem well suited to an uneasy coali-

tion of mutually suspicious drivers, but it did not provide a

solution in Palermo. Gambetta speculates that this may have

been because drivers might have been wary of reporting their

fellows, in case they picked on one who was under Mafia

protection.

Eventually the Palermo drivers agreed on a system in which

they used car parks as cab ranks; the dispatcher would identify

the rank nearest each caller, and allocate the first in line to

pick up the fare. Customers waited longer and their fares were

higher, because the meter started running when they called.

They were paying the price of endemic mistrust.

Here the Mafia appears to be an impediment to the efficient

functioning of a simple commercial service. Yet it may also

offer genuine solutions to the difficulties of reaching any kind

of a deal between parties certain that each is out to swindle

the other. Gambetta quotes a Neapolitan coachman, in 1863,
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bemoaning his misfortune in buying a dud horse who did

not know his way around, missed his footing on slopes, and

only wanted to travel the paths he liked. Such a beast was the

pre-motor equivalent of a bad used car, the kind that made

the second-hand car salesman a clichéd symbol of untrust-

worthiness. The coachman explained that he would normally

benefit from the protection of a camorrista (a member of the

Camorra, the Neapolitan counterpart of the Sicilian Mafia).

‘Last year I wanted to get rid of a blind horse and he helped

me to sell it as a good one, for he protected me. Now he is in

jail and I was forced to buy this bad horse without him. He

was a great gentleman!’5

The coachman’s lament for his camorrista protector affirms

that what the camorrista provides is a genuine service. His

protection is real, sought by the protégé, and missed when it

is gone. He is also offering a service that is unreliable but to

some degree valuable to those not under his protection, taking

a payment from both the buyer and the seller in the horse mar-

ket for guaranteeing the deal. Had he not been unavoidably

absent, he would have seen to it that the coachman did not buy

a bad horse. However, he had previously helped the coachman

pass a blind horse off as a sound one. This suggests that he

sometimes acted as an honest guarantor for both parties, but

acted partially in other transactions. When acting honestly he

gave buyers and sellers the confidence to buy and sell, thus

keeping the wheels of the market turning. When he favoured

a protégé at the other party’s expense, he reminded all con-

cerned that without his protection they would be cheated.
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‘The mafioso himself has an interest in regulated injections of

distrust into the market to increase the demand for the prod-

uct he sells—that is, protection.’6 In the nineteenth-century

horse market the dynamics of mafia activities are already vis-

ible. A climate of distrust creates a demand for protection,

which the mafiosi emerge to meet. They then develop their

market by actions which themselves increase the demand for

protection; and protection is on its way to becoming a racket.

Spanish misrule in the eighteenth century cannot be

held entirely responsible for the risks of horse-trading in

nineteenth-century Naples or the failure of Palermo taxi

drivers to establish a radio dispatch system in the late twenti-

eth century. The story is all too plausible, however, as an exam-

ple of how easily trust is destroyed, and how it may continue to

be suppressed indefinitely. Exploitative, unaccountable rulers

furthered their own interests by waging war on trust; in

the resulting climate of generalized distrust, the demand for

protection enabled a new body of exploitative, unaccount-

able power to develop, which instituted its own methods of

dividing and ruling. Many of these—the corruption of offi-

cials, the subversion of the rule of law, the undermining of

confidence in everyday commerce—are distinctly similar to

those of which the Spanish rulers were accused. There may be

implications for other regions, especially formerly Soviet ones,

which are also marked by the legacy of regimes that stifled the

trust between their subjects. A taxi driver who fears that some

of his colleagues may be under Mafia protection might well be

able to relate to the predicament of a worker in a Soviet-era
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enterprise who knew that some of his workmates must be

secret police informers.

When there is no such thing as trust in society, there are only

individuals and their families. If people cannot trust institu-

tions that govern them or associations between them, they fall

back on their kin. Trust is abundant within the family but

turns abruptly to suspicion at the family’s limits. (A mafia

is a family that succeeds in turning its dispositions towards

insiders and outsiders into power.) Under such conditions it

is hard to envisage the rebuilding of community or civil soci-

ety, even without regular injections of poison into the social

atmosphere by a mafia. ‘Familistic’ values are anti-social, con-

centrating moral obligations within the family, often at the

rest of society’s expense. In many familistic societies, the polit-

ical scientist Francis Fukuyama observes, ‘there is a high level

of public corruption because public service is often regarded

as an opportunity to steal on behalf of the family.’7

Fukuyama sees the condition of southern Italy as one

instance of a distrustful society produced by the actions of

centralizing monarchies upon societies with markedly familis-

tic religious ideologies.8 Other examples are France, which

shares Italy’s fervently familistic Catholicism, and China,

where Confucianism plays an equivalent role. If a man com-

mitted a crime in traditional China, Fukuyama notes, his chil-

dren were not obliged to report him to the police: ‘duties

to family trumped duties to the state’.9 Family values, he

argues, underlie structural differences between the economies

of China and Japan. He identifies the key to Japan’s success
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as its distinctive traditional readiness to jump the barriers of

family ties. Although the Japanese would base their enterprises

among kin groups, they were much more open to outsiders

than their Chinese equivalents. If a member of a family proved

not to be up to the job, Japanese practices were flexible enough

to allow an outsider to be co-opted into the household as an

honorary family member.

Outside the family, Japanese strangers were exceptionally

ready to trust each other even without explicit contractual

agreements, and Japanese society developed a strong culture

of reciprocal moral obligation. These characteristics remained

apparent in the great industrial combines that formed as the

nation was reconstructed after 1945, and made Japan one of

the world’s most prosperous nations. A readiness to trust and

to associate across groups could be seen at work in the forma-

tion of the distinctive alliances, known as keiretsu, compris-

ing clusters of banks and manufacturing enterprises. Within

companies, principles of reciprocity assured employees that in

return for their commitment, their employer would provide

them with a job for life.

In China, however, the family was traditionally on the

defensive against exploitative imperial taxation, and the

catastrophic political upheavals that followed the end of impe-

rial rule in the twentieth century. Enterprises typically arise

and stay within family bounds. Although they can be highly

industrious, their reluctance to form external associations

limits their ability to innovate. Whereas Japanese enterprises

can form new connections and share knowledge in order to

develop new products, Chinese ones will merely be good at
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manufacturing products designed elsewhere. The moral of

Fukuyama’s account is that imagination and vision depend on

trust.

In 1827 Alexis de Tocqueville, a young Frenchman who was to

become a renowned commentator on societies overseas, began

his travels with a journey to Naples and Sicily. He reported a

climate of duplicity and such moral degradation that murder

was considered a right.10 A few years later he visited America,

where he encountered a society that had risen above the

gloomy Prisoners’ Dilemma in which southern Italian society

was mired.

The secret of American success was a commitment to

self-interest sufficiently developed that its vision extended to

the advantages of cooperation. ‘Americans enjoy explaining

almost every act of their lives on the principle of self-interest

properly understood,’ de Tocqueville wrote in his celebrated

work Democracy in America. ‘It gives them great pleasure to

point out how an enlightened self-love continually leads them

to help one another and disposes them freely to give part

of their time and wealth for the good of the state.’11 They

understand that the interests of others are entwined with their

own.

Americans who behave as de Tocqueville describes will

therefore tend to be trustworthy, according to the under-

standing that trust is an expectation that other parties will

incorporate one’s interests into their actions. If they are fre-

quently seen to help others and act in others’ interests, they

will acquire reputations for trustworthiness. If most people
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are seen to be trustworthy, an atmosphere of generalized trust

will prevail. People will tend to assume that anyone they

encounter may be trusted, and so will be ready to associate

with them, whether to exchange goods, to engage in col-

laborative projects, or simply to enjoy the pleasures of easy

sociability.

The latter is neither trivial nor a diversion. A polite

exchange of greetings on a back-country trail reassures each

party that the person they suddenly find themselves alone with

is a potential source of assistance and not a threat. Similar

exchanges in a street between neighbours, regularly repeated,

affirm that each acknowledges the other—there is a degree

of respect—and that they are benignly disposed towards each

other. Remarks made to convey that one is well disposed to

the listener rather than to communicate information, such

as pleasantries about the weather, are known as phatic com-

ments. They are rewarding in themselves. The child in the

opening scene of this discussion will not be the shop’s only

customer. If the shopkeeper’s days are measured out by a

series of friendly signals, he can pull down the shutter at

closing time and rest contented by these repeated demonstra-

tions that people like him and appreciate their exchanges with

him. Regular phatic tokens exchanged between neighbours

help to sustain a sense of community, a network of relation-

ships that are mutually supportive and reliable. You know

that your neighbour will say hello to you each morning; you

form a background assumption that she would equally reliably

help you if a situation requiring neighbourly support were to

arise.
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Neighbourly relations are broadly equal relations, and these

were favoured in a nation that had left the old aristocracies

behind in Europe. It was the Anglo-Americans’ radical equal-

ity that impressed itself upon de Tocqueville as the source of

their society’s vigour. (African-Americans were enslaved in

the southern states, and would remain so for more than a

generation.) He was particularly impressed by the American

enthusiasm for combining to pursue their aims collectively:

‘Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions con-

stantly form associations. They have not only commercial and

manufacturing companies, in which all take part, but asso-

ciations of a thousand other kinds, religious, moral, serious,

futile, general or restricted, enormous or diminutive.’12

Americans are joiners still: in the 1990s they were only

outdone in the density of their associations by the citizens

of small countries in northern Europe. When the political

scientist Robert Putnam made this comparison, however, he

did so in the context of an argument about a long decline of

association and community in American life, entitled Bowling

Alone.13 Putnam found a retreat from association on all fronts.

