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ABSTRACT 

 

Trust is most usefully viewed as a relationship of trusting with cognitive, emotive 

and conative aspects. This requires an epistemology of trust to be responsive to all 

three aspects. Outlined in this dissertation is a theory of “plain trust” that is present 

in all manner of trustings and without which no trust can even exist. Trust is an 

interpersonal matter; other people matter. In order to explore human interpersonal 

trustings, information, ideas and metaphors from many academic disciplines are 

braided together in an analysis of “knowing trust”. Trust was active in cooperation 

among hominids who communicated gesturally employing emotional cues prior to 

the emergence of language and abstract thought. This indicates a knowing of trust 

without words and the priority of emotion in trusting. Tacit knowing has a similar 

structure. We know more than we can tell. Knowing trust centrally involves a 

knowledge of feelings. Trust begins with the instinctive bond between a child and a 

caregiver growing into a deep trusting when cultivated with a balance between 

vigilance and empathy, between rules and permissiveness. Friendship between 

mature people also exhibits a similar trajectory. Emphasizing the priority of 

emotional knowing does not decrease the role of rational thinking in human trust, 

but underlines the radical (root) role of emotion in trusting. Structural and 

functional studies of the developing and developed brain support this claim. Clear 

linguistic communication between trustor and trustee is critical in any relationship, 

but so is non-verbal communication. Vigilance towards the autobiographical self 
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must balance scrutiny showered on acts and intentions of the other. Empathy 

towards the other must actively balance natural empathy towards one’s own 

autobiographical self. Trust is most valued as it endures within a human 

relationship, gathering “trustvalue” as it endures. Using the metaphor of physical 

balance and sustainable ecology, it is suggested that a lasting trust is most possible 

when a sense of shared responsibility is present. The creative tension between self-

interest and altruism, between vigilance and empathy, enables the relationship of 

trust to procced in a hermeneutic manner over time, tracking the health of the 

trusting and the wealth of the trustvalue.  
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CHAPTER I.  TRUSTING TRUST 

TOWARDS AN ECOLOGY OF TRUST 

This chapter is entitled “Trusting Trust” not for reasons of aesthetically appealing 

alliteration, though it is alliterative and hopefully aesthetically appealing, but 

because it is intellectually intriguing, interesting and informative.  It was entitled 

thus because I intend to argue and persuade that, in the end, it is trust that 

guarantees trust. This may strike some readers as simplistic or circular, but at the 

heart of this apparent tautology lies a paradox, an all too natural, all too cultural, 

and all too human paradox: the paradoxical requirements of survival. 

Questions of trust have been asked and answered, when they have been answered, 

in the context of a morality of trust,1or in the context of a cunning encouragement 

of an emergence of trust.2 The current work takes a different approach to the 

question of trust. My interest is in the epistemology of trust; ethical implications do 

ensue, but they are not the focal point of the philosophical enquiry nor are they the 

primary contribution that I aspire to make to the discussion surrounding questions 

of trust. I wish to keep my analysis of trust true to the human lived-in experience 

of trusting, but to also ground it in the body of scientific knowledge that we have 

accumulated thus far - about our biological pre-history, history and evolution as a 

species and our development as individual members of the species Homo sapiens 

sapiens. To that end, I lay out my academic affiliations, assumptions and basic 

                                       
1 Annette C. Baier, Moral Prejudices (Cambridge & London: Harvard University Press, 1994). 
2 Philip Pettit, "The Cunning of Trust," Philosophy and Public Affairs  (1995). 
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argument at the very outset. Enquiry, evidence and conclusions follow in the rest of 

the work. 

Differences from previous work characteristic of present enquiry  

Firstly, an underlying thread in this work is an affinity with the project and 

intellectual attitude of scientific inquiry; not meaning the physical paraphernalia of 

laboratories but the epistemological stance of the scientist, natural or social. The 

etymology of the very word “scientific” is revelatory. It is derived from the Middle 

French scientifique, from the Medieval Latin scientificus (pertaining to science), 

from the Latin scientia (knowledge) + -ficus (making). It was originally used to 

translate the Greek epistemonikos (“making knowledge”)3 in Aristotle’s Ethics. The 

epistemologist and the scientist are in the same business of knowing, so to speak. I 

emphasize this intellectual affinity in the service of elucidating philosophical points 

about the epistemology of trust. Puzzlement over epistemological and ethical 

questions relevant to an exploration of trust must provide answers that can survive 

the crucible of factual experience, even as they generate further puzzles. One must 

make new knowledge, even if that new knowledge, is a new arrangement of old 

knowledge that issues in a new perspective on an old puzzle. 

Secondly, the present account is formed and informed by ideas, metaphors and 

content from the following disciplines: philosophy, evolutionary theory, evolutionary 

anthropology, developmental psychology, cognitive neuroscience, statistics and 

                                       
3 Online Etymology Dictionary. 
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complexity theory. It draws on the body of received knowledge in the academic 

communities of those disciplines. 

Thirdly, in the present account, trust is viewed primarily as a process, a trusting in 

the context of a relationship, as a dynamic systemic process, not merely as a static 

predicate, (even a three-place predicate).4 The proper question in the context of my 

theory, is not “Who is trustworthy”, but “With whom can I establish a successful 

and enduring relationship of trust?” or a “trusting”. The linguistic shift is deliberate, 

signaling a movement away from static essentialism to a dynamic process view of 

trusting. 

The question “Who is trustworthy?” seems to demand the identification of a 

property of “being trustworthy” that resides in a person independent of context.5 

This is one of the ways in which I have reframed the question of trust. Trustings or 

relationships of trust can obtain between individuals in any binary partnership, 

namely, a marriage, a therapeutic alliance or co-authorship. Trustings or 

relationships of trust can also exist amongst multiple individuals comprising any 

group, namely, a family, support group or an academic department. Trust does 

“scale up”, but things get complex very quickly, as any attempt to list and diagram 

the number of possible relationships and combinations of relationships of trust 

and/or distrust possible between increasing numbers of individuals will demonstrate 

to one attempting to do so. My basic intuition remains that even in cases of 

                                       
4 Baier, Moral Prejudices. 
5 Even a “Great Soul” like Gandhi was found to be “untrustworthy” by a certain segment of 

his own people. I do not concur with that opinion, merely point out its existence. Trust is a 

matter of context in addition to a matter of character.  
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relationships of trust involving large numbers of people, the transitivity of trust is 

sustained at the dyadic level.  A mob moving in unison towards a common goal is 

not really an example of trustings among members of that aggregation united as 

they may be in their endeavor. 

At the very outset, I must note that in the present work, I have not addressed the 

matter of trust in institutions or governmental agencies. The issue of trust in the 

context of “power” and “power differentials” has also not received the attention that 

the topic deserves due to its enormous importance, influence and impact. To do 

justice to the issue would require a substantial detour in the main flow of the 

narrative being presented in this dissertation. Trust is a notion with encyclopedic 

connections, each one of them significant. I have chosen to present a theory of 

trust in its initial form, as occurring within informal relationship of trust between 

two human beings with a future orientation of sustainability.  

Some commonly accepted uses of the label “trust” may get reclassified by my 

analysis, I must admit.  For example, when choosing a medical (or legal group) for 

services provided, people do often speak of “trusting” a certain physician, lawyer, 

or a hospital containing several such individuals, prior to any personal contact with 

said physician, lawyer or hospital solely on the basis of having reviewed the 

advertised credentials of the parties under consideration.  Such “trusting” can be 

restated as “reliance with confidence” without any loss of meaning. Such reliance 

with confidence may eventually lead to a relationship of trust, or not, depending on 

the quality and course of the actual interactions, but at the time of the first 

approach, it is not yet a “trusting”. 
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Last, but not the least, this account takes steps towards an Ecology of Trust by 

examining the establishment and sustainability of trust including the possibility of a 

re-establishment of trust, given that trust or a relationship of trust is most, perhaps 

even only, valued when it endures over time.6 This attention to the ecology of trust 

acknowledges the immense value that human beings attach to trust and brings in 

questions of moral risks, rewards and responsibility.  Although this work is primarily 

intended to explicate the structure of the epistemology most suited to establishing 

and maintaining relationships of trust, an examination of the process of re-

establishment of relationships of trust honors the value human beings attach to 

enduring trust. It reflects the poignancy of betrayal and the need for a framework 

for lasting trust relationships of appropriate trust. The ecology of trust outlines the 

dynamics of context, value and procedure7 that move us towards sustainable 

relationships of trust.  

Towards a novel view of human trusting and enhanced epistemology 

I am also persuaded that the epistemology of a fact, event or a process is 

intricately entwined with a human experience of that fact, event or process. Thus, 

different facts, events or processes place differing demands on the associated 

epistemology or methods of obtaining knowledge about them. Hence knowing 

something about the nature of the object of enquiry is greatly relevant to 

developing an associated epistemology that would prove adequate to the task of 

                                       
6 Much like the negative definition of love in Shakespeare’s sonnet 116: “Love is not love 

which alters when it alterations finds.” He does go on to describe what love is and not just 

what it is not. 
7 Kenneth Kipnis, "Concept and Convention: An Essay in the Making of Sense," (Unpublished 

Manuscript, 1972). 



 

6 

 

obtaining further sound information about that object, and/or for developing 

successful strategies in connection with one’s desired epistemic goals. A farmer 

would need to know about weather, soil and seed, but can leave entire fields of art 

and music untouched, epistemologically speaking. 

Towards the end of obtaining as much “knowledge” as I can easily acquire about 

the nature of trust, in this dissertation, I review some of the extant philosophical 

reflections on trust. This review enables me to list features of trust as a human 

experience that are most salient to thinking people and the varieties of difficulties 

commonly encountered in the pursuit of appropriate trust in relationships. It is the 

dangers and vulnerabilities of trusting that appear most salient to most who reflect 

on human trustings rather than its immense value to our survival and flourishing. 

As I perused the available philosophical literature on trust, I found increasingly 

adequate accounts of trust or but no statement of organizing principles, or an 

analysis that might connect the particular picture of trust set forth therein to all 

human experience, other than an assumed commonality of emotional experience 

and response.  In this work, I attempt to rectify that lack, or oversight, by 

providing a general theory of appropriate human trust that is grounded in current 

accounts of human development in relevant biological, cultural and psychological 

aspects. Organizing principles introduced in evolutionary theory inform and unite 

aspects of the proposed novel account of trust. I maintain that my theory of trust 

takes account of “the troubles with trust” encountered by previous writers. 
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The new perspective on trust does require an adjustment to currently accepted 

epistemological styles and standards.  I argue for an enhanced epistemology that 

includes emotion as a valid source of knowledge about matters of trust. This would 

necessitate the inclusion of knowledge of emotion and knowledge acquired through 

emotion experienced as feelings. Sometimes one knows without knowing that one 

knows.8 Such may be the case with knowledge acquired through emotion.    

Linda Zagzebski has written that “There have been radical changes in epistemology 

in recent years, although not always in the same direction. The naturalistic 

epistemologists treat it as a branch of psychology, whereas I treat it as a branch of 

ethics. Still others gleefully pronounce the field dead on the grounds that the 

central epistemological questions are based on defective assumptions.”9  

Whether or not epistemology is properly described as a branch of psychology by the 

naturalists or anyone else, at this juncture I prefer to attend to the active claim that 

Zagzebski makes for the proper description of epistemology as a branch of ethics. 

While accepting the fundamental analogy that exists between epistemology and 

ethics, (that enables the laudable enterprise of Virtue Epistemology), I take issue 

with the assignment of priority. Branches presume trees, or at least larger 

branches.  Being intricately connected at a fundamental level confers no priority to 

either strand; however, intricate connections are indicative of mutually 

interdependent phenomena. An illustrative physical example is contained in the 

                                       
8 Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966). 
9 Linda Zagzebski, "Recovering Understanding," in Knowledge, Truth and Duty, ed. Mattias 

Steup (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 235. 
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relationship between the circulatory and autonomous nervous systems. The 

autonomous nervous system controls heart beats through a complicated 

mechanism and consequently enables blood circulation. In turn the blood 

circulation, by means of supplying necessary oxygen and nutrients to the 

autonomous nervous system enables it to keep doing its work. The question of 

priority would be difficult indeed; that of interdependence is easily answered in the 

affirmative. Some may even characterize the question of priority as quite 

unnecessary since the human body is known to be an intricately interconnected 

interdependent system. 

 I am happy to assent to the assertion that epistemology and ethics are intricately 

connected as well as mutually informative; that attending to work being done in the 

one enriches discourse in the other. The question of priority may be unnecessary 

but it remains arguable in either direction. It is unarguable that the sorting function 

of evaluation is common to both fields. Epistemology is deemed to be the sorting of 

“good” belief from “bad” belief, analogous to the sorting of moral actions from 

immoral ones or the sorting of good ethical premises or considerations from bad 

ones.  One could equally well suggest that it is the knowledge of what counts as 

moral or immoral, that assists one in the discrimination of moral actions from 

immoral actions, or informs the discrimination between good and bad ethical 

premises or considerations.  

Questions of epistemology and ethics are interconnected, interdependent and 

strongly entwined in any example, explanation or exploration of trust between 

persons. Questions of epistemology may take the form of: Is this trust? Or does it 
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masquerade as trust? How do I know that I trust her or that she trusts me?  How 

do I know that I am trusted? Does she know she is trusted? Questions of ethics also 

arise in the context of trusting another: Should this trust exist? Or as Annette Baier 

frames the question: “Is this trust moral?” and devises a test for the morality of 

any given instance of trust.10 Fully understanding the import of these and similar 

questions, and, seeking answers to them necessitates integrating information from 

a wide range of disciplines. From the fact of intellectual interdependence, I extract 

an opportunity for enrichment, of injecting “hybrid vigor” into single-discipline 

academic discussions, taking them to a multi-disciplinary level. 

This notion is not new to philosophy, I admit.  Recent philosophical work has drawn 

freely, and productively, on academic work done in psychology, law, sociology, 

political science and has reached even into the “hard sciences” like neuroscience 

and physics, when relevant information or useful analogies were available. 

Philosophy has drawn on historical and current events to illustrate preferred 

conclusions or to highlight a favored point. Personal experiences and interpersonal 

conversations have also been similarly employed. It is truly a delight to witness a 

return to the intellectual “market place” that Socrates favored as a place for 

stimulating enquiry and discourse. 

Starting with Socrates, but moving on to process of trusting 

Following the sage example of Socrates, whose questioning began with wonderings 

cast in the interrogative form (“What is…”), I begin by asking “What is trust?”, but 

                                       
10 Baier, Moral Prejudices. 
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unlike Socrates, I do not indulge in the dramatic dialogic device that has held the 

attention of centuries of readers. I reframe the question in the process of seeking to 

understand human trust; I find that human trust is best understood as a process of 

trusting. My novel move is to explore the process of human trusting, between two 

or more parties. 

My proposed theory of “trust-ing” emerges from a wide basis of information and 

experience. Where I rely on material from other disciplines, I will cite my sources 

and briefly indicate my understanding of that discipline as it informs my theory of 

trust, and more importantly, the proposed epistemology of trust.  Any given theory 

presupposes and implies a particular epistemology; even theories of epistemology 

have preferred criteria embedded in the recommended “sorting style” between 

good and bad beliefs. I will extract and explain the particular kind of epistemology 

required for trust (as described in my theory). Implications for the ethics of trust 

become easily and abundantly clear as an adequate epistemology of trust comes 

into focus. 

One may well ask what it means to have a specific epistemology of trust. Is it not 

the case that there is one epistemology and all cases of knowing fall under its 

purview? Or at least one human way of knowing? Questions such as these have 

occupied philosophers for centuries, from before the field acquired its current 

designation: epistemology. The title “epistemology” is a joining of the Greek words 

“episteme” (knowledge) and “logos” (translated variously as “study of” or 

“reason”). Ferrier is credited with fashioning the name “epistemology” in a parallel 
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construction with “ontology” in 1854, but the enterprise itself is ancient, as old as 

human musings about the universe we occupy. 

Soon after the acquisition of any piece of information comes a question of its truth 

and validity. Such a quest leads into an examination of the methods, grounds or 

sources that generate or guarantee its veracity. This enquiry constitutes the 

essence of the enterprise of epistemology and yields an answer to the question: 

How do we know? Anything. Everything. The question is not a mere request for 

historical information, or a recitation of psychological or neuro-cognitive processes 

that lead to the acquisition of a piece of knowledge, relevant as all these factors 

are, but is instead a request for a justification of the implied claim to veracity in the 

designation “knowledge”.  In matters of human trusting it takes the form of asking 

“Will this relationship of trust last?” or “Does it have lasting value?”  I will be 

introducing the notion of trustvalue in parallel to the notion of truthvalue in this 

connection. 

The notion of certifying acceptable, valid or appropriate statements or sources of 

knowledge leads to the notion of experts in a field. A statement concerning brain 

disease is acceptable if it comes from a neurologist; a statement concerning the 

origins of the universe is acceptable if it comes from a cosmologist. How does one 

qualify as an expert in a given discipline or subfield? The answer often refers to the 
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expert’s familiarity with the preferred methodology of acquiring knowledge 

(sometimes called data collection and analysis) in that particular field.11  

Questions considered important enough to investigate in a given field, in addition to 

reflecting the received goals and values of the field, reflect the fundamental 

requirements of knowledge acquisition in that particular field. Consequently, 

specific and appropriate methodology is generated and adhered to by researchers 

in that field. Sometimes the goals of knowledge in a given field necessitate the 

creation of new instrumentation to better answer the valued questions. A simple 

example can be found in the field of astronomy: the development and continued 

refining of the telescope as an invaluable aid to expanding our knowledge of the 

expanding universe. Observation of the firmament was always the methodology, 

and remained so, but the invention of the telescope greatly aided knowledge 

acquisition in the field. A particular object of study requires a particular form of 

enquiry. One cannot listen to the stars as much as one loves to refer to the celestial 

music of the spheres.  Stars must be seen; or better yet, observed through a 

telescope. 

What field then, is the epistemologist an expert in, and how does s/he acquire 

“knowledge about knowledge” that s/he claims as an area of expertise? Answers to 

a question about epistemology as a field lead back to its etymology; all knowledge 

constitutes its object of study and its favored methodology is that of exercising 

reason, as expressed in intellectual analysis and logical argument. This is indeed a 

                                       
11 Even Virtue epistemologists recommend modeling of one’s epistemic practices after that 

of an individual mentor known possess excellent epistemic practices.   
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grand manifesto and frequently needs revision as evidenced by the various schools 

of epistemology that have arisen since its self-conscious emergence within the 

larger discipline of philosophy. 

I find it interesting that as the new label gained currency in philosophical discussion 

in the early part of the 20th century, its early usage was connected to the 

philosophy of science.12 As the century progressed, epistemology and philosophy of 

science diverged, or at the very least diverged in focus. At present, the received 

views in epistemology leave science, and the matter of knowledge in science, to the 

scientists (presumed experts in their fields), and epistemology has returned to its 

focus on ordinary, daily acts of knowing by individuals going about their lives, 

sometimes in the marketplace. 

Inclusion of socially situated individuals with rational-emotional complexity  

This refocusing on human beings, the “dependent rational animals”13 situated 

geographically in a historico-political context, embodied, gendered, influenced by 

culture, yet self-aware, has consequences for epistemology, most notably in the 

emergence of novel exemplars for knowledge.14  Knowing a person becomes an 

appropriate sample and exemplar of human knowledge along with the much 

discussed and intellectually dissected brown table or patch of blue. It is in the 

context of this increasingly inclusive epistemology that a meaningful discussion of 

                                       
12 Emile Myerson comments on the new label “epistemology” thus: the “word is becoming 

current” as an equivalent for the “philosophy of the sciences” in Identity and Reality, 1908. 
13 Alisdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals (Peru, Illinois: Carus Publishing Company, 

1999). 
14 Lorraine Code, What Can She Know? (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1991). 
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my proposed theory of trust can take place. The increasing inclusivity must be 

expanded just a little more to include emotion and feelings, more precisely emotion 

experienced as feelings. 

Both knowledge of and knowledge through feelings have relevance to a fruitful 

discussion of human relationships of trust. It would be extremely difficult to 

describe the trust between a parent and a child, between two good friends or 

between a trapeze artist and catcher, in purely physical and cognitive terms.  This 

is not to say that a physical and cognitive description could not be produced, but, 

that it would not capture the uniqueness of emotional connection that makes these 

relationships believable exemplars of relationships of trust.  Some description of the 

feelings inspired and experienced by both parties needs to be included in a 

complete description of a relationship of trust. A brief descriptive summary of each 

chapter in the dissertation follows.  

Chapter II: Biological Roots of Trust  

In order to describe the conceptual structure behind this dissertation, I will briefly 

outline the sequence of chapters, the basic ideas and arguments employed herein. 

Given that fundamental, and hopefully original, insights in this dissertation come 

from a wide base of knowledge from the biological and social sciences, I begin with 

a brief review of some of the relevant information in Chapter Two, entitled “Why do 

I trust thee?” A quick answer, perhaps impertinent sounding, would be “because 

Nature made me that way” or “because it is in the nature of human beings to 

trust”. 
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Evolutionary theory locates human beings as biological creatures living within the 

animal kingdom as part of this natural world-order. Thus, knowledge about the 

natural world becomes relevant to a complete account of the human experience of 

trust. Complicated concepts from biology will not be needed for elucidating the 

grounding of the proposed account of trust but an acknowledgement that Homo 

sapiens sapiens is an embodied creature with self-consciousness, rooted in its 

biology yet possessed of a capacity to think and know that it thinks, is required. 

This grounding in biology is central to my theory of trust. 

Evolutionary theory organizes and explains the immense diversity of life in the 

natural world through the mechanism of natural selection of creatures that are 

most adapted to their environment. Simply put, nothing succeeds like success. In 

the ongoing struggle for survival many perish and only some survive to achieve 

reproductive success. There are differential rates of success in the passing on of 

one’s genes to posterity. These differential rates of success shape the species 

towards increasingly adapted forms.  Adapt or perish appears to be the rule. 

However, humans do not live by genes alone; they live in societies and possess 

different cultures. The logic of evolution by natural selection applies to the cultural 

world of human societies too. From this literature about the surviving and thriving 

of human beings emerge a pair of concepts that play a central role in the proposed 

account of trust. Self-interest and altruism. Empathy and vigilance. 

That every living organism wishes to survive and achieve reproductive success is 

taken as a fundamental fact of existence. In order to accomplish that goal each 

organism must engage in a struggle for resources. However large the resources 
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maybe, the population that makes use of them tends to expand to the limits of 

those resources. Then the struggle for survival begins in earnest. 

During the struggle for survival many interesting behaviors are observed, both in 

animal and human groups. That we find self-interested behavior is easy to 

understand. After all, looking after oneself is a way to ensure survival. Yet altruistic 

behavior is also observed in nature, and not merely towards one’s own offspring. 

Altruism is defined as a behavior that benefits another organism at a cost to the 

altruist; the other organism, not the altruistic actor, receives the survival 

advantage.  Another way of describing altruism is to see the workings of altruistic 

behavior in the concept (and the reality) of goodwill between people, at least 

between some people. Goodwill (and altruism) expressed in helpful actions leads to 

trust between people. Altruistic behavior persists in the animal kingdom along with 

self-interested behavior. That appears paradoxical, until one looks at the dynamics 

of populations and societies. A society constituted of all and only selfish individuals 

that act only in accordance with their perceived self-interest would perish very 

quickly. In a society of cheaters there is no advantage to cheating, is the simplest 

way to explain it. Cheating is closely allied with deception. The cheater, sometimes 

also labeled a free-rider, is able to deceive others in the group at least for a while. 

When the deception is discovered, trust evaporates and the free rider is excluded 

from the life of the group.  
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That no man is an island is not just a beautiful way of exhorting human beings to 

be decent to each other,15 it is also true that we are social creatures and need 

human companionship. It is not for naught that solitary confinement is considered 

the harshest punishment possible even in a “correctional facility”.  Human beings 

need, and have always needed, each other to survive the dangers and realities of 

the ancestral and modern-day environment.  Hence, they need to be able to co-

operate with each other.  Fortunately, the desire and ability to co-operate with 

other members of one’s in-group appears to be part of our evolutionary inheritance. 

The necessary co-operative behavior is made possible by the presence of natural 

empathy in human beings. Vigilance was also present in the early hominids, given 

all the dangers surrounding our ancestors. One could say that dangers of a different 

nature surround us today. Vigilance regarding who was contributing to the effort to 

locate resources and who was not must have been critically important in the 

ancestral environment. 

The continued existence of empathy and vigilance as part of our evolutionary 

inheritance may seem paradoxical.  These behaviors appear at first glance to be 

opposed to each other: a parallel echoing of the other pair - altruism and self-

interest. Empathy elicits images of protectiveness, understanding, taking care of 

another in distress and many other such gentle, caring and largely altruistic 

behaviors.  Vigilance elicits images of a wary apprehension of danger, a watchful 

anticipation of hostile attack, a determined looking after one’s own self-interest. 

                                       
15 Some other social animals also share this feature. 
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The creative heart of the central insight, about the nature of appropriate trust in 

this dissertation, issues from this paradoxical seeming evolutionary inheritance of 

self-interest and altruism, empathy and vigilance. If, by and large, that which is 

maladaptive tends to disappear and that which is adaptive tends to continue to 

appear, then it must be that both sides of the apparent paradox, of empathy and 

vigilance, have demonstrated adaptive value. Self-interest and altruism, empathy 

and vigilance, must all possess adaptive value to a salutary degree; they certainly 

have continued to be part and parcel of what it is to be human. 

Commonplace notions of trust decry the presence of vigilance in a trusting 

relationship. If vigilance is present, it must not be trust! The role of empathy is 

easily accepted and understood. The difficulty arises with the inclusion of vigilance. 

It seems to strike a discordant note in the otherwise serene melody of trust. I draw 

a distinction between suspicion and vigilance. Suspicion may be negative, but 

vigilance is not. Empathy is a more visibly present factor in the establishment of a 

trusting relationship, but it is the paradoxical presence of both empathy and 

vigilance together that results in sustainability over time.16  The inclusion of 

seemingly opposing forces of empathy and vigilance is essential in order to enhance 

the probability of lasting relationships of trust. The phenomenon of human physical 

balance is an excellent model for visualizing the creative tension between empathy 

and vigilance. The human muscular system works, through exerting opposing 

forces, to keep us in balance as we move through space. Physical balance is an 

                                       
16 I might even venture to claim that empathy and vigilance are both properly present in the 

establishment of appropriate trust or what I will call knowing trust. 
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illuminating example of antagonistic yet harmonious forces issuing in maintenance 

of a desired outcome. Empathy and vigilance too function in a cooperative 

opposition resulting in appropriate sustainable and lasting relationships of trust. 

The biological theme of the embodied human continues with accounts of mothering 

and “allo-mothering”17 from the literature in Evolutionary Anthropology and sets the 

context for trust as a process.18 From studies of infant development comes a body 

of information and evidence highlighting the complex cognitive and emotive 

apparatus of the human infant.19 This inherited biological apparatus is capable of 

very elaborate learning in infancy.20 The human brain is an amazing organ, the 

product of a very long process of evolution and not all of it as Homo sapiens. A very 

brief review of the neuroanatomy of the human brain with special reference to the 

neuroscience of risky decision making21 will end the overview of the biological 

underpinnings of trust. 

That trust is best envisaged as a process follows directly from the evolutionary and 

developmental framework that informs the work.  Human beings are the products 

of a process of evolution that has been underway for a period for which the usual 

time-descriptors fail.  Even “millennia” is an understatement of monumental 

proportions. The learning exhibited by human infants is a process of development, 

                                       
17 Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, Mother Nature (New York: Random House, 1999). 
18 Mothers and Others (Cambridge, Mass: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 

2009). 
19 Alice Gopnik, Andrew N. Meltzoff, and Patricia K. Kuhl, The Scientist in the Crib (New 

York: Harper Perennial, 1998). 
20 Alice Gopnik, The Philosophical Baby (New York: Picador, 2009). 
21 “The Neuroscience of Risky Decision Making”  
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guided by both “nature and nurture”. It is a small step from this vision of the 

workings of nature as processes to fruitfully conceptualizing human trust itself as a 

process. 

Chapter III: The trouble with trust 

This chapter contains a review of recent work on trust, not sequentially or author-

wise, but in conceptual cross-sections, within the context of concepts that are 

important in any discussion of trust generally and in the present discussion of trust 

particularly. The writings of Annette Baier,22 Karen Jones,23 and Onora O’Neill24 are 

attended to in some detail. Most of the writers presume a commonality of 

understanding of what trust is, and add to it largely by way of analyses of human 

trustings from an ethical point of view.  Having said that, I must hasten to 

acknowledge that the highlighting and elaboration of some of the more commonly 

assumed aspects of trust proved to be very useful in the construction of my theory 

of trust and in the descriptions of an epistemology that could accommodate the 

complexity of human trusting. I take very seriously Baier’s concluding comment 

about the “ghost of plain trust” haunting her account of “fancy goods-relativized 

trust”,25 as I do Jones’ addition of the affective component to a proper account of 

trust, and O’Neill’s identification of deception as an “enemy of trust”.  

                                       
22 Baier, Moral Prejudices. 
23 Karen Jones, "Trust as an Affective Attitude," Ethics  (1996). 
24 Onora O'Neill, A Question of Trust (Cambridge, UK: The Cambridge University Press, 

2002). 
25 That one does not entrust where one does not first trust. 
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In a very short summary, the trouble with trust turns out to be the essential and 

pervasive risk associated with trust, but it is a risk we must and do take in our 

everyday lives, using our affective as well as our cognitive resources.  That we have 

a biological inclination to trust, as well as be vigilant about such riskily placed trust, 

was underlined in “Why do I trust thee?” by sketching out the biological bases of 

trust in humankind.  

To summarize the discussion of trust in Chapters II and III (a review of ancient 

biological underpinnings of human trusting and a review of recent philosophical 

reflections on human trusting), the capacity to trust another is a complex process 

essential for survival, is biologically grounded and socially necessary in spite of the 

ever-present vulnerability to deception, including self-deception. This is one of the 

senses in which only trust guarantees trust; trust in one’s capacity to navigate the 

changing “climate” in any joint endeavor, to recover from mistakes, misconceptions 

and misunderstandings, inevitable in any real communication between people. This 

is not simply self-trust in another guise, but is the ability to trust the other along 

with oneself, to trust in trust. Perhaps it is the “cunning of trust”, but it is also the 

wisdom of trust in so far as it is the wisdom of survival. Feeling, thinking and willing 

all contribute to establishing and maintaining relationships of trust; hence the 

associated epistemology must be increasingly inclusive, flexible and responsive to 

all channels of explicit and implicit information. 