People were decreasingly likely to join societies in which they

met up with other members, to eat meals with other members

of their families, or to have friends over to their homes.

Trends like these were indicators of a decline in social cap-

ital, the stock of networks that connect people and reciproci-

ties that arise from these connections. The more connections

there are between people, the more interactions will take place

in which one party will do something for another, who will

return the kindness. The more such reciprocal exchanges take
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place, the more strongly reciprocity will be ingrained as a

custom or obligation. People will become more trustworthy;

which in turn will encourage further cooperation, to mutual

and general benefit.

Putnam points to the gains in efficiency that social systems

enjoy as the cycles of reciprocation and trust gain momentum,

depicting trust as the lubricant in a reciprocal social engine. ‘A

society that relies on generalized reciprocity is more efficient

than a distrustful society,’ he observes, ‘for the same reason

that money is more efficient than barter. Honesty and trust

lubricate the inevitable frictions of life.’14

Trust has an intuitively obvious role in cutting what are

known as ‘transaction costs’. If a newspaper commissioning

editor phones a journalist to ask for 1200 words of instant

opinion on the topic of the day by lunchtime, and the jour-

nalist sets to her keyboard without further ado, the transaction

costs for each party are minimal. If the newspaper’s corporate

policies deem such primitive trust inadequate, however, the

newspaper incurs the cost of administering a written contract;

the journalist may minimize her time-costs by not reading it,

but may later find she has signed up to terms that are not

to her advantage. She is faced with the risks and costs that

arise when agreements move from a personal to an impersonal

basis. Agreements between old acquaintances are cheaper.

Less intuitively obvious, but more profound in their impli-

cations, are the associations between social capital and health.

In the United States, Ichiro Kawachi and his colleagues found

that people living in areas deprived of social capital rate their

health as worse than people living in more socially favoured
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areas; and that people who generally mistrust others are likely

to die sooner than people who are generally trustful.15 Under-

lying these effects, and social relations in general, is the factor

of equality, though in a different aspect to that which struck

de Tocqueville so forcefully. American society today is shaped

not by the equality of rank its people enjoy in the absence of

traditional aristocratic domination, but by the inequalities of

income and status that divide them. Societies elsewhere tell the

same story: inequality leads to antagonism, illness and death;

equality promotes harmony and health.16

The best-known findings are those from the ‘Whitehall

studies’ of British civil servants, in which mortality rates (the

probability of death during a given period) followed a steady

gradient from the top to the bottom of the staff hierarchy.

At the bottom of the scale, the lowest-ranking men were

three times more likely to die of heart disease than those

at the uppermost levels of the civil service grade scale. That

was after the possible effects of unhealthy behaviour such as

smoking and a poor diet had been taken into account: the

effects appeared to arise from the hierarchy itself. Remark-

ably similar patterns have been observed in other primate

species. Baboons sort themselves into dominance hierarchies,

and within such a group the subordinate ones are more likely

than those who dominate them to show signs of atherosclero-

sis, the furring of the arteries that leads to heart disease.

This does not in itself identify the hierarchy as the cause

of illness. It could be that health determines rank: the fit-

ter primates, including civil servants, rise to the top because

they are better able to tackle the challenges that face them,
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while their sickly fellows sink to the bottom. That is not

what is happening, though, as experimental manipulation

of rank in monkeys has shown. In one study, Carol Shively

and Thomas Clarkson kept female monkeys in four-member

groups, assessed their ranks, and then sorted them into new

groups, putting dominants with dominants and subordinates

with subordinates. The monkeys formed new rank orders, in

which some previously dominant individuals became subor-

dinate, and vice versa. Change of rank took its toll on both

monkeys that rose and ones that fell, but whereas the effect on

the arteries of upwardly mobile monkeys was challenging, the

impact on those that were demoted was catastrophic. Dom-

inants that became subordinate were more than ten times

as severely affected than subordinates who gained the upper

hand, suffering five times more atherosclerosis than their

counterparts whose social status did not change.17

The damage appears to be caused when a state of emer-

gency becomes permanent. Animals respond to emergencies

by readying themselves to fight or to flee. Their bodies are put

on a war footing: activities that do not have to be performed

constantly are suspended, maximizing the resources available

to deal with the immediate situation. If that situation is pro-

longed, the body suffers from lack of maintenance; it is vul-

nerable to infection because the immune system is inhibited;

and it will suffer the corrosive effects of the hormones that

induce stress responses. For a subordinate individual, life in

a hierarchy is life in a state of emergency. Each command or

challenge reasserts the dominance of others, and confirms the

subordinate’s lack of choice. Instead of fighting or fleeing, the
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subordinate simply has to take it. Tellingly, the Whitehall civil

servants were less likely to suffer illness to the extent that they

felt a sense of control over their work.

They were also healthier if they had a wide circle of friends

and saw them regularly. Like the neighbour whose sense of

social security is enhanced by exchanging regular greetings

with neighbours, the civil servants seem to benefit from a

background of sociability. If they thought about it, they would

probably assume that there would be ample support from

their circle of friends if they needed it, but the point may be

that they did not need to think about it.

People also benefit from belonging to clubs or associations,

which give them dimensions of status that may compensate

for lowly stations at work or in social class. ‘Humans belong

to multiple hierarchies and tend to value most the one in

which they rank highest,’ observes the primatologist Robert

Sapolsky.18 A lowly position in the workplace may be ‘just a

job’, but a Sunday role as a referee on a local football pitch is

a source of pride—especially since it involves the assertion of

dominance over both the players and the spectators. Stand-

ing in the community can be more valuable to an individual

than standing in a company or society as a whole. The richer

the associational life of a community—the greater its social

capital—the greater will be its capacity to support the health

and well-being of its members.

So too will its ability to promote trust by disseminating

information about individuals’ trustworthiness. The more

forms of association there are, the more opportunities there

will be for people to see how an individual behaves when
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associating with others. In even a small rural community, a

person might be able to join a village sports team, dress up

in a traditional or modern festival parade, lend a hand to

neighbouring farmers informally or within a cooperative, take

part in drives to raise funds for the village hall or the church

roof, play in a band or sing in a choir, mind a neighbour’s

children, or spend an evening with other locals in the pub.

Although these days many villages may struggle against the

socioeconomic tide to achieve such associational vigour, it is

probably reasonable to suppose that most villages through-

out the world and throughout history have sustained the

major dimensions of association—economic, ritual, cultural,

domestic, and informally social—in the face of hardship and

crisis. It also seems reasonable to suggest that the promotion

of trust through reputation has been a universally important

function of such activities.

The trust developed through associational life can be

divided into two kinds, thick and thin. Thick trust is the sort

that grows from personal familiarity, when one has observed

over time that another’s actions are competently performed

and consistently meet accepted moral standards, or that one

enjoys favour from another, or that such an individual is

considerate towards others in general. Thin trust is based on

reputations, norms, and assessments based on signals such as

appearance or demeanour. It is what encourages people to

think that they will not be misled if they ask a stranger the way

to the station, and that they can safely leave their bags by their

seats when going to the buffet car on the train. As Putnam

points out, thin trust is more useful than the thick variety,
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for it extends the radius of trust beyond the horizon of first-

hand experience. By the same token, it depends heavily on the

extent of experience at second hand or further remove. ‘As

the social fabric of a community becomes more threadbare,

however, its effectiveness in transmitting and sustaining repu-

tations declines, and its power to undergird norms of honesty,

generalized reciprocity and thin trust is enfeebled.’19

Besides enhancing the self-esteem of its participants, a Sun-

day football league may be an effective means of transmitting

reputational information. Players and officials perform in a

series of venues around a local league’s area, allowing different

groups of observers to form perceptions about how fairly they

play or officiate. Bad reputations travel farther than good ones,

though. Perceptions such as these, based as they are in a system

of rival groups, illustrate in minor form a grave problem with

social capital.

As noted earlier, tightly knit communities may owe the

strength of their ties to their antagonism towards other com-

munities. Divided provinces like Northern Ireland, or Kosovo,

do not lack social capital. Their problems arise from having

too much of one kind and not enough of another. Networks

that knit communities or groups together are known as bond-

ing social capital. Networks that create ties between commu-

nities or groups are known as bridging social capital. The

metaphor may bring to mind images of the bridge in the Koso-

van town of Mitrovica, garrisoned with NATO troops and

blockaded by Serbs on the northern bank against the Alba-

nians on the south side, or of Croatian nationalists shelling
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the old bridge that had linked the Muslim and Croatian halves

of Mostar in Bosnia-Herzegovina, until it fell into the Neretva

river below.