Chapter IV: Cultivating Trust 

In Chapter Four entitled “Cultivating Trust” I address the question “Can trust be 

cultivated?” Philip Pettit answers that question in the affirmative in an article 
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cunningly entitled “The Cunning of Trust”.26 Keith Lehrer implies as much for the 

cultivation of self-trust in his book entitled Self-Trust: A Study of Reason, 

Knowledge and Autonomy,27 outlining a methodology for an architecture of the 

same. Surely the insights that enable a cultivation of self-trust can be extended to 

the cultivation of other-trust? Self-trust is needed for other-trust in order to be able 

to take the risk of trusting another person.28 

Keith Lehrer provides an excellent philosophical analysis of self-trust from the 

epistemological point of view of a rational autonomous individual. It is not hard to 

see why an analysis of self-trust would be relevant to a discussion of trust, 

particularly in light of the fact that Lehrer believes that self-trust can be acquired in 

a chronological fashion akin to the acquisition of any skill. Now the question of 

“cultivating” trust can be rephrased as a question of acquiring a certain skill at 

placing appropriate trust in persons with whom one can expect to have a 

sustainable relationship of trust. An analysis of skills-development becomes 

relevant. 

The notion of tacit knowing is at the center of this account of trust, along with “tacit 

feeling”, to coin a parallel phrase. The conative component, consisting of actions 

that we do or do not take, is usually at the level of awareness; although sometimes 

actions speak louder than words and reveal to us where our trust really lies. 

                                       
26 Pettit, "The Cunning of Trust." 
27 Keith Lehrer, Self-Trust: A Study of Reason, Knowledge and Autonomy (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1997). 
28 That I shall argue that self-trust is developmentally dependent on positive experiences of 

other-trust in early childhood is a different point and does not contradict the role of self-

trust in other-trust in adulthood.   
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Cognitive, emotive and conative feedback loops exist in trustings, in the manner of 

hermeneutic circles that enhance, or if ignored, endanger the trust relationship.  It 

is due to this complexity that epistemology needs the addition of knowledge of and 

through emotion (called feelings at the level of awareness) in order to establish, 

monitor and sustain appropriate trustings. 

A brilliant account of skills-acquisition is found in Michael Polanyi’s The Tacit 

Dimension,29 along with an enlightening account of tacit knowing, that is, knowing 

without knowing that one knows.  The inclusion of the human body as part of the 

instrumentation of knowledge in any adequate analysis of knowing is common to 

Lehrer and Polanyi.  This inclusion of the body is also central to my analysis of the 

epistemology of human relationships of trust. The inclusion of the body 

acknowledges our basic biology and places us within the natural world-order, and 

enables us to say that trust can be cultivated. 

Chapter V: How do I trust thee? 

Having outlined a general theory of the roots of trust, it is a natural question to ask 

of a process that is stated to be a fact, if not a force, of nature, if there are any or 

many varieties of that process. In short, is a taxonomy of trust possible and/or 

called for? Would such a taxonomy assist in deepening an understanding of the 

complex process of trust? Botanical growth, in principle, is the same across all 

plants and is understood by botanists, yet it is of immense value to understand the 

diversity of plants, particularly the slightly varying but critical differences in 

                                       
29 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension. 
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conditions necessary for successful propagation of different plants.  Similarly, even 

though a given analysis has general organizing principles that apply across varying 

examples, it is useful to examine diverse examples in some detail. 

That is what I propose to do in this chapter entitled “How do I trust thee?” Simply 

put, taxonomies are a way of introducing order into a bewildering array of similar 

but slightly different objects and producing a comprehensible and manageable 

array. Some differences are overlooked in the interest of underlining an 

overarching, more important similarity; so inevitably some simplification is present.  

An organizing principle is usually invoked to justify such Procrustean methods, yet, 

how does one choose and justify the organizing principle of choice?  Simplicity and 

parsimony have often dictated organizing principles on the basis of some structural 

or functional features. 

I have chosen to organize the proposed taxonomy along quantitative and 

qualitative axes; the twin axes of number of relata and a dimension of depth of 

emotional intimacy expected and/or experienced. One way of structuring the 

quantitative dimension is to divide relationships of trust on the basis of the quantity 

on either side of the relationship: one-one, one-many or many-one. The many-

many case is logically implied but it is hard to exemplify. A relationship between 

two individuals could be personal, professional or institutional, and with differing 

contexts; the number of relata may remain the same in both cases, but there are 

vastly different emotional expectations. 
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An interrelationship between the two axes is discernible; as the number of relata 

increases, the depth of emotional intimacy is expected to decrease over the entire 

group taken as a whole, but may remain fairly intense between any sub-groupings 

or dyads. Due to this complexity, I will restrict most of the discussion to 

relationships of trust between dyads, or numbers small enough that the 

applicability of the dyadic analysis is transparent.  

Chapter VI: Knowing Trust 

The shift to a dynamic conception of trust, as a process of interpersonal trusting, 

from a static conception of trust as a predicate, has implications for the 

epistemology of trust. The search for a trustworthy person changes into a search 

for a trustworthy relationship. It moves from searching for a characteristic of a 

person to identifying plausible partners in trust. The personality or character of the 

partners-in-trust is relevant but the focus is primarily on the relationship, the 

trusting (A trusts B). The conception of trust as a process utilizes the apparent 

tension between empathy and vigilance where a static conception may register only 

problematic tension and paradox. 

The responsibility for the success of a relationship of trust is thereby placed on both 

persons involved. One must tend the relationship that one desires.  Desires and 

duties coexist in a positive and productive way in order to reduce real and 

perceived dangers within human relationships. The notion of a relationship also 

indicates a time dimension over which the trust relationship may flower or wither.  

It needs to be acknowledged that there are multiple factors, not all of them known 
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or even knowable at the beginning of the relationship, that affect its course and 

outcome. 

Now the search is on for an epistemology of the process of trust. How does anyone 

acquire knowledge of a process? What are the requirements?  What are the 

limitations to a knowledge of a process? These questions and related concerns are 

addressed in the chapter entitled “Knowing Trust.”  

Meteorology provides us with the most workable model of the knowledge of 

complex processes. The epistemology of trust as a process is akin to the 

epistemology of meteorology.  It is not the epistemology of ascertaining the fact 

that it is raining by means of perception and experience; it is the epistemology of 

forecasting the behavior of a weather system through complex probabilistic 

calculations coupled with human judgment and experience, and trusting that the 

predictions are accurate at a reasonable level of accuracy. Certainty, 

incontrovertible truth or freedom from error are not expected from mathematics or 

man. Interestingly enough, the forecasting of weather systems improves in 

accuracy by 25% when a human being “eye balls”30 the data in addition to the 

calculations of numerical models. I do not suggest that actual numerical 

calculations are involved in the placement of trust, but wish to underline the fact 

that both processes are extremely complex and extremely sensitive to multiple 

factors, and that the inclusion of human judgement enhances accuracy of 

prediction.    

                                       
30 Nate Silver, The Signal and the Noise (New York: The Penguin Press, 2012). 
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The human phenomenon of trusting is a similarly complex process and can be 

viewed as a complex adaptive system. The notion of a complex adaptive system is 

borrowed from applications of complexity theory to economics, organizations and 

strategy. An effective epistemology of trust must make strategic use of all available 

sources of knowledge: cognition and reasoning, emotion and feeling, experience of 

self and of others, conative inclinations formed through earlier experiences, all 

integrated reflectively in the imagination at aware and tacit levels of knowing. 

There are emotive, cognitive and conative components to appropriate trust. These 

elements are so tightly braided together in our experience of trust, that it can be 

hard to discern a separation between some of them, as we try to illuminate their 

respective roles.  Not all that is active, or effective, in the experience and 

epistemology of trust is at the level of awareness. 

Polanyi’s analysis of all knowledge as personal knowledge, always involving the 

tacit dimension, plays a central role in the account of human cognition presented in 

this work. It is supplemented by an account of human conation, the willing and 

acting upon that willing, based on naturalistic observation of human willing and 

acting.  

Trust is an interpersonal matter; other people matter. Self-trust, I argue, is a 

reflexive application of the basic notion of other-trust, derived from early 

experience with significant others. Thus an adequate account of how one knows 

other people is central to the epistemology of trust. Towards this goal Dalmiya 
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outlines the method of care in an article entitled “Knowing People”.31 From a 

completely different perspective, Polanyi points out “the structural kinship between 

knowing a mind and pursuing a scientific inquiry.”32Coming to know other people is 

a quest that can be conducted with care and along the lines of a scientific inquiry 

(without the trappings of the laboratory associated with formal scientific research). 

Polanyi’s explication of scientific inquiry allows for “picking out clues as such…many 

of the clues will remain unspecifiable and may indeed be subliminal.” 33 

Some of these subliminal clues are visceral cues that signal the presence of an 

emotion that may be experienced as an unspecifiable feeling of ease or unease. It 

is in this area of “subception” that the answer to the riddle of human trust lies; the 

“gut feeling” regarding the trustworthiness of another can be understood as the 

external manifestation of this “subception” arising from past experiences. Emotions 

are experienced viscerally, usually inadequately expressed in words; however, 

there is pertinent information inherent in emotion that can be obtained with 

sufficient attention and care. 

The emotional systems in the human brain are considered part of the reptilian 

brain, an ancient inheritance from the distant past, but of significant value in 

survival. Inclinations to trust, or not to trust, may very well arise from the depths 

of the reptilian brain and be mutely offered to the cortex to be accepted or rejected.  

                                       
31 Vrinda Dalmiya, "Knowing People," in Knowledge, Truth and Duty (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2001). 
32 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 31. 
33 Ibid. 
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Whether or not one agrees with Polanyi, that all knowledge is personal knowledge, 

it is surely undebatable that all trust is personal trust.  

At this juncture it is important to note that not all our knowledge about other 

people is from direct acquaintance. The role of knowledge by testimony34 in the 

process of trust is significant since trusting is built into the very origin of knowledge 

by testimony: trust in the person, persons or network that testifies. Additionally, 

testimony, as a source of knowledge, introduces social and historical dimensions 

that are required for knowledge into the process view of trust. No discussion of 

knowledge is considered complete without a discussion of truth conditions.  What 

would the notion of the truth conditions of trust look like? Could there be a notion 

of trustvalue along the lines of truthvalue? Can one’s reputation be considered as 

one’s trustvalue? Is trustvalue inherent or built-up? 

The list of acceptable sources in epistemology needs to be expanded to include 

information obtained from emotion experienced as feelings, known explicitly or 

tacitly, from knowing other people, their thoughts and emotions, via testimony and 

the method of care. The traditionally accepted sources of knowledge, such as 

perception, logic and reason remain valid and valuable sources of knowledge in 

matters of trust, but need supplementing.  Most importantly, I propose this 

extension only in the case of making the risky decisions regarding trust, for 

                                       
34 Arindam Chakrabarti, "Telling as Letting Know," in Knowing from Words (Dordrecht: 

Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1994). 
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knowing trust. I do not propose to alter all epistemology for all disciplines or human 

endeavors.  

Chapter VII: Lasting Trust 

Last, but not the least, looming large over the discussion of the nature, varieties 

and epistemology of trust is the question of the heavy responsibility associated with 

trusting and being trusted. This question is addressed in the final chapter entitled 

“Lasting Trust”.  

Emotion, cognition and conation issue in human actions, and human actions raise 

questions of human responsibility. All human cultures and societies value trust; 

even societies that are frankly individualistic and capitalistic bemoan the lack of 

trust at every available opportunity. Many ills are laid at the door of an absence of 

trust or a suspected “culture of suspicion”.35 Caveat emptor does not assuage the 

wounds of betrayal. Even among those who are considered outside the civil life of 

societies, the acknowledged criminals, reliable relationships of trust are eminently 

desirable.  Baier makes a wry but true comment about criminals as being the ones 

who possess the greatest knowledge of trust.36 

The question of what exactly is desirable in relationships of trust is answerable in 

one phrase, a lasting trust. Fleeting trust can be necessary and useful, but we much 

prefer to have relationships of trust that endure over time in a state of positive 

health, not sickening into distrust. To trust another is to become vulnerable to the 

                                       
35 O'Neill, A Question of Trust. 
36 Baier, Moral Prejudices. 
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risk of betrayal; yet the rewards of trusting appear to outweigh its risks for most 

people. One can ask is there a responsibility associated with trusting or being 

trusted? Should one be trusting or make an effort to make oneself into an individual 

that others can trust? Where does the responsibility lie? With the truster or the 

trusted? Questions of autonomy, dependence and interdependence become 

urgently relevant in matters of trust. Haydon’s notion of “being accountable or 

answerable”37 resolves into that of being answerable to whom. The answer 

proposed is that the responsibility is two-sided and interdependent, to self and 

others.  

The present analysis of trust, as a relational process grounded in evolutionary 

theory characterizes trust as a necessary and adaptive strategy that is stronger in 

combination with an effective strategy for cheater detection. This addition is 

expected to avoid the evils of being deceived. In a book, tantalizingly though 

misleadingly, entitled Why everyone else is a Hypocrite,38 Robert Kurzban 

complicates the issue by making a case for the existence of the very real possibility 

of self-deception based on recent research on the organization and functioning of 

various systems in the human brain. Thus the responsibility to ensure that the 

relationship of trust lasts over time and circumstance becomes twofold: to avoid 

self-deception along with other-deception. Sometimes deception by others is 

successful for the same reason some lies are quite credible; the liar actually 

                                       
37 Graham Haydon, "On Being Responsible," The Philosophical Quarterly 28, no. 110 (Jan 

1978). 
38 Robert Kurzban, Why Everyone (Else) Is a Hypocrite (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 2010). 
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believes what s/he is saying.  It is self-deception at work.  The very real possibility 

of self-deception, on either or both sides, really complicates the issue of deception.  

It may seem impossible to peel away all the layers.  Herein lies the inescapable risk 

of trust. 

The twin axes of empathy and vigilance apply to both sides of a relationship of 

trust.  That one must be vigilant of the other seems obvious and necessary, but 

equally necessary though less obvious, is vigilance towards one’s own part in the 

relationship.  On the other hand, in matters of empathy, it is very easy to be 

empathic with oneself. One always knows, or thinks one knows, each special 

circumstance surrounding an action however unpleasant, and is able to make 

exceptions and explanations.  These are always viewed as reasons and not excuses.  

Yet the responsibility associated with a relationship of trust requires that one 

extend the same level of empathy to the other, to see the relationship from the 

other side too. The responsibility is bi-directional and equally spread over the 

trustor and the trustee.  

The last chapter “Lasting Trust” with the subtitle “An Ecology of Trust” also explores 

the framework conducive to a lasting trust between people. Ecology as an 

organizing metaphor for relationships of trust has the advantage of including both 

the epistemological and ethical considerations in its purview. A definition of ecology 

and an example of an eco-system will clarify my meaning. Ecology is the study of 

interactions between individual organisms, with each other, other species and with 

their environments. 
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The term “ecology” dates back to 1866 when Haeckel suggested it as a label for a 

study of the “economies of living forms.” The word derives from the Greek for 

“house” and “study of”; making ecology almost a planetary domestic science! In 

this work I use ecology in a broad sense, akin to Lorraine Code’s usage, as a “study 

of habitats both physical and social where people endeavor to live well together; of 

ways of knowing that foster or thwart such living”39 (italics mine). Living well 

together requires cooperation and communication, neither of which function well in 

the absence of trust between the people engaged in the activities. Ways of knowing 

that foster living well together will require the enhanced epistemology argued for in 

this dissertation.  Living well together involves knowing other people’s cognitive 

attributes but also their ways of being in the world emotionally. 

A good example of an ecology is the systematic interdependence of artic foxes, 

lemmings and grass.  Artic foxes eat lemmings, lemmings eat grass. If grass is 

plentiful, the lemming population grows, and so does the artic fox population.  Too 

many lemmings may decimate the grass and hence decrease the number of 

surviving lemmings resulting in fewer prey for the foxes. This impacts on the 

negatively on the survival rate of the foxes that need a plentiful supply of lemmings 

as food, but positively on the growth of grass.  A population of fewer lemmings 

allows the grass to grow back and support a larger population of lemmings, which 

does ensue. There is a predictable relationship amongst these three elements; the 

grass, the lemmings and the foxes. The grass and the foxes are the environment 

                                       
39 Lorraine Code, Ecological Thinking (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). 
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for the lemmings; the grass and lemmings are the environment for the foxes; the 

lemmings and the foxes are the environment for the grass. It must be mentioned, if 

only in passing, that the lemmings and the foxes are in a competitive relationship 

among themselves for the requisite survival resources. Ecology is the study of all 

these interrelationships as each systematically impacts and is impacted by the 

other in a “round robin” format. 

The fate of grass, lemmings and foxes may not create serious ethical quandaries for 

many, but the salient point here is that the systemic nature of interdependence 

could raise serious ethical questions given a different example. One could imagine a 

quandary involving the well-being of humans versus another species, when both 

are attempting to occupy the same piece of land or habitat. 

Epistemological questions enter in the form of acquiring more information or 

knowledge about the elements of the system, separately and jointly, prior to 

constructing a way out of the quandary that would maximize benefits to all and 

minimize harm. Epistemology and ethics work in tandem to address ecological 

problems that are usually of a systemic nature. 

I aim to bring the metaphor of an ecology of trust to life, enough so that it can be 

trusted to work to enrich our lives.  In order to set up an eco-system, even one as 

simple as an aquaponics tank to grow vegetables, one needs knowledge of the 

context (the setting up of a tank), a procedure (relevant biochemical and agrarian 

facts that dictate the structure of the tank so as to fulfill its function), and an 

agreed upon value (the growing of vegetables).  To successfully “grow” a lasting 
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trust between persons, and groups of persons, is a daunting task in comparison, 

but it can be accomplished within the framework of value, context, and procedure. 

Trust needs the exercise of reason undoubtedly, but it needs the gentle assurance 

of an understanding of emotions to allow it to weather the difference of opinion 

inherent in all human relationships. The addition of knowledge through feelings 

does not challenge reason, it strengthens reason and enables us to trust in trust. 
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CHAPTER II.  WHY DO I TRUST THEE? 

 

 BIOLOGICAL ROOTS OF TRUST: 

EVOLUTIONARY AND DEVELOPMENTAL PERSPECTIVES 

 

The simplest way to answer the question posed in the title of this chapter is to say 

“I trust thee because I am made that way”, by divine will, if such is the reader’s 

inclination, or by natural processes as is the writer’s inclination. I do not intend to 

address either the controversy or the suggested rapprochements between 

evolutionary theory and religion, any religion. I will maintain a strict separation of 

philosophy and religion whilst acknowledging both points of view. 

In my view trust is fundamentally interpersonal, a relationship between two 

individual human beings. Each individual has very specific genetic particularities, is 

embedded in a family, and in the local culture of the society s/he lives in, 

sometimes connecting to an international context.  The same individual also has a 

history of development as a social being but prior to that a pre-history and history 

as a biological being. Whereas the specifics of a particular developmental trajectory 

from infancy, childhood and adolescence to adulthood occur in the contemporary 

environment in present time, they occur within a biological genetic inheritance from 

ancestors living in very different environments in evolutionary time-space. Hence 

the relevant context broadens from the individual of today to the evolution of Homo 

sapiens in particular and evolution in general.  
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The perspective of evolutionary theory provides us with a parsimonious way of 

organizing and understanding the bewildering variety of plant, animal and human 

existence, development and behavior. Evolutionary theory organizes our 

understanding of not only the biological beginnings of Homo sapiens but also the 

emergence and development, change and maintenance, of human cultures.1 This 

explanatory capacity is functional at any level of analysis, from the interaction of 

two organisms to the development of science2 and morality.3  

I begin at the most general level, with a brief statement of evolutionary theory and 

its application to the physical and cultural evolution of Homo sapiens - the earliest 

and broadest possible vision, and then move to the individual with all her or his 

attendant particularities. Before I describe the theoretical vision of evolutionary 

theory, I must introduce Darwin and the Zeitgeist of his time. An understanding of 

the cultural and intellectual climate of Darwin’s time underlines the magnitude of 

the revolution in thinking about the natural world represented by the theory of 

evolution. 

The general account of the biological and cultural evolution of humans is 

supplemented by an account of the physiological development of a typical member 

of that species. Now the focus shifts from the group to the development of a single 

member. Of course variability in developmental trajectory is present, but there 

                                       
1 Peter J Richerson and Robert Boyd, Not by Genes Alone (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 2005). 
2 David L. Hull, Science as a Process (Chicago The University of Chicago Press, 1988). 
3 Leonard D. Katz, Ed., Evolutionary Orgins of Morality (Bowling Green: Imprint Academic, 

2000). 
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exists a trajectory that is followed by most individual members of a group. Thus 

some familiarity with standard accounts of child development including brain 

development and functioning is useful for understanding the equipment we bring to 

thinking, feeling and acting. This physiological information sets the physical limits of 

capacities for the human being who in all her or his particularity will be engaged in 

the enterprise of trusting another person. This trusting is undertaken by the current 

edition of a “product” that has been under “research and development”, (albeit in a 

completely non-purposive manner), for evolutionary time. If history is relevant at 

all to understanding anything, it is certainly relevant to understanding the complex 

phenomenon of trust in human beings who in turn are themselves extremely 

complex. 

Biological background is not the only fruit of laboring in the realm of facts (and 

some inferences). The concepts that are central to this dissertation, empathy and 

vigilance, are encountered in the discussion of evolutionary theory, especially in the 

context of human cultural evolution. The twin capacities for empathy and vigilance 

are necessary for human survival and have remained part of our evolutionary 

inheritance. That persistent presence points to their being constituent elements of a 

successful survival strategy. Very likely they will also be elements of any successful 

strategies, cooperative or competitive, aimed at thriving beyond sheer surviving. 

Trust is necessary for both surviving and thriving, perhaps even more necessary for 

thriving, or to use Aristotle’s phrase, for arriving at eudemonia, usually translated 

as flourishing. 
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Equally important for survival and for understanding the human phenomenon of 

trust and distrust, is an understanding of the fundamental bond between mother 

and child. It possesses a learning and teaching function beyond its immense 

survival value. An understanding of the development of the human brain, not just 

from embryo to infant, but the evolution of the current version of the organ now 

possessed by humans, as it evolved out of prior “models” in ad hoc fashion is both 

illuminating and humbling. An understanding of the neuronal processes involved in 

risky decision making, also sheds light on the puzzle that is the human experience 

of trust.  

ROOTS OF TRUST: EVOLUTIONARY PERSEPECTIVE 

Charles Darwin’s World  

The name of Darwin is well known to almost all of us, scientists and laypersons 

alike, along with that of Einstein, whether or not we accurately understand their 

ideas. More debate and emotion has been generated by the ideas of Darwin than 

those of Einstein, perhaps because they are easier to understand and thus also 

easier to misunderstand. Besides, Darwin's ideas have implications for our 

cherished notions of human identity, thus interfering with our hopes and fears 

much more than the equation relating mass and energy. 

Darwin was a naturalist in the old style, monumentally industrious, supremely acute 

in his observations, collecting and classifying the immense diversity of nature. His 

interest in the world around him was total, from geology to biology, from the puzzling 

fossils embedded in rocks to the lush flora and fauna of South America. His voyage 
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as the Official Naturalist on the HMS Beagle gave him a unique opportunity to observe 

the vast variety of Nature. In the Galapagos Islands he observed species of finches 

that appeared largely similar but with small differences from each other. From this 

similarity and difference, Darwin was able to infer divergence between the finches on 

different islands because the differences were specifically related to their survival 

needs.  The data from the Galapagos Finches amounted to a perfect research design 

embodied in a serendipitous natural experiment conducted over a great expanse of 

time. The finches were in proximity to each other but also in geographical isolation 

from each other, living on different islands in the same archipelago. Darwin brought 

back a wealth of information from this voyage, but it would be years before he would 

enunciate an organizing principle. 

At that time, the religious account of Creation was the culturally dominant doctrine - 

asserting that God created each and every creature separately and perfectly.  Species 

were considered immutable, unchanging and unchangeable. Variations observed in 

geological strata were explained in terms of catastrophic destructions followed by 

installations of whole new orders designed ever more perfectly only by God, moving 

in mysterious ways in his infinite wisdom. Concurrently, another point of view was 

emerging in the world of the geologist and the naturalist.  Darwin’s thought did not 

develop in a complete vacuum. Lyell’s views on geological changes coupled with 

Malthus’ work on the growth of populations enabled Darwin to develop an explanation 

of variations observed in nature in terms of gradual changes over millennia without 

linking change to the agency of a deity. In the plethora of detail, he saw a process 

consisting of variability and relatedness. This insight is encapsulated in the organizing 
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principle of evolutionary theory accounting for both the observed pattern and 

randomness.  

The Theory of Evolution: Survival, Natural Selection and Sexual Selection 

The simplest way to express the truth in Evolutionary Theory is to state that the vast 

diversity of abundant life forms in nature, coupled with limited resources, results in 

an ongoing struggle for survival in which many perish and some survive to achieve 

reproductive success. This is Natural Selection. As Darwin writes in 1859, in the 

Introduction to On the Origin of Species: 

As many more individuals of each species are born than can possibly 

survive; and as, consequently, there is a frequent struggle for existence, 
it follows that any being, if it vary however slightly in any manner 
profitable to itself, under the complex and sometimes varying conditions 

of life, will have a better chance of surviving, and thus be naturally 
selected. From the principle of strong inheritance any selected variety 

will tend to propagate to its new and modified form.4 

For natural selection to work in any meaningful manner, three conditions have to be 

fulfilled.  Firstly, there must be variability in traits among the members of a given 

species. Secondly, some of these must be heritable traits, i.e., capable of being 

passed on to the next generation. Thirdly, there must be differences in reproductive 

success of individuals in that species.  It must also be mentioned that the offspring 

born to a given generation need to survive to a reproductive age for the process of 

evolution to continue. One of the most impressive facts about Darwin’s construction 

of the Theory of Evolution is that it was developed in the absence of any knowledge 

about genes. Even though Mendel’s work was unknown to Darwin, he was familiar 

                                       
4 Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species (New York: Barnes & Noble Classics, 2004), 14. 
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with the processes of artificial selection employed on farms. Selective breeding of 

domestic animals and crops was a well-established practice for purposes of 

propagating favored attributes.  

On the Origin of Species begins with a meticulously detailed account of variation 

under domesticity. Next he proceeds to show by minute examination of empirical 

observations that a similar process of adaptation and selection is at work in variation 

in nature too. After establishing the fact of variation he examines the struggle for 

survival and the ensuing competition for resources. This competition is most severe 

between members of the same species rather than across different species, possibly 

because members of the same species compete for exactly the same resources. This 

places the locus of competition between individual organisms. Each organism is in 

competition with every other, reminiscent of Hobbes’ world. Yet, On the Origin of 

Species describes only the workings of the natural world without including humans. 

It promises cryptically at the end of a small paragraph that subsequently “Light will 

be thrown on the origin of man and his history.”5  The placing of this sentence is 

interesting, coming as it does at the end of a separate paragraph containing only 

three lines. “In the distant future I see open fields for far more important researches. 

Psychology will be based on a new foundation, that of the necessary acquirement of 

each mental power and capacity by gradation. Light will be thrown on the origin of 

man and his history.”6Twelve years later in 1871 with the publication of The Descent 

of Man, Darwin finally clarifies that remark and his motives for limiting the explicit 

                                       
5 Ibid., 383. 
6 Ibid. 
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scope of his theory in its initial statement. He did not wish to cause greater opposition 

to it by explicitly connecting human beings to the animal kingdom in a work 

introducing the theologically subversive notion of mutable species.  

With his customary style of meticulously setting the stage for a claim, Darwin begins 

Chapter 1 of The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex,7 by presenting a 

wealth of evidence about homologous (having the same structure or relative position) 

physical traits, similar embryonic development and rudimentary organs common to 

humans and the higher apes. This constitutes strong evidence for descent (with 

modification) from common ancestors, belonging to the same primitive mammalian 

stock.  Other similarities include a vertebral structure, vulnerability to the same 

diseases, similar courtship, mating and child rearing behaviors. For many of these 

claims, evidence already existed in the writings of other scientists. Darwin points to 

a “natural prejudice” in humans that keeps us from seeing the obvious connections 

and implications.  (This “natural prejudice” in human beings has abated in the 

intervening century and a half but not vanished.) 

Darwin uses the causal framework of natural selection, effects of environment and 

habit, in addition to the mechanism of sexual selection to explain the “descent with 

modifications” of man from the anthropomorphous apes. Continuous with the 

necessity of surviving into adulthood with reproductive capacity, it becomes 

important to be able to attract a reproductive partner.  Hence characteristics 

attractive to the opposite sex become important as engines of evolution via Sexual 

                                       
7 Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex (New York: Barnes and Noble, 2004). 
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Selection. The peacock’s rich plumage has always been a favorite example of this 

process. 

Homologous Mental Structures and Continuity with the Animal Kingdom 

From the point of view of this work, more directly relevant material is contained in 

later chapters, wherein Darwin turns his attention to homologous mental structures, 

and discusses the similarities and continuities in the evolution of mental and moral 

characteristics that humans share with their animal forbears. An examination of “the 

intellectual heritage men shared with lower animals”8 leads him directly to a 

“thoroughly naturalistic account of the very defining qualities of human beings.”9 

Darwin showed that humans and some animals share basic emotions, like fear, 

sorrow at a death, courage, affection and shame.  Overlap is also observed in mental 

capacities for imitation, attention, imagination and reason, although differing in level 

and complexity of capability.  

Darwin even addresses the questions of abilities, usually spoken of as exclusively 

human abilities: tool use, language, aesthetic and religious feelings.  He maintains 

that some animals possess even these abilities in rudimentary form.  Tool use is the 

simplest ability with which to underline the commonality between ape and man. 