Radically antagonistic communities pose a particular prob-

lem of trust. In an iterated game, the players have a history.

Each recalls the other’s previous actions and their own. If

the game is simple their recollections should be effectively

identical, and if the players are computer automata, absolutely

identical. They may be at odds but they agree on the facts. In

real life, though, players have histories. Each recalls the record

of interaction differently; each interprets the data within a

different framework of ideas. When the players are commu-

nities or ethnic groups, their theoretical frameworks typically

identify them as the repositories or defenders of fundamen-

tal values: normally moral, often cultural, sometimes bio-

logical. Northern Ireland’s sectarian division is a relict from

the era when much of Europe was torn by conflict between

Protestants and Catholics, each side convinced that it was

struggling against an opponent that had perverted the word

of God. Westerners who see the conflict with political Islam

as a clash of civilizations believe the West is worth defending

because it is culturally richer and more intellectually advanced

than the Islamic world, as well as morally superior. During the

era of European colonial expansion, Europeans came to justify

conquest with arguments that they were innately as well as

culturally superior to the peoples they conquered.

In the fog of group conflict, accounts of the facts are

often wildly at odds. People disappear; marauders move at
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night; there are often more than two sides, numerous fac-

tions, and countless liars. Massacres are denied, blamed on

others, explained away for decades. Atrocity stories are made

up and handed down to successive generations. True and false

accounts of unjust treatment and injury are often taken to the

heart of group identity. The Serbian attachment to Kosovo,

which takes its name from the scene of the Serbs’ greatest

defeat, by the Ottoman Turks at the battle of Kosovo Polje in

1389, is a notable case in point.

Accounts of injury—in the sense both of narrative and of

reckoning tallies—are the basis of a group’s assessment of

another group’s likely behaviour. The system of ideas within

which these accounts are shaped and understood, the group’s

ideology, is the system that articulates and expresses the

group’s interests. Ideologies give interests global or even cos-

mic pretensions. They identify the group’s interests with those

of more general goods, such as civilization, or higher spiritual

powers. This, of course, makes them mutually incompatible.

God cannot be on both sides; or not in the sense each side

imagines, at any rate.

The results are thus more than the differences between play-

ers in an iterated Prisoners’ Dilemma game who disagree on

the tally of cooperative and defecting plays each has made.

They are even more than the differences between two cor-

porate rivals who each interpret their records of interaction

within the framework of their strategic business interests.

Although each party’s interests are different, each understands

its interests within a framework of economic rationality that
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the other shares. When a group’s understanding of its interests

revolves around its belief that its relationship with its god is

uniquely close, or that within it resides a uniquely precious

spirit, it is in a world of its own.

Within the group, such ontological beliefs—about the

essence and fundamental nature of being—are the basis of

trust. If members of the group enter into relations with out-

siders, whatever trust they develop must be established with-

out this support. In simple exchanges, such as fishermen sell-

ing their catch at the harbour or peasants bringing their pro-

duce to the market, the requirement for trust may be minimal

and ontological considerations should not intrude. But more

complex social relations may be unsettled by differences in

moral norms, arising from each group’s axioms of life, which

confound the expectations about another party’s behaviour

that constitute trust. And deep trust between groups with

antagonistic histories may be impossible if the beliefs by which

each interprets the world contradict each other. If one’s black

is the other’s white, they are not going to be able to trust each

other very far.

Communities kept apart by blocked or smashed bridges

are not typical, however. A number of striking examples have

appeared out of the political turbulence of recent years, but

they are against the broader currents of history, those of mass

migration. Modern cities contain multitudes of people and

multiple cultures. Even modest towns have minorities. It is

not just a question of whether all these people can stand each

other, or even whether they can just get along, but of whether
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they can really live together. Can they become a community,

or must they remain foreign to each other despite living in

each other’s presence?

Research by Robert Putnam and his colleagues suggests

that building communities out of diversity will be an uphill

struggle. Based on a large survey of districts in towns and

cities across the United States, and drawing upon studies from

other parts of the world, Putnam’s account depicts a decidedly

negative relationship between diversity and community.20

High ethnic diversity is associated with low social trust in

reports from the United States, Australia, Sweden, Canada,

and Britain. In Prisoners’ Dilemma and Ultimatum Games,

‘from Uganda to the United States’, players who are different

from each other are more likely to defect.

Within the United States, diversity has a depressing effect on

collective life. In areas of greater ethnic diversity, people trust

each other less. About 30 per cent of San Franciscans, who live

in one of the most diverse localities in the world, say they trust

their neighbours a lot. In a rural South Dakota county where

‘celebrating “diversity” means inviting a few Norwegians to

the annual Swedish picnic’, the figure is around 80 per cent.

People also have less confidence in local political structures.

They are less likely to take part in community projects, to do

voluntary work, or to give to charity. They have fewer friends

and watch more television.

These really are effects of diversity, Putnam emphasizes, vis-

ible even when neighbourhoods with equal levels of poverty

or crime are compared. When people of different groups live

amongst each other, the dearth of capital bridging the groups



through thick and thin 95

does not intensify the bonding capital within them. ‘Diver-

sity seems to trigger not in-group/out-group division,’ says

Putnam, ‘but anomie or social isolation.’ People in ethnically

diverse settings withdraw from each other. Putnam compares

it to a turtle pulling its head back into its shell.

The turtle’s reaction is an automatic reflex. Putnam’s

metaphor seems to imply that humans are likewise impelled

by an instinctive aversion towards others whom they regard as

not their own kind. He does cite a study from Britain, how-

ever, which challenges this perception.21 Natalia Letki notes

that the most popular explanation for the inferior quality of

inter-racial exchanges, which are found to be less honest and

less reciprocal than ones within ethnic boundaries, is that

individuals living in heterogeneous neighbourhoods interact

with each other less because they prefer people they regard

as similar to themselves. Trust and reciprocity suffer in con-

sequence. She finds that diversity does have a negative influ-

ence on just one element of social capital: people’s attitudes

towards their neighbours, including their trust in them—yet

they have just as much to do with each other as they would if

they all belonged to the same ethnic group. Their actions and

their words don’t match. Perhaps it is not diversity that is the

obstacle to trust, but prejudice.

Letki also finds that trust and other neighbourly disposi-

tions are the only aspect of social capital that diversity seems

to impair. Other apparent effects are dispelled when proper

account is taken of the material circumstances of diverse

neighbourhoods. Economic deprivation, not ethnic diversity,

is what erodes social cohesion.
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Trust is also a legacy of history. Where people from diverse

backgrounds do become involved in institutions, contradic-

tory histories may hamper their efforts to work together.

If a minority group has a history that leads it to mistrust

the police, members of that group serving on juries may be

sceptical about police evidence, and find themselves at odds

with fellow jurors whose trust in the criminal justice system

is resistant to question. In some settings this polarization is

stark. When the black American football player O. J. Simpson

was acquitted of double murder in 1995, African-Americans

appeared much readier than whites to consider the verdict

sound. This difference in opinion was widely taken as an indi-

cator of the depth of African-Americans’ alienation from a

system that is supposed to ensure justice for all.

Elsewhere the gap in perceptions seems to have narrowed.

In Britain a generation ago, distrust of the police was largely

the preserve of ethnic and political minorities, along with

some working-class communities. Middle England dismissed

them as malcontents or ne’er-do-wells. Public perceptions

may well have been forced to shift, however, by official recog-

nition that three groups of prisoners (known as the Birm-

ingham Six, the Guildford Four, and the Maguire Seven)

were innocent of the IRA terrorist crimes for which they

had served up to sixteen years in prison. More recently,

minority complaints were endorsed by an official inquiry

into the investigation of the murder of the black teenager

Stephen Lawrence, which concluded that ‘institutional racism’

permeated London’s Metropolitan Police and other police

services.22
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Nowadays it seems to be more broadly accepted in Britain

that the probity of the police should not be taken for granted.

Although miscarriages or failures of justice must have played

their part in this shift of opinion, it is part of a much broader

trend. Even when people live in stable, democratic countries

where they grow steadily more prosperous, their attitudes

towards institutions are typically querulous and their trust in

politics hollow.



6
THE GOODWILL OF THE PEOPLE

O
ne morning in March 1985, a group of people

assembled outside a small house in the capital city

of a small European country, and began planting

trees. This was a coup for the musicians’ organization that

occupied the house, and a bravura display of bridging social

capital, for the party included the novelist Kurt Vonnegut Jr

and an entourage of diplomats from the American embassy.

Vonnegut planted a tree, and a couple of months later John

Updike did likewise. But this being communist Czechoslo-

vakia, the government cut down the trees, and several of the

organization’s leading figures were jailed the following year.1

Three years after that, the communist regime itself col-

lapsed; the musicians’ organization, originally known as the

Jazz Section, is still going strong. Its history is a model of

how states should not conduct relations with civil society, and

is part of a larger history that has aroused much of today’s

concern about trust in political institutions.