Kohler’s experiments with chimps serve to underline the presence of problem solving 

behavior in animals that is observed in naturalistic settings. Animals are known to 

employ sticks, stones and tree branches as tools to get to desired goals. The response 

                                       
8 Robert J. Richards, Darwin and the Ememrgemce of Evolutionary Theories of Mind and 

Behavior (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1987), 195. 
9 Ibid., 196. 
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of some animals to sounds and colors is cited as an example of a rudimentary 

aesthetic sense. A progression from rudimentary to refined is implied. 

The outline of the route to rudimentary religious feeling shared by some animals and 

early humans is less felicitous. Darwin noted the similarity between the devotion of 

domestic dogs to their masters, and the devotion shown by humans living in 

“primitive” cultures to natural forces accepted as gods. He was shrewd enough not 

to raise the question of the genesis of Christian religious belief. The existence of 

“devotion to something afar” was persuasive enough for him (and presumably for 

most Victorians) as an adequate account of rudimentary religious feeling.  

The matter of language is the most complex.  At that time, many intellectuals and 

laypersons believed that the real demarcation line between humans and animals lay 

in the phenomenon of language. “Man speaks, and no brute has ever uttered a 

word”10 was Max Muller’s pronouncement on the subject. Once again Darwin returns 

to his vision, spanning millennial time, of gradual change from rudimentary to 

sophisticated structures. He postulates that apes emitted onomatopoeic vocalizations 

and interjections that the evolving cerebral cortex of humans would eventually 

transmute into complex languages capable of elegant expressiveness. Current 

thought attributes the far wider range of sounds that humans are able to produce to 

the physical change of the “dropped larynx” that occurred about 80,000 years ago.11 

This single physiological change altered the course of evolution of human languages. 

                                       
10 Ibid., 203. 
11 J.T. Laitman and J.S. Reidenberg, "The Evolution of the Human Larynx: Nature's Great 

Experiment," in The Larynx (San Diego: Plural, 2009), 19-38. 
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12For purposes of a successful argument in evolutionary theory, animals and humans 

do not have to have exactly the same capacities, only related ones. From 

“rudimentary to refined” is a fine progression. 

For purposes of this work too, it is enough to establish that the roots of many 

behaviors and capacities identified as irreducibly human, lie in our shared ancestry 

with the animal kingdom. In conclusion, a quotation from Darwin: 

The mental powers of some early progenitor of man must have been 

more highly developed than in any existing ape, before even the most 
imperfect form of speech could have come into use; but we may 
confidently believe that the continued use and advancement of this 

power would have reacted on the mind by enabling and encouraging it 
to carry on long trains of thought. A long and complex train of thought 

can no more be carried on without the aid of words, whether spoken or 
silent, than a long calculation without the use of figures or algebra.13  

 

Proto-morality in Animals and the Development of the Moral Sense in Humans 

Next, he addresses the issue of moral development in animals even as he recognizes 

that moral sense and conscience in humans is acknowledged as our uniquely 

distinguishing feature. Darwin was familiar with Kant’s “hymn to duty”, which asked 

“whence thy original?”,14 and answers the query from a different perspective.   

This great question has been discussed by many writers of consummate 

ability; and my sole excuse for touching on it is the impossibility of 
passing it over, and because, as far as I know, no one has approached 

it exclusively from the side of natural history. The investigation 
possesses, also, some independent interest, as an attempt to see how 

                                       
12 P Lieberman, Toward an Evolutionary Biology of Language (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 2006). 
13 Darwin, Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex, 57. 
14 Richards, Darwin and the Ememrgemce of Evolutionary Theories of Mind and Behavior, 

207. 
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far the study of the lower animals can throw light on one of the highest 
psychical faculties of man.15  

Darwin’s exposition of the development of conscience follows his accustomed 

method. He begins with examples of a simple animal trait or behavior, which by 

incremental gradation, it is theorized, evolves into a complex human trait or behavior. 

Four stages are postulated in the development of moral sense or conscience. The first 

stage is that of the emergence of the social instinct in animals resulting in the 

formation of animal societies. The next stage requires sufficient intellectual 

development that would allow for a recognition and memory of transgressions against 

the social instinct, possibly issuing from the satisfaction of a stronger urge. The stage 

is now set for a hierarchical system capable of identifying and punishing 

transgressors. The development of language allows for codification and 

communication of these mutually understood rules of behavior. Finally, habit plays 

its part in fixing these preferred behaviors as norms in a given society. 

Social animal colonies exist, as do animal groupings that recognize and punish 

transgressors. A survey of those is passed over in the interest of a succinct 

observation by Flack and de Waal, based on much observations of animal behavior 

that parallel human methods 

 for resolving, managing, and preventing conflicts of interests within 
their groups. Such methods, which include reciprocity and food sharing, 

reconciliation, consolation, conflict intervention, and mediation, are the 
very building blocks of moral systems…often require or make use of 
capacities for empathy, sympathy and sometimes even community 

concern. Non-human primate societies in which such mechanism are 
present may not be exactly moral beings, but they do show signs of a 

sense of social regularity that – just like the norms and rules underlying 

                                       
15 Darwin, Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex, 70-71. 
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human moral conduct – promotes a mutually satisfactory modus 
vivendi.16 

However, evidence of socially beneficial and altruistic behavior in animals is not a 

singularly modern phenomenon. Darwin himself refers to such behavior, e.g., the 

danger-signaling foot stomping of rabbits, the rescue of infants attacked by predators 

by older members of the species. Darwin wrote, “Any animal whatsoever, endowed 

with well-marked social instincts, the parental and filial affections being here 

included, would inevitably acquire a moral sense or conscience, as soon as its 

intellectual powers had become as well developed, or nearly as well developed, as in 

man.”17 

Of note is the caveat about intellectual development. For the full flowering of the 

moral sense or conscience, the development of language is deemed necessary. Social 

instincts are at the root of morality but they are not all of morality. Parsimoniously, 

the same social instincts are at the root of morality in humans.  Darwin saw no reason 

to view sympathy and empathy18 as instinctive in animals but not in humans. The 

vigilance exemplified in the danger-signaling foot stomping of rabbits is also 

considered instinctive. It may not be too great a stretch to infer that the foot 

stomping behavior is partly the result of instinctive empathy towards members of the 

same species.    

                                       
16 Katz, Evolutionary Orgins of Morality. 
17 Darwin, Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex, 71-72. 
18 Even though the meanings of empathy and sympathy can be distinguished, it seems 

writers in evolutionary theory have employed them interchangeably. 
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In spite of instinctive empathy and sympathy, humans regularly declare war on each 

other even as they protect some people in empathic and vigilant fashion. This was 

no conundrum for Darwin. In the lower animals the sphere of influence of social 

instincts does not extend to all members of the species, only to some proximate or 

genetically related members of the species. The biological apparatus of instinctive 

behavior is operationally the same in the higher primates and humans. This explains 

war even as it does not excuse it.  Given our highly developed cortical functioning 

and our ability to reflect on our own actions and motivations, i.e., our culturally 

developed moral sense and conscience, additions and improvements can be 

continuously visited upon the original biological bequest.  Some may view the 

previous sentence as naïve optimism, since conflict seems to be present in some part 

of the planet at any given time, but I maintain that change is occurring albeit at an 

infuriatingly slow evolutionary pace. 

In summary, Darwinian evolutionary theory places all species, extant and extinct, in 

a web of interrelatedness with each other and the environment. It is not a mystical 

stance of all things being interconnected in poetical fashion. It is a scientific one 

resulting from precise observations of many organisms and processes being 

interconnected in discernibly physical ways. Developments in science and technology 

have continued to support and refine the linkages suggested by the theory. Hence, I 

presume the evolutionary account to be correct. It is primarily a process driven by 

necessity and nature.  
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Evolution of Human Societies: Altruism, Deception and Cheater Detection  

A much debated issue in discussions in Evolutionary Theory, after Darwin, has been 

the question of “unit of transmission” of physical characteristics.  Is the unit of 

transmission the individual or the group? A similar question could be raised in relation 

to the development of culture. What is the unit of transmission of culture? Following 

significant discoveries in Genetics, Richard Dawkins, the author of The Selfish Gene,19 

advocated for the gene as the unit of transmission for biological evolution.  In an 

analogous move, he coined the term meme to serve as a parallel unit of cultural 

transmission.  A meme could be an idea, a word, a gesture, or a practice. Memes 

transmit cultural practices in much the same way that genes transmit physical 

characteristics, that is, by imparting information relevant to their duplication and 

continued existence. 

The complexity and diversity in nature has echoes in the complexity and diversity in 

cultures observed in human societies. Of note is the fact that human beings have 

survived in all kinds of climates, created more complex and co-operative societies, 

(the free riders and cheaters not withstanding), than any other animal.  In Not by 

Genes Alone,20 Richerson and Boyd offer the thesis that a Darwinian analysis applies 

to cultural evolution equally well. Unlike Dawkins who introduced the notion of a 

meme analogous to a gene, Richerson and Boyd do not require a parallel and discrete 

unit of transmission. They are happy with the transmission of behavioral and cultural 

                                       
19 Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). 
20 Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone. 
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memes at any level of complexity and analysis. Culture is deemed a system of largely 

successful adaptations. 

The development of culture is often viewed as the triumph of co-operation over 

competition. Given the harsh realities of the ancestral environment, obtaining even 

just the basic necessities of survival could not be ensured singly by any individual.  

Cooperating with other humans was a behavior essential to survival. Competition 

over available resources was a reality, but cooperation was also necessary.  

Successful competition between groups depends on the presence of cooperation 

within the groups. Successful intra-group cooperation frequently emerges in the 

presence of inter-group competition. When two disparate groups competing for 

resources engage in battle, victory often goes to the group with the  better trained 

army, i.e., one most able to cooperate within an hierarchical structure. Soldiers tell 

tales of strong solidarity with their unit-mates, of trusting each other with their very 

lives. These are the tales of a “band of brothers” connected with a bond forged in the 

crucible of combat, competition at its most violent. 

Instinctual empathy enables the emergence of cooperation, but altruism and 

reciprocal altruism maintain this adaptive behavior. Robert Trivers bases this 

conclusion on the presence of “the strong emotional system that underlies our 

relationships with friends, colleagues, acquaintances and so on”21  An act is 

considered altruistic if it benefits the recipient alone and is made possible at some 

cost to the individual committing the altruistic act. Reciprocal altruism is the 

                                       
21 Robert Trivers, Social Evolution (Menlo Park: The Benjamin/Cummings Publishing 

Company Inc., 1985), 386. 
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expectation that an act of altruism will be reciprocated at a later time by the recipient 

(or another person).  This anticipated, and frequently realized, reciprocity explains 

the continued existence of altruism. There are some conditions that need to be 

present for a system of reciprocity to emerge: physical proximity, continuity of 

contact with multiple occasions of interaction and exchange. Given the competition 

for resources implicit in the struggle for survival one would not expect any altruistic 

actions to be present. Selfishness is easier to understand; however, altruistic acts 

are observed in humans and in the animal kingdom. “There can be hardly any doubt 

that reciprocal altruism has been a potent force in human evolution.  The emotions 

of friendship, moralistic aggression, gratitude and sympathy, as well as our sense of 

fairness, probably arose primarily as mechanisms to regulate reciprocal altruism.”22 

As attention is being paid to the positive aspects of altruism and reciprocal altruism, 

one must not neglect its potential for mutual exploitation. Acts of altruism are 

vulnerable to abuse by individuals who reap its benefits but do not reciprocate in 

kind. Such individuals are labelled free-riders or cheaters, and are found in both 

animal and human societies. It is to the advantage of cheaters to remain undetected 

and maintain membership in a group containing altruistic individuals; thus the ability 

to deceive successfully is adaptive for the free-riders.  At the same time, it is to the 

advantage of the altruists to be able to detect potential free-riders and act 

altruistically only towards other altruists.   Thus, the capacity for deception and the 

corresponding capacity to detect deception are also important from an evolutionary 

                                       
22 Ibid., 393-4. 
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perspective. It is very likely that methods of deception and those of detection of such 

deception have co-evolved, both in animals and humans. 

The consequences of this evolutionary arms race are extremely interesting. 

Deception, as it turns out, is a double-edged sword. In order to best deceive the 

other, the best strategy appears to be that of self-deception; if one believes one’s 

own lies (deceit) one is more successful at persuading the other of one’s sincerity.23 

“With powers to deceive and to spot deception being improved by natural selection, 

a new kind of deception may be favored: self-deception.”24 The relevance of a 

discussion of deception and self-deception in an account of trust is self-evident even 

without the succinct statement from O’Neill that “deception is the enemy of 

trust.”25The neuroanatomy of deception is summarized later in this chapter, along 

with the neuroscience of the risky decision that is trusting another person.26  

The Methodology of Evolutionary Anthropology 

At this juncture it may be useful to insert a very brief note about the methodology of 

Evolutionary Anthropology. One of the prevalent characterizations of evolutionary 

explanations is that they are all “just-so stories”, made up at will to suit the particular 

prejudice of the writer. It is true that an element of imaginative reconstruction exists, 

but “The surmises of a working scientist are born of the imagination seeking 

discovery.”27 Yet, the imagination does not speculate in a fact-less vacuum. “We have 

                                       
23 Kurzban, Why Everyone (Else) Is a Hypocrite. 
24 Trivers, Social Evolution, 395. 
25 O'Neill, A Question of Trust, 70. 
26 Valerie F and Zayas Reyna, Vivian Eds., The Neuroscience of Risky Decision Making 

(Washington D.C.: American Psychological Association, 2014). 
27 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 79. 
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here the paradigm of all progress in science: discoveries are made by pursuing 

possibilities suggested by existing knowledge.”28 In other words, hypothesis 

generation is double edged.  Hypotheses are suggested by existing knowledge and 

reach out into the yet unknown by way of “surmises or hunches.”29 These 

hypothesized hunches have yet to be confirmed (or not) by data collected 

subsequently.  Evidence can confirm or fail to confirm a given hypothesis. Prior to 

investigation a hypothesis can sound like a just-so story; or, alternatively, it can be 

viewed as a hypothesis awaiting evidence.  

From fossilized footprints that enable researchers to calculate when we first stood 

upright and became bipedal, to inferences about body size and cranial capacity from 

excavated bones, physical evidence is present.  From examination of cultural artifacts 

left behind, like tools, cave paintings, broken pots, and other evidence of group living, 

come the reconstructed stories of how our ancestors may have survived. By now we 

take for granted the ability of researchers to determine the time period from which a 

given skeletal remain or an artifact is derived. The use of “scientific method” by 

scientists is unquestioned.   

Another source of data for the Evolutionary Anthropologist is observation of animal 

behavior as well as of human behavior in tribes still observed living in the old ways 

in some distant-from-civilization parts of the world.  These are in vivo observations, 

still an element of imagination, inference and reconstruction will be necessarily 

present therein as well.  Yet, when many such reconstructions or stories begin to 

                                       
28 Ibid., 67. 
29 Ibid., 76. 
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converge and make a coherent, reasonable and persuasive pattern, that pattern is 

likely to be accurate. 

Sarah Blaffer Hrdy: Mother and Child - The First Trusting Experiences  

Baier holds up “infant trust” as practically paradigmatic of trust, in her essay “Trust 

and Anti-trust.”30  Paradigmatic or not, the mother – child relationship is certainly the 

crucible in which much early human learning takes place, both emotional and 

cognitive. At this critical period in early infancy, much crucial physical development 

is ongoing; not merely the easily observed development of physical capabilities of 

holding up the heavy human cranium, the ability to turn the body between the prone 

and supine positions, the entire series of physical achievements leading to 

perambulation, but also the growth and organization of the three-pound universe 

that is the human brain encased in that cranium, which is harder to observe directly. 

The interaction and interplay of these two developmental trajectories, cognitive and 

emotive, has a strong and lasting impact on the future cognitive and emotive life of 

the particular human being.  Families, peers and social networks may alter the initial 

learning, but culturally speaking, the maternal (or primary caregiver) relationship 

remains chronologically prior and hence of immense interest to an enquiry into the 

phenomenon of trust. In many cultures, “developed and developing”, expectations of 

mothering behavior appear fairly similar. Human beings seem to have a strong 

emotional attachment to a specific picture of Motherhood as perpetually self-

sacrificing in favor of the interests of the progeny. Any maternal behavior deviating 

                                       
30 Baier, Moral Prejudices. 



 

56 

 

from this attitude of perennial and universal nurturance is likely to result in being 

labelled “unnatural”. 

“Natural Mothering” Observed 

 Sarah Blaffer Hrdy, an evolutionary anthropologist, set out to observe mothering 

practices in Nature, across the animal kingdom (including humans) in order to test 

the cultural concept of a “natural mother”.  At the very outset, in the Preface to 

Mother Nature she asks the question: “What does it mean to be born a mammal, with 

an emotional legacy that makes me capable of caring for others, breeding with the 

ovaries of an ape, possessing the mind of a human being? What does it mean for a 

woman to have descended from ancestors who spent the Pleistocene (the time span 

between 1.6 million and ten thousand years ago) trying to gather enough food to 

stay fed and also obtain enough help from others so that her offspring would survive 

and prosper?”31 This is a complex question that may not have a simple answer but 

how one answers this question or, more precisely, what one accepts as an adequate 

answer, does have implications for the ensuing view of humankind and of human 

relationships. It is clear that the answer will be partially inferential and speculative 

given that the subjects under consideration are long gone, but the inferences and 

speculations will be argued for on the basis of varieties of evidence. 

Apart from the observable physical and behavioral similarities between humankind 

and some animals, it is of great interest that mothering behavior is initiated in the 

same fashion in animals and humans at the biochemical level. The mechanism that 
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controls the release of endorphins necessary to generate maternal feelings, (and 

actions labeled as natural mothering), is common to many species; thus underlining 

not just continuity in biology but identity at a biochemical level. This statement is not 

intended as a reductionist thesis; but to emphasize the shared biochemistry of 

mothering at the micro level even as mothering varies greatly at the behavioral macro 

level. Understanding the universal biochemical basis softens the oft imposed tyranny 

of cultural expectations. 

Some of Hrdy’s information about mothering practices in humans is based on 

historical records and the rest issues from present time observations of mothering 

practices in varied and remote geographical areas in Sub-Saharan Africa. The choice 

of geographically remote areas is based on the expectation that child rearing 

practices therein may be influenced minimally by modern mothering practices 

promulgated by the culturally dominant West. The tribes observed still live in 

unchanged traditional ways that are likely to resemble the life strategies of humans 

in ancestral environments. 

What emerges is a complex picture of “natural mothering” that does not match 

cultural assumptions.  Most of Hrdy’s observations are of the usual Mother – Infant 

groupings, with maternal care being provided by the biologically related female 

parent; but mothering behavior is not limited to the female parent nor is it limited to 

an infant produced of her own body.  Hrdy uses the term “allomother” to include all 

caregivers of either sex, of any degree of genetic relatedness including none. Many 

adults participate in the care and nourishing of a young child.  Young females often 

willingly participate in such childcare situations. 
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Shared Care or Cooperative Breeding 

This system of shared care, labeled “cooperative breeding” in the Evolutionary 

Anthropology literature, is a singular development in the ancestral line of modern day 

Homo sapiens.32  Shared care of the young is found in about half of primates and 

some other bird and insect species. “The remarkable thing about humans, then is not 

so much cooperative breeding as it is cooperative breeding in an ape – and the highly 

unusual traits that emerged as a consequence of the unprecedented combination.”33  

Hrdy’s conclusion about “natural mothering” is quite opposed to the currently 

prevalent notion of the perfect family unit with well-defined and separated male and 

female roles.  Mothers in the ancestral environment fulfilled complex roles and 

“combined productive lives with reproduction.”34  Hrdy’s work outlines the 

contribution of women’s work to the evolutionary shaping of the human species.  The 

most common image of ancestral times is that of groups of men cooperating to hunt 

the impressively large mammoths.  Sexual selection with its focus on attracting mates 

has received its due in the process of the evolution of Homo sapiens.35  It is essential 

to the survival of the species that its members have protein rich substances to eat 

and to ensure that their genes survive into the next generation by reproduction; but 

it is also essential that the young of the species mature to adulthood to hunt and 

gather, mate and reproduce. The work of “provisioning” for the young is done largely 

by the women and their systems of cooperation.  Hrdy also points out that although 
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the hunts were spectacular feats of bravery and physical prowess, they were not 

uniformly, predictably or even largely successful.  The group could not have physically 

survived on the nutrition obtained from the hunts alone.  The foraging that the 

women engaged in provided the larger share of the calories required by the group 

for avoiding starvation. Hunters and gathers are both required for survival. Hrdy’s 

position is not meant to deny the usual picture of the ancestral environment, but to 

complete it. 

Emotional modernity precedes behavioral modernity  

Biologically speaking, human beings are classified as one of the five Great Apes.  

What differentiated the ancestors of the Ape that evolved into Homo sapiens from 

the other apes that did not so evolve? Hrdy entitles the chapter answering this 

question: “Why us and not them?”36 Language and higher order symbolic reasoning 

are the usual differentiating features quoted, but some level of language and 

reasoning capacity is found in the other apes too. Hrdy makes a persuasive case for 

the higher level of intersubjectvity, caring and sharing found in our ancestors as being 

the differentiating characteristic. “Even before humans began actually speaking to 

one another in a behaviorally modern way, their immediate hominin ancestors 

already differed from other apes in their eagerness to share one another’s mental 

states and inner feelings.”37  Another way of stating this is to say that our ancestors 

became “emotionally modern” 38 before they became behaviorally modern and “were 
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already far more interested in others’ intentions and needs than chimpanzees are.”39 

An emotional impulse towards ascertaining the mental states of others precedes the 

evolution of a complex language capable of verbally expressing such nuances. The 

truth of this claim is easily recognized by a simple act of remembering a time when 

one was rendered “speechless” but was definitely not emotionless in that moment! 

Such deep and abiding interest in the mental life of others was motivated and 

maintained by survival needs. By the beginning of the Pleistocene era, “a million and 

a half years before humans with fully sapient sized brains were on the scene – the 

average African Homo Erectus was twice as big as Australopithecus afarensis 

(believed to be a predecessor of the genus Homo)…Their 800 – 1,100 cc brains were 

nearly twice as large as those of the australopithecines or chimpanzees – smaller 

than the brains of Homo sapiens but moving into their range (1,100 – 1,700 cc).”40 

This infant with a growing brain has a much longer period of dependency on others 

for its survival needs. It is also equally difficult for a single mother to fulfill all the 

nutritional and nurturance needs of her infant entirely by herself.  Hrdy speaks of the 

first Hominin mother who trusted another female enough to hand off her infant to 

the other for allo-parental care, while she attended to another task at hand, as the 

random incident that sparked off a new constellation of cooperative breeding 

behaviors and enabled the ongoing evolution towards the larger-brained humans that 

came after.  
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Hrdy concludes that “a living arrangement where mothers had nearby kin and came 

to depend upon assistance from others in rearing their young provides the most 

promising answer”41  to the original question of why only our ancestors evolved this 

arrangement out of the five Great Ape species.  In spite of what “researchers like 

Goodall, de Waal, Mitani, Nishida and Wrangham all document for common 

chimpanzees … (and) wonder why enhanced capacities for mind reading and 

cooperation did not evolve in them as well. The most compelling solution to the 

puzzle, in my view, has to do with the cognitive and emotional implications of 

cooperative breeding.”42 

Mother and Child Revisited 

Hrdy cites the work of child psychologist Karlen Lyons-Ruth who sought to 

“understand the peculiar need for infant-caretaker attunement.”43 In a nutshell, Hrdy 

summarizes “All infant primates are soothed by close bodily contact, but in humans 

the sharing of emotional cues became a more important part of the quest for 

continuing commitment”44 Infants with immature, still developing brains who “cannot 

yet talk or draw pictures are nevertheless attuned to the expectations and emotional 

reactions of caregivers”45 It can be said that the pre-verbal infant participates in the 

development of mutual attachment, an emotional relationship with her or his 

caregiver.  This can be viewed as the first relationship of trust that an infant 

experiences. It arises and maintains for a time in the absence of verbal or cognitive 
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exchanges. Present in the very beginning is an exchange of physical and emotional 

cues, to which verbal exchanges get added as development continues. 

This chronological priority of a working “emotional theory of mind” over a working 

“cognitive theory of mind” has very interesting implications for an analysis of trust.  

In order to set the “empirical stage” for this analysis, research on how a child’s brain 

matures and develops its emotive and cognitive capacities within a system of 

interaction with caregivers and the surrounding external world is described next.  

Child Development Studies 

The narrowing of the circle of inquiry continues and now the exploration refocuses 

from the broadly biological point of view to a more intimate observation of infant - 

caregiver interactions. The study of child development, especially infant learning, 

took a leap forward with advances in modern recording technology. What the 

telescope was to Astronomy, the video recorder was to infant development studies. 

It became possible for observations of a baby’s behavior to be recorded for viewing 

and coding by a person other than the “interested” experimenter. Tales from 

presumed-biased fond mothers could now be replaced with evidence gathered in a 

laboratory.  It became possible to be objective and scientific about infant studies; 

to develop “ingenious experimental techniques to ask babies what they know.”46 

 At the same time, the emergence of computational technology gave developmental 

psychologists a new metaphor for the human brain that of the computer.  Instead 

of the metaphor of the clock that was so popular in previous centuries, now it is the 
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metaphor of the computer with its “hardwired circuitry” and its ability to “learn” 

that dominates the study of the human brain, from infant to adult. 

These developmental studies are designed to elicit information about abilities that 

appear “hardwired in” as well as abilities that are learned, or in the new parlance 

are “programmed as changeable software”. Observation of naturalistic behavior 

combined with experimental intervention induced behaviors, over a range of ages, 

allow the developmental psychologist to make inferences as to the baby’s abilities 

at a given stage of development. The gaze-mutual gaze phenomenon observed in 

infant – mother dyads has many functions, beyond the well-known “bonding” 

function, that serve to ensure the survival of the infant.  The human infant has a 

long period of immaturity during which to acquire sufficient knowledge of its 

particular environment: physical and social. Many other species live largely (or 

solely) by instinctual behavior, but the human infant has a vast repertoire of 

behaviors to learn before s/he can survive successfully. This learning takes place 

via a variety of experiences and results in novel neural connections and the 

emergence of neural networks in the developing brain.  

The impressive cognitive development observed in the infant in the first year of life 

provides further detail about the biological underpinnings of the human brain and 

behaviors, including the phenomenon of trust. Furthermore, the observed 

development in the infant brain is not limited to demonstrating the presence of 

cognition, inferences can be drawn regarding the presence of empathy and a basic 
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sense of fairness or justice. The last feature has been cited47 as an early sign of the 

capacity that develops in time to a full moral code, albeit not automatically, in the 

adult human. 

Subsequently, the focus of the inquiry narrows further to the neurological as 

observed in fMRI studies of living brains making risky decisions.48 In order to 

facilitate understanding of recent results of fMRI observations, very elementary 

descriptions of relevant neuroanatomy of the brain and its neurological processes 

will be inserted, only as deemed necessary for clarity. These observations of 

neurological functioning, the brain-in-action, present an intriguing possibility for a 

metaphorical model of the risky decision to trust another person. The final focus of 

this chapter is on proposing a conceptual model of trusting behavior as suggested 

by the empirical facts surveyed: a model that may be said to emerge from a 

neurophilosophical nexus.  

Infants and Early Learning: Brain and Mind 

Gopnik et al have aptly titled their book The Scientist in the Crib,49 and they do 

mean exactly what they say. It is a little scientist that occupies the crib. 

“…what we see in the crib is the greatest mind that has ever existed, 

the most powerful learning machine in the universe.  The tiny fingers 
and mouth are exploration devices that probe the world around them 

with more precision than any Mars rover.  The crumpled ears take a 
buzz of incomprehensible noise and flawlessly turn it into meaningful 
language.  The wide eyes that sometimes seem to peer into your very 

soul actually do just that, deciphering your deepest feelings. The 
downy head surrounds a brain that is forming millions of new 
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connections every day.  That, at least, is what thirty years of scientific 
research have told us.”50 

 

Developmental studies combined with basic biological information contradict the 

tabula rasa theory of the mind.  “Trying to understand human nature is part of 

human nature,”51 is not just a beautiful sentence, it states a fundamental truth 

about human beings. We are natural learners with a strong desire to understand 

the world around us; Gopnik, Meltzoff and Kuhl maintain that the human baby is 

born with this biologically inherited “drive to explore and experiment until we do”52 

understand the world around us.  They continue with a very interesting statement 

that this work will return to in the elucidation of the epistemology of trust: “Science 

isn’t just the specialized province of a chilly elite; instead it is continuous with the 

kind of learning every one of us does when we’re very small.”53  

Many animals have very specific learning abilities that are each adapted by natural 

selection to a particular task.54  These may be called instincts or instinctual 

behaviors.  In addition, humans have a generalized learning capacity exemplified in 

the human infant’s ability to learn to survive in the widest variety of living 

environments (as compared to other species). A protracted period of immaturity 

and continuous care is required in order to achieve the complex repertoire of 

behaviors required for surviving in modern times.  Even a longer period of learning 
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is required for thriving in modern times. This is not to say that humans do not 

possess instincts; indeed, according to William James, humans have far too many 

instincts and the challenge is that of finding a balance amongst them. This ability to 

consider and choose amongst competing instincts (or thoughts or emotions) is 

exactly what the neuropsychologists and neuroscientists label executive 

functioning. It is an intriguing question whether trusting another is clearly a case of 

executive functioning or whether it is a complex decision encompassing some other 

neural circuitry; and what the neurological answer may suggest for a philosophical 

analysis or model making. 

The task of infancy and childhood is to learn about the external world, the complete 

natural world, including especially the people around the child on whose caregiving 

activities s/he depends. The good news is that infants are born with an amazing 

ability to mimic and learn. Child development research supports the view that 

children know a great deal about how the world and the people in it function. Some 

of the more interesting and relevant studies will be described in brief. Usually 

conclusions will be reported as they are employed in the construction of the central 

argument of this thesis. 

In another aptly named book, The Philosophical Baby,55 with an intriguing subtitle 

What Children’s Minds Tell Us About Truth, Love and the Meaning of Life, Gopnik 

continues her reflections on the capacities of human infants and ventures into the 

world of emotion and values. She writes, “Children are, at once, deeply familiar and 
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profoundly alien.”56 Recent research has moved from the view of children as 

“irrational, egocentric, and amoral”57 and their experience as “concrete, immediate 

and limited”58 to the discovery that “that babies not only learn more, but imagine 

more, care more, and experience more than we would ever have thought 

possible.”59 All these complex learning experiences and achievements come with an 

evolutionary price of a long period of immaturity in which the juvenile is completely 

dependent on adult caregivers, but the payoff is immense in the resulting human 

capacity for change, calculated change.  