The Jazz Section was a product of tensions between civil

culture and Leninist power that the regime spent two decades

failing to resolve. Under the Soviet doctrine imposed on

Czechoslovakia after the Second World War, associations were
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supposed to be channels through which the Communist Party

could organize, discipline, and shape the people. They were

part of the state apparatus, whose purpose was to ‘build social-

ism’. The difficulties experienced in this project led, however,

to a brief period in which many of the tenets of the Leninist

system were thrown open to question, offering the vision of

‘socialism with a human face’. After five months of this ‘Prague

Spring’, Soviet-led forces crushed the reform movement in

August 1968.

Attempting to restore the status quo ante, the new satellite

regime decided that Czechoslovak social organizations had

become too independent-minded to be brought to heel, so

it disbanded them and set up new ones. In 1971, a group of

jazz enthusiasts applied to the Ministry of the Interior for

permission to form a jazz musicians’ union. The ministry

officials turned them down, but recommended that they join

the new Czech Musicians’ Union. Two crucial lapses gave them

a degree of associational freedom markedly greater than they

were supposed to enjoy. First, the Musicians’ Union misinter-

preted the Ministry, which had intended that the jazz musi-

cians join as individuals, and allowed them to set up their

own Jazz Section. Second, the Ministry was not given the

power which it normally exercised over social organizations

to appoint the Section’s chair.2 The authorities did, however,

impose a limit on the number of people who could enter the

association, as if it were a bus.

The new Jazz Section set to work exploiting the limited trust

placed in social organizations by the state. Since such asso-

ciations’ interests were assumed not to be of wider interest,
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they were permitted to publish outside the normal system of

censorship. The Jazz Section’s publications extended beyond

jazz, however, into art theory, literature, and other areas,

creating a space for the exchange of non-conformist ideas.

They were phenomenally efficient as bridging social capital,

read by perhaps ten times as many people as the Section had

members—who themselves numbered more than double the

official maximum capacity of 3,000. After the Section’s leaders

were arrested on charges of illegal publication and commercial

activity, Party members were said to have sold each other

confiscated copies of its edition of Bohumil Hrabal’s novel I

Served the King of England.3 In its perverse way, that was also a

kind of bridging social capital, albeit a bridge too far.

Against the face of the repressive bureaucracy of the ‘nor-

malization’ regime, the Jazz Section offered a glimpse of the

creative power of civil society. Lessons like these were not

lost on dissident thinkers such as Václav Havel, the writer

and dramatist who became president after the collapse of the

Czechoslovak communist regime. The seeds of civil society’s

prominence as a theme in public discourse were sown in

Soviet-controlled central Europe. After the bloc disintegrated,

conditions in the emerging democracies also threw the spot-

light on the allied subject of trust. These were global issues,

as nations on several continents made the transition to mar-

ket democracy. Meanwhile, within the established democra-

cies of North America and Western Europe, anxieties grew

over declines in the trust enjoyed by politicians and their

institutions.
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Moscow’s regime and its satellites left a legacy of depre-

ciated industrial capital and minimized social capital. The

residues of each have proved toxic. Soviet doctrine not only

denied the value of social capital, but did its best to strait-

jacket any associations that threatened to produce it. Culture

and sport were institutionalized by the state, while the oppor-

tunities for informal socializing were limited by ramshackle

economies as well as by the official preference for disciplined

recreation. As in southern Italy, a regime at odds with society

forced people to retreat into their families.

It also institutionalized dishonesty, forcing people to adhere

to official phraseology in public and to only say what they

really thought in private. When a clerical worker asked a

departing foreigner whether he might come back to ‘help

build socialism’, was she being sarcastic, seeking titbits of

information about foreigners to gain credit with the secret

police, using a politically correct phrase to avoid being

reported to the secret police by her colleagues, or echoing the

rhetoric because she genuinely believed in it? By the 1980s in

Poland it would almost certainly have been the first, but in

East Germany it might well have been the last, right up to the

end. Wherever, and at whatever stage in the bloc’s history, one

could never be entirely sure. For those without the freedom

to leave for the West, the consequences of misreading polit-

ical remarks could be drastic. Trust in the public sphere was

prohibitively risky. Everybody was dissimulating to safeguard

their own interests except for the true believers, who were the

least trustworthy of all.
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The party-states have also left a legacy of anti-social capital,

in the form of networks of suspicion about who collabor-

ated with the old regimes. These are extensively politicized,

being used by various factions to discredit many of the former

heroes of the dissident era. Access to their material base, the

vast records left by the security services which monitored the

people of the People’s Republics, is bitterly contested. The files

are the records of thousands of iterated Prisoners’ Dilemmas

that faced people living in police states. Some factions agree

with Tadeusz Mazowiecki, Poland’s first non-communist

prime minister of modern times, who called in his inaugural

speech for ‘a thick line between us and the past’.4 Others insist

that communism will continue to corrupt states and societies

from beyond the grave, until there is a reckoning of accounts.

Among Polish conservatives and nationalists this shades

into conspiracy theories which claim that Poland is in fact

still run by the hidden hands of the security services, in collu-

sion with formerly communist politicians who have adapted

successfully to free elections. The communists distrusted the

people; the implacable anti-communists distrust the organs

of power with equal fervour. Nationalists also feel that the

people have let the nation down, not just by voting for ‘post-

communists’ but also by a more general drift from traditional

authority. They do not trust the people to uphold the nation’s

interests, which they conceive in spiritual as much as material

terms.

It should be added, though, that Poles don’t have to be

nationalists to distrust each other. Migrant Polish workers

in London, some of the hundreds of thousands who came
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to Britain after Poland joined the European Union in 2004,

complain about each other rather than about the locals.5

Polak polakowi wilkiem, a Pole is a wolf to Poles, they say.

This bitterness reflects the Hobbesian conditions in the lower

reaches of a free labour market, and migrants’ vulnerability

to exploiters who speak their language. It also illustrates the

semi-detachment of national identity from social trust. People

blame their compatriots for failing to live up to national ideals:

the nation, like the Queen of England, is above criticism.

Behind the nationalists’ jaundiced view of democracy can

be glimpsed the shades of the military moralists who ruled

many European countries during the twentieth century, cer-

tain that it was better to make the people adhere to the doc-

trines of church and nationhood than to trust them to make

what they wanted of society. And their scepticism is shared by

a large fraction of Polish society. In an opinion poll taken at

one point in 2005, more than half the respondents agreed that

undemocratic government could be better than the demo-

cratic kind. Thirty to 40 per cent consistently disagree that

democracy is superior to all other forms of government.6

Similar percentages have declined to endorse democracy in

other formerly communist states, including Russia.7 Whether

they doubt their fellow citizens’ public spirit, or the ability

to channel public spirit through democratic channels to good

effect, they do not seem to trust their fellows as citizens very

much.

Would they be more inclined to trust their new political

institutions if they trusted each other more? Among social

scientists, two contesting views have arisen. On one hand,
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‘institutional’ theories take a relatively straightforward view of

political trust. They regard it as a rational response to institu-

tional performance. If institutions are seen to work efficiently

and honestly, people will trust them, and if they aren’t, people

won’t. As trust is a response rather than an influence, it will

not make a great deal of difference to political systems whether

people trust them. On the other hand, ‘cultural’ theories see

trust as a source of support for democracies, encouraging

people to embrace democratic values and to become polit-

ically involved. They also believe that trust tends to spread.

People come to trust each other through spending time with

each other informally, which encourages them to join together

in associations. The more their personal experience assures

them of people’s goodwill and ability to cooperate at the

grass roots of civic association, the more inclined they are to

trust higher and more powerful political associations. This is

de Tocqueville’s vision of democracy in America, brought to

contemporary America’s notice by Robert Putnam, and tested

by researchers in varyingly democratic countries around the

world.8

How the relationship between social and political trust

looks depends on where you stand. In the United States, the

scene is backlit by the civic ideals of the nation’s formative

years. Putnam’s vision of the decline of associational life in

the United States is an elegy for the passing of the great civic

generation, born between the end of the First World War and

the early years of the Cold War, which stands out from his

data as uniquely blessed with community and public spirit.

The civic generation joined associations enthusiastically, lent
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its hands to good works gladly, voted optimistically, and in

youth looked forward to a life of service rather than a career.

The decline or extinguishing of those citizens’ energies offers

an explanation for the simultaneous decline, over several

decades, of trust in American political institutions.9 The good

citizens of the middle twentieth century affirmed that an ideal

America was possible. But it may be vain to assume that those

ideals will translate, a point made nicely by a commentator

who once observed that in Star Trek, the Starship Enterprise’s

mission was to seek out new life forms and bother them with

the American Constitution.

In Istanbul or Moscow, by contrast, activism is likely to go

with alienation. People are more likely to engage in political

action if they distrust institutions, believe that public life is

steeped in corruption, and see political parties as machines

for furthering oligarchs’ interests.10 And not so long ago, this

is how the West was won. Now that protest in liberal democ-

racies is to a large extent a publicity exercise, it is easy to forget

that many constitutional rights, such as votes for women and

civil rights for black Americans, were established in the wake

of direct action by groups convinced that trusting institutions

would get them nowhere.

Democracy itself was brought to many countries through

direct action by popular movements, mass associations that

can spring up overnight and mobilize millions for collective

action. They often seem to create social capital out of thin

air. On the civically icy terrain of communist Poland at the

beginning of the 1980s, the Solidarity trade union movement

brought together nearly ten million people in a self-organized
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network that utterly eclipsed the official trade union federa-

tion. Among them were a million of the communist party’s

three million members. In a movement that included pockets

of striking workers who had to be dissuaded from singing

about hanging commies from lamp posts, this was a remark-

able achievement in bridging social capital.

The movement as a whole raises intriguing questions about

trust. People suddenly started to act as though they all trusted

each other. They embarked on ventures that entailed great

risk, both locally and nationally. Everybody was listening out

for the rumble of tank engines from the other side of the

Soviet border. Eventually the Polish government suppressed

the movement by declaring a ‘state of war’, amounting to an

internal military occupation.

Despite the risk that individuals could defect from the

movement as the collective risks increased, Solidarity lived

up to its name. There were certainly a number of possible

sources of trust to make up for the denuded social landscape:

shared Catholic faith and the Church infrastructure, a vivid

and passionate shared sense of national identity, links between

workers and dissident intellectuals, and a powerful working-

class consciousness based not just on the experience of heavy

industrial labour, but also on what the regime had been telling

the workers about themselves for several decades. Above all,

individuals could be confident that most people they encoun-

tered were likely to share their opinion of the government, and

therefore to see their interests similarly.

Revolutionary moments like this one are not part of the

normal order of things, though, and reciprocity may not work
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by the normal rules. These are emergencies, and in emergen-

cies people voluntarily decide to defer the reckoning. They

cooperate first and worry about defectors later. Rather than

trusting each other, they may decide to run the risks of co-

operation without considering whether they trust each other.

Collective solidarity demands this as a duty, and then builds

trust upon it.

Once the moment is passed, the people’s emergency powers

of association lapse. Even if they achieve democracy, their

associational life may not continue to strengthen it. In South

Korea, the more that people are involved in associations, the

less inclined they are to trust the parliament and the parties

that replaced a military regime after mass democracy protests

in 1987. On the other hand, associations in South Korea do

seem to have a bridging effect: the more people are involved

in them, the more likely they are to trust their fellow citizens.

Ji-Young Kim, who published these findings, comments that

association in South Korean society works upon social trust

as Robert Putnam would expect, but not on political trust.11

Other newish, or questionable, democracies also seem not to

work as Putnam and de Tocqueville would hope.

The Putnamesque and Tocquevillian view of the relation-

ship between society and state is also qualified by research into

one of the world’s oldest democracies. Putnam draws atten-

tion to the influence of the grass roots upon the institutions

of government: associations among the people develop trust,

which wells up into the structures of power. Markus Freitag

uses data from Switzerland to argue that the state can be a

producer of trust as well as a recipient of it. He finds that the
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Swiss use of direct democracy, allowing citizens as well as their

elected representatives to vote on decisions, promotes ‘a lively

associational life’. Switzerland is divided into cantons, which

vary somewhat in their political arrangements: the more that

the citizens of a canton are able to participate in political life

through submitting initiatives or voting in referendums, the

livelier their associational life is likely to be. Opening up access

to the structures of power, Freitag suggests, may be a way to

break out of ‘the vicious circle of distrust, disengagement and

weak democracy’.12 This may be so, but it is worth recalling

that five hundred years of democracy did not provide access

for women to the federal parliament, either as members or

voters, until 1971. Switzerland was the last country in Europe

to allow women the vote, apart from the tiny principality of

Liechtenstein.

Putnam’s selective attention to society as the source of

trust may be seen as part of an ambivalence that pervades

much American thinking about the state. When the English

barons rebelled in 1215 against King John’s oppressive rule,

forcing him into the agreement set down in Magna Carta, they

enacted a constitutional limit on the ruler’s power. Subsequent

statecraft refined the drafting of constitutions, but they con-

tinued to be based on the premise that rulers would abuse

power if they were not contractually restrained from doing

so. In the eighteenth century, liberal thinkers such as David

Hume, John Locke, and Adam Smith were keenly aware of

that danger. ‘Political writers have established it as a maxim,’

Hume noted, ‘that, in contriving any system of government,

and fixing the several checks and controuls of the constitution,
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every man ought to be supposed a knave, and to have no other

end, in all his actions, than private interest.’13

At the same time the liberals accepted the necessity of the

state, not least, as Thomas Hobbes had argued, to protect the

people from each other. It had to watch over the citizens,

but it had itself to be watched. The result in North America

was, in Russell Hardin’s words, that the ‘United States was

created on a principle or theory of distrust in government’.14

Hardin emphasizes that the principles at stake were economic

as well as political: James Madison, the ‘Father of the Con-

stitution’, wanted the federal government to curb the state

governments’ interference with commerce. Today the federal

government is itself widely seen as a self-serving insult to the

principles of the market. It is not uncommon among Ameri-

cans to find ardent patriotism combined with a deep distrust

of the government apparatus that makes a nation of their

states.

The principles of balance by which modern states are

designed apply as much to mistrust as to any other quality.

Although mistrust of agents in positions of power is funda-

mental to the liberal state, excessive mistrust may have patho-

logical effects. Mistrust of the federal government is often said,

for instance, to encourage people to keep guns. A belief in

self-reliance, that one should be ready to defend oneself and

one’s own instead of relying upon the police or other state

forces, is acidified by a strain of distrust in the state and its

forces, souring at the extremes into a suspicion that those very

agencies may turn out to be the enemy for whom one must be

prepared.
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Though the reasons are unexplored, there is some evidence

indicating that Americans who lack faith in the federal gov-

ernment are more likely to own guns than those with greater

confidence.15 It is reasonable to speculate that these mistrust-

ful gun owners increase the prevalence of firearms indirectly

as well as directly, inducing others to regard gun ownership as

normal, and perhaps also encouraging the perception that it is

necessary to arm oneself because so many people around one

are armed. It also seems reasonable to suggest that mistrust

of the federal state thereby contributes to the toll of casualties

caused by guns in the United States.

The toll will also be influenced by the manner in which

guns are acquired, kept, and used. At a time when nearly half

of Americans and over a quarter of Swiss possessed a gun,

firearm homicide rates in Switzerland were less than a tenth

of those in the United States—a figure more remarkable for

the fact that many Swiss kept assault rifles in their homes.16

These weapons belonged to the federal government, which

entrusts them to men of military age until the latter have

completed their service obligations. Switzerland’s doctrine of

national defence is based upon the organization and arming

of the populace into a ‘well regulated Militia’ of the kind to

which the US Constitution refers in asserting the right to keep

and bear arms. The country, formally termed a confederation,

is divided into several language groups as well as its cantons,

but the militia system speaks of a fundamentally trusting rela-

tionship between federal state and citizenry. In recent years,

however, militia numbers have been reduced; and shooting

outbursts of the kind known in America as ‘spree killings’ have
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aroused public concern about the extent to which the state’s

trust in its armed citizens is misplaced.17

Distrust is the modern political condition. Trust enjoys much

of its profile as a topic of public discourse to hand-wringing

about the lack of popular trust in politicians. Vows to rebuild

trust have become a platitude for politicians taking office, such

as Gordon Brown, who took over from Tony Blair as Britain’s

prime minister in 2007.18

Brown did not have to rebuild trust eroded by poor com-

petence. The Labour Party’s victory in three general elections

was based upon a steady and confident economic performance

for which he, as Chancellor (finance minister) throughout the

whole period, could take considerable credit. He may have

wished to send a coded message to the large number of voters

who believed that his predecessor had lied to them about

the reasons for invading Iraq, but his freedom of manoeuvre

in that regard was limited by his own record of support for

the attack. His declaration took the generalized form that fits

pretty much any prosperous market democracy, populated by

querulous citizens who are disinclined to give their politicians

credit for historically unprecedented levels of prosperity and

security. The more comfortable people grow materially, and

the more remote grow the prospects of war with neighbouring

countries that haunted most of Europe until the day before

yesterday, the less likely they are to trust the politicians who

preside over this state of affairs.

Britain also illustrates how the public may distrust those

whom they elect while trusting much of the state that polices
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them. British citizens do not in general fear the knock on the

door before dawn. Four-fifths of them trust the police.19 They

have acquiesced in the installation of surveillance cameras—

except the ones that photograph speeding vehicles—to the

extent that Britain is now said to have more of these cameras

per citizen than any other country. At present, according to a

poll conducted in 2006, most people appear not to feel that

the state holds too much information about them. Only a

small minority opposed proposals to introduce identity cards

when they were first announced, and even at a point when

support had dropped from nearly 80 per cent to 50, only one

person in six opposed them on principle. Support declined

as the government shifted its arguments for the scheme away

from countering terrorism, and as stories appeared about how

much citizens might have to pay for their cards. Although the

public appears comfortable with the status quo, its trust in

the state is not indefinitely elastic. There is widespread unease

about the prospect that the state will acquire a great deal more

information about individuals as it enters details from the

cards into a national database. Neither politicians nor civil

servants are trusted to keep such details confidential.20 This

was the case even before Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs

lost discs containing personal details of 25 million people—

nearly half the population—and their bank accounts.21

Even if people anticipate that individual civil servants might

leak confidential information, either through ineptitude or

venality, this is unlikely to make them perceive that the sys-

tem itself is against their interests. They may be perturbed in

the abstract by the possibility that information about them
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held on a database might be wilfully misused, but it takes a

speeding ticket to really raise their hackles. People who object

to speed cameras are fond of claiming that the devices serve

the interests of the state, as ‘government cash machines’, rather

than public safety. The popularity of this argument, shifting

the charge of cheating from lawbreakers to state, basks in the

strength of the presumption that government is self-interested

to the core.