Infant brains are “more highly connected than adult brains; more neural pathways 

are available to babies than adults. As we grow older and experience more, our 

brains “prune out” the weaker, less used pathways and strengthen the ones that 

are used more often.”60 This creates a more efficient network. Another significant 

difference between the infant and the adult brain involves the development of the 

pre-frontal cortex, which development may not be completed until well past 

adolescence into the twenties.  Neuroscientists have located the “sophisticated 

capacities for thinking, planning and control” in the pre-frontal cortex.”61 Another 

important function located in the pre-frontal cortex is that of “inhibition”, that is, 

the ability to filter out irrelevant information and focus only on the relevant 
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portions.  Focused concentration requires both attending to what is relevant 

information and dis-attending to what is irrelevant information. 

In Just Babies,62 Paul Bloom extends the claim about what children know (that 

adults do not think that they do) to include the province of morality.  He does not 

claim that children have fully developed moral systems, but that even “just babies” 

are just in the moral sense, that they possess a sense of fairness, or rather a keen 

sense of unfairness, from which adult morality may eventually grow. Evolutionarily 

speaking, this keen sense of unfairness must have demonstrated great adaptive 

value in cheater detection situations and hence has been maintained in the human 

behavioral repertoire. 

Any description of child development needs to acknowledge the contributions of the 

early pioneers in the field: Piaget and Vygotsky.  In a sentence: “…Piaget saw that 

learning was innate, Vygotsky saw that culture was natural.”63 Piaget observed his 

own children in meticulous detail and concluded that children must naturally have 

powerful learning mechanisms that enable them to learn about their physical and 

social environments. Vygotsky added the importance of spontaneous teaching 

provided by adults in the child’s life, thus adding a cultural element to complete the 

picture of childhood learning. However, Vygotsky viewed this spontaneous teaching 

of children by adults as part of human nature, as fundamentally biological. The two 

perspectives meet quite compatibly in an evolutionary account. “Evolution seems 

automatically to grant most children a fundamental capacity for intimacy, a 

                                       
62 Bloom, Just Babies. 
63 Gopnik, Meltzoff, and Kuhl, The Scientist in the Crib, 19. Italics mine. 
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profound psychological curiosity, and plenty of kinfolk to be intimate with and 

curious about.”64 Developmental psychologists find three factors to be important in 

describing early childhood learning: “an innately determined foundation, powerful 

learning abilities and implicit tuition from other people.”65 Phrased another way, 

child development, the first phase of human life-long learning, is determined by 

genetically endowed abilities interacting with environmental events, particularly 

social interactions.  

How children learn, some developmental psychologists maintain, “looks strikingly 

like what adult scientists do.  Children create and revise theories in the same way 

that scientists create and revise theories.”66 By this comparison, clearly 

developmental psychologists do not mean that children employ mathematical 

models and test hypotheses formally, but that the intrinsic methodology, (even as 

it is not consciously undertaken), of observation, data collection, testing and 

revising conclusions about the world around them is similar in both the scientist in 

the crib and the one in the laboratory. However, there is a teleological difference 

between the two. Children need to understand the world because they must learn 

to function in the world; scientists need to understand the world in order explain 

the world. There is a difference between the work of the child and the adult 

scientist, even as there is a fundamental similarity in epistemological process.  
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Developmental psychology experiments are designed with the goal of learning 

about the “neural circuitry” of the brain, and how it changes from infancy to 

adolescence to adulthood. It requires great creativity on the part of the researcher 

to get useful information from babies. Most studies depend on discrimination 

responses: can babies tell two different things apart and if they can, do they prefer 

one to the other?  Experimentally, preference is inferred from longer looking times 

at certain objects (presumably preferred). Even babies get bored!  Another method 

of establishing preference is to give the baby the power to control and continue a 

preferred experience.  This is cleverly achieved by the use of a pacifier as a control 

switch; if they continue to suck on the pacifier the target experience continues to 

be available. Research shows that even tiny babies have preferences, for example, 

for human faces over other visual patterns, and human voices over other sound 

patterns. Amongst the faces and voices, they prefer the face and voice of their 

mother. Babies keep a tape of their mother’s voice playing longer than that of a 

stranger’s voice.67 

Abilities and Preferences Present at Birth: 

One of the more interesting and evolutionarily relevant results is that infants have 

an “inborn” or “hardwired” capacity to imitate some facial expressions. Meltzoff set 

up his newborn lab right in the hospital and was able to test very young infants.  

Even at the very young age of forty two minutes the newborn imitated simple facial 

expressions like opening the mouth very wide and sticking the tongue out.68 These 
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simple facial gestures do not appear to be impressive feats until one stops to 

consider the fact that the infant has never seen a human face before and has no 

knowledge of his own face other than through a hardwired sense of kinesthesia.  

Viewed in this context, which is physiologically accurate and philosophically 

relevant, these simple imitations become intimations of an evolutionary heritage 

that has been adaptive for millennia. It is a wise child that knows its species, to 

rephrase a common adage. 

Early Learning about the Social Environment: 

As even casual observation reveals, human caregivers interact with babies actively 

and socially, adopting exaggerated facial expressions and high pitched voices, 

labelled “motherese”.  “Motherese” is not limited to mothers only; it is more 

convenient to use the words “Mother” and “Motherese” instead of switching 

terminology constantly. Babies respond to the sound of “motherese” in any 

language whatsoever, testifying to the universality of the phenomenon of the 

soothing nature of “motherese”.  Babies seem to be particularly attuned to social 

interactions and are able to learn very quickly how to participate in the social 

dance. It is very like adult flirting, in so far as “Like grown-up flirtation, baby 

flirtation bypasses language and establishes a more direct link between people”69 At 

about the age of one year old, this interest in people expands to being interested in 

what others are interested in; it is continuing education about their world. By this 

developmental stage babies understand what “pointing” to an object represents: a 
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directing of attention. Developmental psychologists have recorded evidence of one 

year olds’ looking “quite precisely, at just the place the grown-up pointed to.”70 

Other studies have documented that when encountering a novel object, the baby 

will check out her mother’s reaction to the same object prior to approaching or 

avoiding it.  This simple-seeming behavior reflects a complex sequence in the 

baby’s thought and action processes. The novel object is recognized as novel and 

there is a further recognition that it is in need of assessment by a familiar, usually 

familial, person.  The baby looks at her mother, reads her emotional response, and 

acts accordingly.  A smile elicits approach behavior; a look of concern stops the 

baby’s approach. Understanding “pointing” allows the baby to direct adult behavior 

too.  Now, she can point to an object that she wants and the nearest loving adult 

might just get it for her.  “Even before babies can talk, they can communicate.” 71 

Non-verbal communication uses visual – spatial cues, like the smile or frown on the 

mother’s face, but the information decoded is attitudinal, emotional information, 

received through naturally occurring empathy (reinforced by experience). The 

human species would not have survived without such a naturally occurring 

empathic ability.  

A variety of philosophical statements can be made about this simple event. There is 

knowledge of one’s own body and mind, there is knowledge of another body and 

another mind, and there is non-verbal communication that occurs. A query is sent 

and an answer is received.  Last, but not the least, it reflects trust in the other 
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person.  The baby’s action is a direct consequence of the mother’s (or other 

significant familiar’s) emotional response. The baby can “read” the mother’s 

emotional attitude due to naturally occurring empathy, or to put it differently, can 

receive the information contained in the emotional response and act accordingly. 

The trust is reflected in the fact that the baby’s action mirrors the mother’s 

message. All of this occurs as non-verbal communication between mother and child.  

Learning about Attitudinal Differences between People and Empathy: 

 In the first year of life, babies are looked after unilaterally, all their needs and 

desires are met, and there are very few rules. Things begin to change in the second 

year of life. By this age toddlers are more physically mobile and wish to continue 

their exploration of the external world unfettered by adult rules, except now there 

are rules.  Adults begin to set limits to the child’s desires that are fulfilled, or 

allowed to be fulfilled. The child now learns that differences in desire exist between 

people. 

In another cleverly designed experiment, the fact that slightly older children can 

learn and remember differences in desire is demonstrated.  In the presence of the 

child the experimenter exhibits disgust at being offered a bowl of fish crackers 

saying “Yuck” (in age appropriate communication style), and delight at being 

offered a bowl of broccoli saying “Yummy”. These preferences are the precise 

opposite of the child’s personal preferences. The slightly older child (eighteen 

months old) learns to offer the bowl of broccoli to the experimenter, in response to 

a non-specific general request “Could you give me some?”, whereas the younger 

child (fourteen months old) continues to offer the fish crackers that she herself 
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prefers. It is almost as if the younger child cannot imagine an alternative to her 

own world-view, but the older child can so imagine another world-view wherein 

broccoli is considered preferable to fish crackers. There is a difference in 

epistemological ability between the two children reflected in the ability to imagine 

alternatives, as well as a slight difference in the quality of empathy. Both children 

offer an edible to the experimenter upon request, but it is the slightly older child 

who overcomes her personal preference and empathically offers the edible that she 

remembers that the experimenter desires.  

The period of childhood, colloquially called “the terrible twos”, can be viewed as a 

systematic exploration of this phenomenon of attitudinal differences between 

people.  When a child “deliberately” does something he is not supposed to do, all 

the while watching the adult’s reaction to his movements, it is usually interpreted 

as defiance.  The developmental psychologist’s interpretation is that he is 

systematically exploring this world of differing attitudes to the selfsame object or 

action; the child is paying attention to the adult’s  reaction more closely than he is 

attending to the forbidden act.  “The terrible twos reflects a genuine clash between 

children’s needs to understand other people and their need to live happily with 

them.”72 The desire to “live happily” with the people around them is also reflected 

in a positive manner in the first behavioral expressions of empathy towards others. 

The child now offers comfort to another individual in distress; sometimes in 

awkward ways from an adult point of view, but it is a completely genuine offering of 
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comfort.  The offer to share a corner of his favorite “blankie” is both generous and 

emotionally authentic. It usually achieves its goal. A parent exasperated by some 

unrelated adult concern is still touched by this gesture.  Comfort is offered and 

received. 

Learning about False Beliefs and Deception: 

At this toddler stage, children are learning about the world around them by 

watching and mimicking adult behavior.  This learning is not just a compendium of 

factual knowledge, emotional attitudes are also being learned.  What objects or 

attitudes generate disgust or acceptance is being learned.  One can say that one’s 

prejudices are being set and some of them will need to be adjusted and reset 

subsequently. Amongst these emotional settings may be details of conditions that 

elicit trust or distrust in adult life.  

Harking back to O’Neill’s emphatic statement that “Deception is the enemy of 

trust,”73 it is of interest to enquire into exactly when children become able to know 

or recognize the phenomenon of deception.  Knowing that one has been deceived is 

an epistemologically complex operation; it requires the ability to identify a false 

belief in oneself. Being deceived is finding out the deception and being able to see 

that what one believed to be true is actually false. It requires knowledge of 

falsehood or error, not just truth or correctness; knowing what is not, and not just 

what is. Chronological development in this case corresponds with epistemological 

requirements; knowledge of deception or identification of false beliefs occurs 

                                       
73 O'Neill, A Question of Trust, 70. 
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subsequent to knowledge of believed to be of true facts about how the world and 

the people in it work. Very young children have often been compared to sponges 

that soak up whatever information or behaviors are around them, rather 

indiscriminately, too trustingly some might say.   

Developmental psychologists study the emergence of knowledge of deception (or 

identifying a false belief in oneself) in children by setting up a situation of trickery. 

A familiar box that usually contains candy is now filled with pencils, closed and 

shown to the child. The child expects to see candy but instead finds pencils inside.  

The child has been successfully deceived.  Next the experimenters ask the child 

specific questions about this sequence of events that require the child to entertain 

counterfactuals. What would another person expect to find in the box?  Would 

someone looking for pencils look in this box? If someone wanted candy would they 

look in this box?  For an adult who understands cheating the answers would be 

easy, but “young three-year-olds consistently get these answers wrong.”74 They 

adjust their beliefs to the recently perceived reality and say that everyone, 

including their own prior selves, would know there were pencils in the box.  They 

don’t have the ability to recognize that they did not know. They rewrite 

epistemological history with the greatest of ease; but four-year-olds are able “to 

understand “false-belief” problems like the deceptive candy box. It seems as if 

memory works in a different sort of stream of consciousness at this very young 

age.  The narratives about their experiences that older children and adults are able 

                                       
74 Gopnik, Meltzoff, and Kuhl, The Scientist in the Crib. 
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to frame and keep in mind, (albeit not absolutely reliably), is not present in 

younger children. It is not as if younger children do not learn new facts, but they 

“write over” or replace the old learning with new learning and do not retain any 

memory of the earlier mistaken belief.  

Similarly, children begin to understand that they can be deceived at about this 

age.”75 Thus begins vigilance of others, and the need to sort people or actions into 

trustworthy or otherwise. This may not be accompanied by any internal 

corresponding linguistic descriptions of trust at this young age, just an “up or 

down” decision. A pervasive wariness of strangers is reflected in the frankly 

evaluative gaze that children direct at new people, or even at familiars, if they have 

been absent for a long period. The frank gaze terminates in a smile and approach 

behavior or a turning away of the head and eye contact is broken.  No adult has 

ever reported being offended by this evaluative gaze, even if it ends in a negative 

“thumbs down” appraisal by the baby.  A certain innocence is recognized in this 

frank appraisal and it honesty forgiven.  The situation would be quite different 

between adults, since adults are expected to be covert about their evaluations of 

others.  

With ability to understand and detect deception comes the ability to lie.  Very young 

children do not lie, but are frequently embarrassingly honest from the point of view 

of culture.  Successful participation in civilized society requires a modicum of 

dissembling along with honest communication with others (else there would be no 
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co-operation). Universal truth telling is not recommended on prudential grounds; 

though the possibility of universal lying may be an interesting philosophical 

conundrum. 

From an evolutionary point of view, it is in the child’s best interest to be winsome 

and trusting towards primary caregivers, since such a long period of care is 

necessitated by the lengthy period of immaturity required for the complete 

development of the human brain.  Babies are viewed as nearly universally 

irresistible, and they are wizards at eliciting care. 

After the initial stage of dependency, steps towards adult independence require that 

the young person be able to exercise a selective capacity to detect cheaters or free 

riders, and choose a mate wisely.  Suspiciousness has its advantages, but only if 

balanced by the capacity for affiliating with others in a cooperative manner.  There 

are calculations and decisions to be made at every step, and the individual cannot 

expend too much effort in researching every interaction.  Much human interaction 

occurs at the non-thinking “gut level” which is a colloquial description of a quick 

verbalization of a visceral response. Some prefer to call it “intuition”. It can also be 

explained as a recognition of a gestalt from its subsidiaries, to follow Polanyi’s 

analysis of knowing more than one can tell.  It is an excellent analysis of knowledge 

without awareness; however, in Polanyi’s analysis the subsidiaries can shift into 

focus. It remains an open question if subsidiaries related to gut-level decisions can 

be brought into focal awareness. 
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Whatever else philosophers argue about, currently there is agreement about the 

centrality of the neuroanatomical brain and its neurological processes to 

consciousness, thinking, reasoning, feeling and action.  An extremely cursory 

account of the evolution of the organ that eventually became the human brain over 

millennia and across species follows.  Nature is conservative and simply builds on 

previously successful physiological structures. This will be followed by an equally 

cursory overview of relevant neurological processes. 