When they get out of their cars, people’s perception of their

interests changes. They feel vulnerable, and they welcome sur-

veillance cameras as protection in public space. Surveillance

may be seen as a mechanism by which the state can promote

social trust. As the political scientist Margaret Levi notes, the

first requirement for the creation of interpersonal trust by the

state is the ability to observe the behaviour of those subject to

the government’s laws and regulations, so that lawbreakers can

be sanctioned.22 If people feel that others will be deterred from

misbehaving in public by the presence of cameras, they may

be more inclined to trust the strangers around them. ‘Smile—

You’re on CCTV’, large signs on police vans advise, promoting

civility through surveillance.

Intriguingly, people appear to be as firmly against the use of

surveillance microphones, used to monitor conversations in

public places, as they are in favour of surveillance cameras.23

They are treating the state as if it were a person. Under the

conventions of public space we cannot be expected to avoid

looking at people, at least in a general fashion, but listening

to other people’s conversations is considered intrusive. The

difference is similar to that between surveillance and spying.
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This tendency to personalize public agencies is a detail of a

much more pervasive phenomenon in contemporary politics.

It arises in part from the conversion of political parties from

movements into enterprises that compete like businesses in

consumer markets. Parties traditionally arose as expressions

of class or ethnic interests, and sought to involve as many as

possible of their ‘natural supporters’ as activists or members.

In many places they became part of the fabric of society, tak-

ing the initiative in cultural as well as political and economic

activity. One may see the residual signs of these vibrant polit-

ical associations in Italian towns, where party offices adorned

with emblems still occupy prominent places on the main thor-

oughfares.

In the United States, the bond between voters and the

two great parties, Democratic and Republican, is typically

enduring. But the relationship appears to be one that forms

between individuals and parties, rather than growing out of

communities. People decide in early adulthood which they

prefer, and their preferences may well be fixed for life. Shifts

in the balance of support for the two parties thus reflect

changes in the demographic balance between cohorts of voters

whose political loyalties were formed by different historical

contexts.24 This implies that failures of political trust, such as

the Watergate scandal that forced President Nixon from office

in 1974, or the widespread belief that the Bush administration

intentionally misled the public when preparing the ground

for the invasion of Iraq in 2003, could still be ghost issues in

elections half a century later.25
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Elsewhere, however, many people traditionally felt that

their political affiliation was no more a matter of choice than

their religious denomination. ‘I’ve voted Labour all my life,’

many working-class Britons would say, making a statement

about the immutable nature of their political identity. It was

partly a matter of perceived class interests, the Labour Party

being seen as the political organ of the working classes, and

partly of solidarity: to vote Conservative or Liberal would be

a form of defection. To their activists the trade unions and

the Labour Party were ‘this great movement of ours’, a phrase

that became such a ritual incantation at conferences that it

was waggishly contracted to ‘thigmoo’. The movement com-

manded loyalty not just because it pursued its class interests,

but because in doing so it was expected to create a good soci-

ety, harmonious, prosperous, and just. According to Harold

Wilson, whose tenure as Labour Party leader and prime min-

ister is not remembered for its idealism, ‘This Party is a moral

crusade or it is nothing’.26

That great movement of theirs was not a conspicuously

trusting one. It was based on a practice of policing and sanc-

tions against defectors. If workers tried to defect from a strike,

pickets would stand in their way and try to stop them, some-

times forcibly. Anybody who did cross a picket line might be

ostracized by other workers and the community in general.

Some former miners who worked during the great strike of

1984–5 still are. Likewise the trade unions of Harold Wilson’s

day were ready to help get Labour into power, confident that

their industrial muscle could halt any government actions that
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they took as defection. British labour solidarity was based on

instilling norms, from the day the apprentice arrived on the

factory floor and learned to respect the tea break, rather than

on any readiness to suspend reckoning.

The old movement petered out as the industries in which it

was based went into decline. ‘I’ve voted Labour all my life’ had

a different significance coming from somebody who had been

a car worker or a miner all his life than it does from some-

body who has worked in a factory, a supermarket, a minicab

firm, and an old people’s home. Nowadays it just describes a

series of choices made once every few years. Major political

parties across the spectrum have decided that relying on a

sectional base is not a viable strategy. They seek to appeal to

voters across classes, as individuals. Accordingly they employ

the techniques of persuasion used by commercial enterprises

to market products to consumers. Choosing between parties

has become more like choosing between banks: there are few

differences in beliefs about economic policy, but the detailed

offers and the organizations’ performances vary. Voters must

trust in a government’s technical competence and basic pro-

fessional integrity, but in Britain at least they no longer need

to worry whether a party can be trusted to pursue a moral

crusade.

With the atrophy of political movements, political alle-

giance is resolving into two atomized terms: the individual

voter and the individual who stands to become the nation’s

leader. It has become a commonplace that parliamentary

elections have become more ‘presidential’, revolving more

and more around the television images of those who stand
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to become prime minister. Politicians are deemed by party

machines to be good prospects if they seem like good com-

pany, appear able to express their emotions or to attend to

others expressing theirs, and look at ease with themselves.

Voters are encouraged to consider the candidates as if they

were choosing a fishing companion or a dinner date.

They are thus tuning in to a notorious array of signals,

well known through gossip, popular culture, and, usually,

personal experience to be unreliable indicators of a relation-

ship’s prospects. Yet costly signals are persuasive signals, and

these ones are embedded in some of the costliest displays ever

staged. In the United States, candidates’ chances of success are

measured by the sizes of their campaign funds. An election

campaign is a theatrical exercise in seduction, misdirecting

personal fantasies into a civic context. People say they don’t

trust politicians, yet they appear to suspend their mistrust

while they are being courted, to enjoy the attention, and to

take the opportunity to let their fantasies play a little. Often

they are disappointed, but next time around they are willing

to go through the process again.

Perhaps that isn’t surprising, since this is also now the pat-

tern for so many of their intimate relationships. Trust may be

beyond them, but people can still live in hope.



7
LEAVING THE DOOR UNLOCKED

‘

G
enerally speaking, would you say that most people

can be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in deal-

ing with people?’ Generally speaking, this question is

the instrument that social scientists rely upon to measure what

they call generalized or social trust. While other questions

come and go from the US National Opinion Research Center’s

General Social Survey, the trust question is a constant. But

what does it mean to the people who answer it? Would they say

that most people could be trusted to give them directions, or

to mind their bags, or with their cash machine identification

numbers? Are they thinking of most people they know, most

people they pass in the street, or most people in the world?

Curiously, one investigation found that they might actually

be thinking of themselves.1 Researchers assembled pairs of

Harvard undergraduates to play a version of the Trust Game,

described in Chapter 2, in which one player is invited to send

money to a second, whereupon an extra sum is added and

the recipient is given the opportunity to return money to

the sender.2 Each subject was also told that an experimenter

would drop an envelope, addressed to herself or himself and

containing ten dollars, in a public place. They were asked
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to put a price on the drop, their trust that strangers would

return the envelope to them being measured by how much

they would pay for the exercise.

The results of the experiments were compared with the

results of questionnaires designed to indicate how trustful and

trustworthy the subjects were. ‘Standard attitudinal survey

questions about trust,’ the researchers reported, ‘predict trust-

worthy behaviour . . . much better than they predict trusting

behaviour.’ When in the role of sender, subjects who agreed

that ‘most people can be trusted’ sent a statistically negligible

22 cents more than those who opined that ‘you can’t be too

careful in dealing with people’. As recipients, however, the

more strongly they indicated that they trusted people, the

more money they returned to other players. ‘To determine

whether someone is trustworthy,’ the researchers concluded,

‘ask him if he trusts others.’ The uplifting moral undertone of

this message was offset, however, by the finding that people

sent back less money when paired with players of different

race or nationality. In twelve instances the recipient sent back

nothing; the other player was of a different race in all but one

of them.

The trust question itself emerged from the study in a pecu-

liar position. It had been identified as an effective instrument

for determining trustworthiness, but was only weakly associ-

ated with the trust about which it ostensibly inquired. And

the more widely it is asked, the more we may wonder about

what people mean by their answers. In one survey, 65 per cent

of Norwegians answered it affirmatively, compared to only

3 per cent of Turks. (The figure for Britain was 30 per cent,
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equal with that for South Korea and six points lower than that

for the USA.)3 We may reasonably infer that the Norwegians

are slightly more trusting than the neighbouring and cultur-

ally similar Danes, who scored 58 per cent, and it certainly

appears that Peru and Turkey, each scoring 5 per cent, are

deeply distrustful societies, but how confident can we be that

Norwegians, Peruvians, and Turks are answering the question

according to the same terms? Frames of reference may vary

from place to place, as in the question of happiness: in some

places, people may consider themselves happy to have enough

to eat and not be caught up in a war; in others, they may not

be happy with anything short of heaven on earth.

Russell Hardin thinks there are also a couple of odd things

about the phenomenon of generalized trust that this ‘badly

framed, vague’ question is supposed to detect. Firstly, it

sounds more like optimism than trust. Second, saying that

one trusts most people most of the time is an ‘elliptical’ claim.

Common sense tells us that it might go as far as minding bags,

but certainly not as far as cash machine identification num-

bers. What seems on the face of it to be a rather strong decla-

ration of general confidence in humanity is really just a mild

expression of preparedness to take minor risks in everyday

dealings. Hardin is sceptical about generalized trust because

he insists that a trust relationship has three parts, A trusts B to

do X, and is not meaningful if X could be anything. At best,

generalized trust is ‘the stance . . . of the child who has grown

up in a benign environment in which virtually everyone has

always been trustworthy’. Its value is the value of such a child-

hood, which encourages people to enter into relationships



leaving the door unlocked 121

with others because they have little sense of being at risk from

them.4

Hardin’s brisk dissection of generalized trust is a typically

salutary example of the scrutiny to which he and his colleagues

have subjected trust in the books they have produced for the

Russell Sage Foundation in New York. Trust is a feel-good

sensation and an idea that is hard to pin down. The idea of

generalized or social trust demands particularly close atten-

tion. It is all too easy to see Hardin’s point, but equally easy

to see that generalized trust describes something that is at the

heart of a good society, and is not to be lightly dismissed.

Even if it does consist of minor risks in everyday dealings,

those risks and dealings add up. They set the tone for inter-

actions, promoting civility and reducing tensions. They reg-

ulate the social climate, making it conducive to associations

and relationships of different kinds. And if generalized trust

is prevalent, it is not naïve. Where most people are inclined

to think that most people can be trusted, they are likely to

be right. (If the Trust Game results described earlier have

identified a general phenomenon, they will be right because

people who say others can be trusted tend to be trustworthy

themselves; but they will not profit from it because they don’t

act as though others can be trusted!)

Generalized trust has also been described as a ‘standing

decision’ to give most people the benefit of the doubt.5 Yet

this is not trust in either the formal, three-part sense or the

intuitive one, in which we recognize trust as an involuntary

feeling like love. A standing decision to give the benefit of

the doubt is more a matter of principle, or duty. It is often
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encouraged by religious convictions, and should not seem

especially paradoxical to those raised in the Christian tradi-

tion that enjoins them to ‘love your neighbour as yourself ’.

Others may take a secular route to their standing decision,

if they have a basically optimistic view of human nature and

understand the power of reciprocity. Social or political ide-

alism may also encourage them to assume that others will

treat them as they would wish to be treated. The decision is

to make oneself vulnerable in order to build trusting rela-

tionships, which will reduce vulnerability by increasing the

probability of cooperation. With reciprocity, if you care for

your neighbours, you should come to care about them, and if

you act as though you trust others, you should come to trust

them.

The American political scientist Eric Uslaner describes this

as the moral foundation of trust.6 He distinguishes between

placing faith in strangers, which he calls moralistic trust, and

having confidence in persons one knows, which he calls strate-

gic trust. According to Uslaner, the formula for generalized

trust comprises not three terms, A trusts B to do X, but just

one: A trusts. Generalized trust is based on moralistic trust,

the standing decision to give the benefit of the doubt, but is

influenced by experience. It is ‘the perception that most people

are part of your moral community’.7 We conceive our moral

community, Uslaner argues, upon the premise that although

its members may adhere to different religions or secular ide-

ologies, they hold fundamental values in common. This would

seem to require an optimistic view of human culture as well as

of human nature.



leaving the door unlocked 123

Indeed, according to Uslaner, generalized trusters are gen-

erally optimistic. They are happier than mistrustful people,

confident that they are in control of their destinies, welcome

dealings with strangers as opportunities rather than threats,

and are tolerant of people who are different from themselves.

By contrast particularized trusters—ones who trust only those

they see as their own kind—are self-centred, have difficul-

ties in establishing personal relationships, feel threatened by

the outside world, tend towards paranoia and lean towards

authoritarianism.

This sounds like a psychologically coloured portrayal of the

divide between liberals who welcome globalization and the

conservative nationalists who recoil from it. Uslaner places

greater emphasis, however, on a dimension less salient in

contemporary political debates. Democracy and trust have

an uneasy relationship: democracy makes trust possible, but

democratic societies are not necessarily very trusting ones,

and distrust of power is inherent in democracy. The most

important social determinant of trust, Uslaner finds, is eco-

nomic equality. Unequal societies are mistrustful societies;

equal societies are trusting ones. Equality is a cause of trust,

not just an association: economic equality leads to trust, but

trust has no influence on equality.8

Uslaner and his colleague Bo Rothstein note the curi-

ous absence of inequality from the academic literature on

social capital and social trust.9 It is much more pervasively

absent than that. Despite the impressive body of evidence

that inequality damages individual and social health, noted

in Chapter 5, public discourse and popular concerns seem
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to look straight through inequality without seeing it. Even

where inequality is remarked upon, it is not recognized as a

problem in itself. It may be used as an index of deprivation by

which the neediest in society may be identified and provided

with state assistance. In contrast to the systems of universal

welfare provision for which the Nordic states of Europe are

still famous, this is neither a trusting nor a trust-promoting

strategy. As Rothstein and Uslaner observe, means-testing for

benefits casts aspersions on recipients. It is a strategy preferred

in societies where the haves distrust the have-nots, tend to

regard them as solely responsible for their predicaments, and

seek to identify the deserving among them. Universal welfare

is based on a presumption of trustworthiness, or at least a

decision to give the benefit of the doubt. The British state pays

child benefit for all children, without attempting to satisfy

itself that parents will not spend it on cigarettes or debauchery.

On the other hand, local authorities only provide free school

meals for poorer children, providing a means by which their

classmates can identify them as a separate and stigmatized

group.

Rothstein and Uslaner draw social-democratic implications

out of their work, asking whether low levels of trust and social

capital might be caused by a lack of government action to

reduce inequality. You don’t have to be keen on the state

to recognize the central importance of equality, though. The

science writer Matt Ridley proclaims its relationship to trust

as the culmination of an argument against the power of the

state, for which he has a peculiar horror: ‘We must encourage
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social and material exchange between equals for that is the raw

material of trust, and trust is the foundation of virtue.’10

Trustful societies have a distinctive profile, according to Jan

Delhey and Kenneth Newton, who are based in Germany and

England respectively. Highly trusting countries are ethnically

homogeneous, are well governed, have Protestant religious

traditions, and enjoy wealth that is evenly distributed.11 In

other words, they are the Scandinavian countries: Norway,

Sweden, and Denmark, which took the three top places in

Delhey and Newton’s survey of generalized trust in sixty coun-

tries. The researchers find that other countries are trustful to

the extent that they share these traits.

Wealth and economic equality promote trust by reducing

conflicts of interest. In an affluent society, people will not be

drawn into conflict over scarce resources, and if its resources

are evenly distributed, the potential for conflict is reduced still

further. Economic equality is also a form of similarity, like

ethnic homogeneity, which favours trust.

The role of Protestantism is more mysterious. It has loomed

large in sociological discussion ever since Max Weber dis-

cussed its role in the rise of capitalism, and is held to be

associated with hard work, thrift, and enterprise; but possess-

ing several admirable qualities does not guarantee that one

possesses others. Delhey and Newton speculate that the asso-

ciation may have arisen because Protestantism has promoted

equality and has impressed on cultures the importance of

consistently trustworthy behaviour. Gerry Mackie, discussing
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social trust in Europe for a Russell Sage Foundation volume,

proposes deeper roots. He suggests that both Protestantism

and trust were favoured by the distinctive marriage pattern

of north-western Europe, possibly rooted in Germanic tribal

customs and certainly pre-dating the Protestant schisms from

the Catholic church.12 Women married late by comparison

with other parts of Europe, and couples would set up new

homes rather than remaining in the households of the hus-

bands’ families. This helped to break down the defensive

perimeter of the family, inhibiting the kind of social distrust

apparent in southern Italy. It also gave women the opportunity

to accumulate social capital of their own before marriage,

which might have promoted trust between spouses by redu-

cing the inequality between them.

Delhey and Newton’s results echo those reported by Put-

nam, whose American survey, quoted in Chapter 5, found

trust levels at their highest in a South Dakota county where the

gamut of diversity runs from Swedes to Norwegians.13 They

also pose the same question. As Delhey and Newton point

out, if people’s trust of others depends on ethnic similarity,

we should ask ‘exactly how general generalized social trust is’.

Norwegians and Swedes might reply that their home coun-

tries have allowed in large numbers of immigrants: peo-

ple with foreign origins comprise over 16 per cent of the

Swedish population, while demographic projections suggest

that immigrants could account for more than a quarter of

Norway’s population by the middle of the century.14 The

EU’s Nordic citizens are the most positive in the Union

about immigration; but the Scandinavians among them are
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markedly more concerned than most EU populations about

the integration of foreigners.15

Time will tell whether the Scandinavian social trust model

needs to include ethnic homogeneity; but in the meantime

Delhey and Newton’s international table of trust offers a strik-

ing example of a highly trustful, populous country that is

ethnically and religiously diverse.16 In fourth place after the

Scandinavian trio is Canada, jointly with the Netherlands.

Canadian trustfulness was illustrated by the US polemicist

Michael Moore, who crossed the border into Ontario while

making his film Bowling for Columbine, and found by unsys-

tematic experiment that Ontarians leave their doors unlocked.

They thus avoid the incidental costs of mistrust, which mount

up as one makes sure the windows are shut, sets the alarm,

locks the door, and checks again that one has locked it, unable

to relax after this series of reminders of insecurity.

Canada serves as a reminder that ethnic relations are the

products of particular histories, and that findings concerning

them in the United States may not apply to its immediate

north, let alone to the rest of the world. Robert Putnam, whose

findings in the United States suggest a dispiriting tendency

for people to withdraw from each other in diverse neighbour-

hoods, points that out himself. He also depicts this ‘hunker-

ing down’ as a phenomenon of the short to medium term,

drawing optimistic lessons about integration from the longer

history of US minorities and institutions. ‘It would be unfor-

tunate if a politically correct progressivism were to deny the

reality of the challenge to social solidarity posed by diversity,’

he concludes. ‘It would be equally unfortunate if an ahistorical
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and ethnocentric conservatism were to deny that addressing

that challenge is both feasible and desirable.’17

It will be more than unfortunate if societies, of whatever

ideological composition, fail to address that challenge. Cap-

italism has won the global game of how to make a living;

its winning strategy is based upon the drive for constantly

increased efficiency through mobility. Goods and services

must be moved in greater quantity across greater distances;

and so must the people who produce them. Countless others

will also be driven by desperation from places stricken by war

or devoid of resources to regions where there is little demand

for their services. Everywhere people are set in motion by the

dynamism of capital. All regions that are economically suc-

cessful, or strive to be, will draw migrants to them. Migrants

are inevitable, though they may be managed in very different

ways. A country may choose to treat incoming labour as it

treats incoming goods, as assets for its convenience. Migrant

workers can be excluded from society by a range of instru-

ments including, at the extremes, labour camps and domes-

tic slavery. A high degree of exclusion is not tolerable for

the excluded, and it should not be tolerable for any decent

national conscience. It is not even an especially agreeable con-

dition for the excluders. Having preferred domination to trust,

they must maintain a permanent guard in case their menials

steal, defect, or rise against them.

Alternatively, societies can work to include their minorities,

new and old. Putnam talks of creating shared identities, which

encourage the sense that interests also are shared. States have

a role to play in citizen-building, as do other institutions;

so too do civil societies and citizens themselves. Many if not
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most of America’s voluntary immigrants are eager to become

Americans and are proud when they feel they have done

so, while proudly incorporating their old labels in their new

designations as ‘hyphenated Americans’. At least some young

Eastern Europeans are keen to become Europeans, rather than

to stay wrapped up in their national overcoats as they venture

into Europe’s labour markets. Different responses will arise

in different contexts; but a necessary condition everywhere is

that the people concerned must want to make a diverse society

work.

Those who do may also need a resolve greater than that

of the newspapers, populist parties, and sections of public

opinion who dislike the presence of others and adduce any

associated problem as evidence that diversity is undesirable.

They also need to stand up to the mortal threat from small

factions committed to wage war on diversity. On July 7, 2005,

several young Yorkshiremen of Pakistani heritage and Islamist

ideology exploded bombs on London underground trains and

a bus, in an attack that killed over fifty people: the dead

were a snapshot of the capital’s diversity, their personal or

family origins spanning more than a dozen countries across

Europe, Africa, Asia, and beyond. Londoners experienced

the awful distrust worked by native terror. Whatever their

previous disposition towards diversity, they looked at young

men of South Asian appearance on Tube trains, and won-

dered. Suicide bombings are, among other things, attacks on

trust.

‘All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with their train of ancient

and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all
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new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify.’18

In this at least Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels were right, and

in this at least their depiction of the compulsive transforma-

tive energy of capitalism seems truer today than when they

wrote the Communist Manifesto in 1848. They saw that it was

this all-enveloping drive to change, the ‘[c]onstant revolution-

izing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social

conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation’, that defined

the modern epoch.

Their fast-frozen relations, backed by venerable beliefs, cor-

respond to the relationships based on traditional authority

that Anthony Giddens contrasts with modern relationships,

which are fluid, readily formed, and as readily abandoned.

When venerable beliefs lose their grip on relationships, trust

may take over their role; but lasts only until the relations

are swept away. The industrial revolution drew country folk

into villages which turned into cities; the folk turned into the

working class, which at times achieved levels of solidarity to

compare with the proudest of nations. Trust grew from kin-

ship, comradeship, community, and shared interests; it lasted

until it was dispelled by a more recent phase of capitalism’s

constant revolution.

Life in the streets and factories of the old industrial world

favoured the growth of thick trust, the kind that grows from,

and with, personal knowledge. People grew up in the houses

in which they were born; they worked with the same col-

leagues until they retired or died. The horizons were as nar-

row as the streets. It was a paradoxical and, taking the longer

view, uncharacteristic effect of modern transformation. Thin
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trust, which relies on reputation and assessments based on

signals, is the kind that is in tune with the spirit of the age.

Together with the ferment of massively indirect reciprocity

that circulates free software, knowledge, and advice around

the world, it is what makes the internet go round, creating

networks that shrug off ethnicity, gender, and other demo-

graphic constraints. It becomes ever more valuable as techno-

logical advances and economic imperatives create ever more

opportunities to interact with others, in person or the other

side of the world. People need to be open to new relationships,

especially since old ones are so often swept away.

Under these conditions trust has little time to develop

organically, which is why many companies attempt to hot-

house it. The faster the staff turnover, and the more frequent

the shifts of power caused by internal promotions or reorgani-

zation, the greater the need for artificial and slightly hysterical

team-building exercises. These efforts are often accompanied

by an aversion to risk that would, if displayed by a person

rather than a company, also be described as neurotic. Seeking

to control risks, employers codify what they once might have

trusted their employees to decide for themselves.

At least employees are aware of their relationship with a

corporate entity, and of the distinct interests on either side.

Outside work people are extensively indifferent, or oblivious,

to the implications of relationships involving the transmis-

sion of personal information. Countless thousands of people,

mostly young, have signed up to social networking websites.

Some have learned the hard way that though they can choose

their ‘friends’, they cannot choose their friends’ friends, and
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once they have entrusted indiscretions to others, they cannot

delete them. In the real world, this would easily be recognized

as a recipe for embarrassment or worse. Nor (until Facebook

started circulating details of users’ online purchases) has there

seemed to be much sense that the providers of these services

have interests of their own, which may not entirely coincide

with those of subscribers.19 They seem to be seen as neutral

expert systems rather than enterprises which determine the

structure of the relationships they enable. This may owe some-

thing to the way in which consumer marketing trades on nar-

cissism. Subscribers look at their social networking profiles,

and all they see is themselves.

Although telecommunications—meaning communication

at a distance, whether by phone, computer, or other means

yet to be invented—are technologies attuned to thin trust, it

would be remiss to overlook their role in maintaining thick

trust in a mobile world. Young migrants can stay in routine

touch with their parents back home more easily than their

parents would have been able to contact home from a neigh-

bouring town. But though that may have to do as a substitute

for a daughter’s or a son’s presence, it will not work for the

grandchildren who are born abroad. Telecommunications can

only mitigate the effects of migration on family relationships,

in which much of the potential for rich trust resides.

The class of relationships that stands out as conspicuously

problematic under prevailing conditions are those involv-

ing couples. When these were maintained by a sense of

obligation—to children, to the wider family, or to God—

partners were forced into a commitment that could, given
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effort and compromise, build trust between them. Now that

relationships are primarily conditional, partners are readier

to factor in the opportunity costs. Instead of feeling that they

need to invest more heavily in the relationship, they may be

more concerned about the opportunities for other relation-

ships they are missing by sticking with the current one. Here

thin trust, which allows people to be open to new relation-

ships, biases them against thick trust.

Much of this shift in strategy derives from the liberation of

women, who see far more opportunities open to them than

their mothers or grandmothers did, and are far less willing

to subordinate their interests to those of others, principally

their male partners. This is one important respect in which

reducing inequality does not promote trust.

It is not typical, however. By and large, developments that

reduce inequality favour trust. They also favour health and

happiness. Trust is desirable in itself. When it is placed well,

it enhances relations of all kinds. Life is more enjoyable,

work is more productive, relationships are more meaningful

and rewarding. And it is also part of a complex of factors—

association, social capital, community, democracy, equality,

health, and happiness—that make for a good society. Trust

is to be sought for its own sake, and because it keeps good

company.
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