The Evolution of the Human Brain 

In a book entitled The Amazing Brain76 Ornstein writes simply about, and Thompson 

illustrates amusingly, the evolution of the brain. They start with the brain of the 

worm, wherein the “basic plan of the human nervous system”77 can be seen and 

trace its development to the complex structures humans possess. It looks like a 

tiny nodule of a brain with an extended tail that subsequently evolves into the 

spinal cord. 

It is estimated that the oldest part of the brain, the brainstem, evolved 

approximately five hundred million years ago. The brainstem is also referred to as 

the “reptilian brain” because of its resemblance to the entire brain possessed by 

reptiles. The spinal cord extends downwards from the inferior aspect (lower portion) 

of the brainstem. The function of the brainstem plus spinal cord is to maintain 

bodily functions necessary to life, such as respiration and blood circulation 

                                       
76 Robert Ornstein and Richard F. Thompson, The Amazing Brain (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 

Company, 1984). 
77 Ibid., 22. 
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controlled by heart rate.  Additionally, it is responsible for general alertness and 

incoming information.  It detects and responds to dangers automatically (via the 

autonomous nervous system). The next part of the brain to appear in the course of 

evolution is the cerebellum (little brain) that maintains posture and is responsible 

for muscular movements. 

The Limbic system, also called the mammalian brain, is a group of anatomical 

structures located between the brainstem and the cortex.  It evolved about two or 

three hundred million years ago and is responsible for regulating body temperature, 

blood pressure, heart rate, bold sugar levels and is involved in emotional reactions 

regarding survival. Philosophically, the most well-known structure of the limbic 

system is the pituitary gland; Descartes believed it to be the “seat” of the 

interaction between mind and body. Neuroanatomically speaking, the pituitary 

gland functions as the “master gland” of the body, but it is the hypothalamus that 

directs it.78 

The Cerebrum is the largest part of the brain divided into two hemispheres and 

covered by the intricate folds of the cortical layer.  The two hemispheres are 

connected by the corpus callosum, a band of nerve cell fibers that functions like a 

communication network. This cortical development occurred about two hundred 

million years ago and it is responsible for all that we hold dear as uniquely human; 

our abstract thought, organization, memory, communication, imagination and 

creativity of all kinds.  A one-eighth-inch thick layer of nerve cells, intricately folded 
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so as to fit into a small cranial space, is the seat of what we value most in 

ourselves. 

The two hemispheres, left and right, control the opposite side of the body, and 

these hemispheres further subdivide into four areas, controlling different functions.  

The frontal lobes are involved in planning, abstract thought, decision making and 

purposive behavior.  The occipital lobe is involved in vision, the temporal lobes are 

involved in hearing, perception and memory.  The parietal lobes “seem to be where 

we assemble our world” including words and sentences.79  

The frontal lobes are the largest of all the lobes of the human brain and seem to 

“supervise” the rest of the brain.  There are very strong connections between the 

frontal lobes and the limbic system that is involved both in maintaining the internal 

physical environment of the body, (body temperature, heart rate, blood pressure 

and blood sugar levels) necessary to the survival of the body, but it is also 

“strongly involved in the emotional reactions that have to do with survival, such as 

sexual desire or self-protection through fighting or escaping.”80 This physiological 

fact that the frontal lobes and the limbic system are strongly connected has 

implications for the existence, experience and the epistemology of trust (and 

distrust). The most important structure involved in abstract thought is also richly 

connected to the seat of the strongest and deepest of our emotions: self-protection. 

This physiological fact is reflected in both our trust and distrust of “emotional 

reactions”; we wish to examine our emotional responses through a rational process 

                                       
79 Ibid., 36. 
80 Ibid., 28. 
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and only then act on the suggestion contained in the emotional response.  As it 

turns out, happily, that our brains are “hard-wired” in a manner that allows 

information to flow between the limbic system and the frontal lobes.    

Neurons, Synapses and Neural Networks 

All brain activity, or communication within the brain, occurs through the agency of 

neurons, synapses and neural networks.  The neuron, or the nerve cell, is the basic 

building block of the brain, and is its functional unit as well.  Simply put, each 

neuron is composed of a cell body with an information receiving end (the 

dendrites), an axon along which the “information travels” via electrochemical 

impulses, and a transmitting end that separates into small fibers with terminals (or 

synaptic buttons) that connect to the dendrites of the next neuron or neurons.  

The tiny gap between two neurons is called the synaptic gap; this is where the 

synapse occurs and “information” is passed from one neuron to another or many 

others depending on the number of dendrites connected to the synaptic terminals 

of the previous neuron. Any give neuron may have several thousand connections to 

other neurons and complex connections are made. Pathways that are used get 

strengthened and those that are not disappear or are “pruned out”. Any preferred 

set of connections can be called a neural network. 

In the early days of trying to understand brain function, it was believed that 

different parts of the brain were specialized to perform just one function, the 

localization theory. When it was observed that subsequent to specific brain damage, 

sometimes other areas of the brain “took over” the job of the damaged area, it 
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gave rise to the “mass action theory” of the brain.  As is true in many disciplines, 

differing views give rise to a debate that yields a third view integrating the best 

features of the prior incomplete though not wholly incorrect views.  Now it is 

believed, that there is some specialization in the brain, but given the 

interconnectivity of the brain, via the neural networks, the brain does “use” all its 

brain to function well and keep “its” organism alive. 

The philosophical import of this structural and functional neuroanatomy is that if we 

know and understand how the organ of knowledge and thinking is structured and 

functions, we can separate out some of the more confusing aspects of human 

thought, specifically about a given concept or phenomenon, or generally about the 

role of reason or emotion, or even what constitutes an acceptable argument.  In the 

context of trust, philosophers appear to be agreed about the necessity of placing 

trust in other human beings as well as the vulnerability associated with the placing 

of said trust.  It is always a risk, even if undertaken gladly and with full awareness 

of the presence of said risk. There is a desire to trust, there is awareness of risk 

and a decision to accept that risk. This is a decision made in the frontal lobes with 

input from the limbic system; it will be fruitful to examine what neuroscience has 

discovered about such risky decision-making.  

The Neuroscience of Risky Decision Making  

Information about the neuroanatomy underlying risky decision making has 

intriguing implications for a philosophical discussion of trust. The most interesting 

fact is that the system that is active in the human brain when apparently in “idle 

mode”, called the “default mode network” is also activated when a person is 
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contemplating probabilities, or calculating odds.81 “It’s a circuit including prefrontal 

and parietal cortex that is reliably active during rest or “doing nothing special”. You 

might be surprised by a recent finding that the default mode network is activated 

when one is simply judging the probability of a state occurring, independent of 

reward….A string of findings like these are interesting clues that the default mode 

network is not doing nothing…instead, it is probably doing some evolutionarily 

important low-effort work (perhaps thinking about the risky world or the social 

world).”82 

This commonality of activation is in itself a thought provoking coincidence. Perhaps, 

when the brain seems idle to a person, it is actually involved in a below 

consciousness survey of complex probabilities; it is actually engaged in 

housekeeping decisions regarding which synapses to save and which ones to 

discard, given that pruning of unnecessary synapses is as critical as the 

establishment of relevant ones. 

It is not empirically known whether or not the self-same brain circuity will be 

engaged when someone is considering taking the risk of trusting some other person 

with a dangerous or potentially damaging confidence, simply because such fMRI 

images have not been taken. However, if one grants oneself the liberty of engaging 

in some “neurophilosphy”, it would be possible to build a fruitful analogical bridge 

between the two examples of considering a risky decision: betting and trusting. 

                                       
81 Reyna, The Neuroscience of Risky Decision Making. 
82 Ibid., xii. 
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Neurophilosophical Nexus: Proposing an Integrated Model of Trust  

At more than a verbal level, trusting is “betting” on a person’s future behavior, 

“that she will be favorable moved”83 by our trusting her, hopes Jones.  There 

appears to be general agreement between philosophers (and very likely non-

philosophers as well) that placing trust is a risky business! Baier’s insistence on the 

vulnerability associated with trusting another,84and a great number of our personal 

experiences support the presence of a risk factor in trust. O’Neill’s emphasis is on 

the incompatibility of trust and deception; she would like to see less deception 

practiced in the world.  Failing the realization of that ideal world, the ability to 

detect deception, or assess the probability of risk of deception could be an 

acceptable fallback position. Keith Lehrer may well recommend that we employ our 

self-trust, that “keystone loop tying mind and nature together into one unified 

system”85 to recognize deception.  Michael Polanyi’s answer may well lead us to 

examine the subsidiaries involved in the “tacit knowing” of someone’s 

deceptiveness that arises as a feeling of unease with that individual. We do know 

more that we can tell.86 We may assess risk at the level of the limbic system and 

send the information (right or wrong) along to the frontal lobes for a final decision 

on level of risk to issue in action.  So, it would be consistent with an experience of 

“not knowing” that a risk assessment had taken place. 

                                       
83 Jones, "Trust as an Affective Attitude," 6. 
84 Baier, Moral Prejudices, 99. 
85 Lehrer, Self-Trust: A Study of Reason, Knowledge and Autonomy, 1-2. 
86 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 4. 
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Evolutionarily speaking, evaluation of dangers was critical to survival and is hence 

encoded in the deep parts of the human brain.  Over evolutionary time, this 

danger-detection capacity that has been built on, just as the physical brain has 

been added to with little modification to pre-existing structures.  The recently 

added cortical layer “rules” over the rest of the brain, for the most part, but a great 

deal of work goes on below the level of consciousness. This work is not just in 

connection with keeping the body’s physical functioning smoothly running, but also 

in the areas of thinking, feeling and willing.  

Evolutionarily speaking, empathy was critical to survival. The ability to connect with 

others to form groups (family, tribe or society), the abilities to elicit care and to 

render care to vulnerable young, these are all based on a fundamental sense of 

empathy that is encoded in our genes. Selfishness or purely self-interested action is 

offset by altruism, and altruism balances purely self-interested action selfishness. 

Unbounded empathy is offset by vigilance, and unbounded vigilance is balanced by 

empathy issuing in appropriate trust.  

Human beings think, feel and act.  Trust requires all three capacities.  The human 

brain in the human body, as a complete information processing system, can and 

does process all three functions issuing appropriate movement instructions to the 

end-organs involved. The process view of trust developed further in a subsequent 

chapter entitled “How do I trust thee?” relies on the claim that empathy and 

vigilance form a dimension that, in the creative tension of its polarities, gives rise to 

trustings that are sustainable over time. 



 

87 

 

The human capacities to trust, and sometimes to mistrust or distrust, have been 

honed over evolutionary time. If the reader is beginning to feel and think that I 

subscribe to the absolutist view that “biology is destiny”, that there is no alternative 

but to be fated to live out the consequences of the randomness of the “genetic 

lottery”, I hasten to point out that there is an element of choice given to us by the 

development of the neocortex; one could call that ability to make an aware choice 

“freewill”. 

Homo sapiens in the ancestral environment could never have predicted the richness 

of contemporary environments including, I admit, some of the horrors we witness 

today. Similarly, future splendors remain unimaginable by us. Cautiously 

pessimistic individuals will certainly counter with the plausible claim that future 

apocalyptic events remain unimaginable by us as well. I prefer to be cautiously 

optimistic and trust that human beings will employ the resources of our “amazing 

brain”, (the whole brain, not just its capacity to reason), to purposively influence 

the course of incipient evolutionary change towards the happier vision of the future 

for all concerned, animal, human and planetary.  

Revisiting trusting between persons in contemporary times 

A large amount of information from several disciplines has been reviewed, however 

cursorily, and it is useful to highlight points most relevant to the enquiry at hand. It 

may remain true that all knowledge is connected and in order to know any one 

object completely, (if that is even possible), one must know everything; practical 

decisions like whether or not to place trust in another person must be completed in 

real time, often in very short periods of real time.  The luxury of an ideal enquiry is 
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not available to most of us most of the time. Hence, it becomes important to 

summarize trust-relevant points out of this superficial summary that is spread out 

over a vast terrain. 

Our ancestors lived in a much harsher environments and had even less time and 

reflective ability at their disposal, yet they survived. The evidence points to the 

capacity for cooperation as well as competition; to cheaters who catered only to 

their self-interest, but also to actions of altruism and reciprocal altruism. Empathy 

and vigilance as emotional attitudes to guide and motivate actions persisted over 

evolutionary time, precisely because they were adaptive in maintaining the balance 

between the self-interest and altruism, and to keep human beings surviving and 

thriving. This is the evolutionary inheritance, encoded in our very genes, that 

enables trusting in the modern human being. 

Evidence also points to the central contributions made by the practices of 

cooperative breeding by early hominids. Evolutionary success needs genes to 

continue to be passed on to future descendants. Having an adequate birthrate is an 

excellent start, but it is necessary that the young that are born survive to an age of 

maturity in order to reproduce themselves.  This requires a great deal of infant and 

child care on the part of mothers and allo-mothers. The emotional apparatus that 

ensures this emotional bond is an inherent part of the anatomy and neuroanatomy 

at birth in the infant, and reciprocal changes occur in the mother as well. All this 

biological inheritance sets up the first experience of trust, embedded in the ability 

of the human infant to prefer human face-like drawings, to know its mother’s voice 

and heartbeat.  
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Another critical fact to emerge from this review of the biological roots of trust is the 

primacy and even temporal priority of emotional connections expressed in tactile or 

gestural fashion over linguistically expressed connections. Communication began 

with an exchange of touch and emotion, words and language appeared much later. 

Even today words inspire fewer trustings than persuasion through emotional 

exchanges, be they visual, tactile or gestural.  

That we are an affiliative species, and thrive best in relational constellations, is not 

an accident. We survived because we are an affiliative species and can trust, albeit 

not without error; but we are also a resilient, thinking and feeling, a learning 

species and can trust again, appropriately with empathy modulated by vigilance, 

and vigilance modulated by empathy. This ability both enables and enhances 

trusting. 
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CHAPTER III.  THE TROUBLE WITH TRUST 

 

Very few philosophers doubt the existence of trust between human beings even as 

it puzzles them. After bemoaning a lack of attention to trust in philosophical 

literature, Baier speaks of trust as the “phenomenon we are so familiar with that we 

scarce notice its presence and its variety.”1 As a first step in describing its presence 

and variety, she proposes an analysis of trust as a three place predicate.2  Karen 

Jones finds Baier’s account lacking, adds the affective dimension to trust and shows 

how her own account is better able to accommodate certain “commonplaces” about 

trust.3 While describing “a current climate of suspicion”4, Onora O’Neill points to the 

many ways in which we do place our trust in various goods and services provided 

by the very government we claim to distrust. Philip Pettit refers to “the ubiquity of 

trust in civil society”5 even as he observes that the standard mechanisms of trust 

fail to make sense of said ubiquity. 

What, then, is the trouble with trust? At first glance it seems as if we know it, 

inhabiting “a climate of trust as we inhabit an atmosphere and notice it as it 

becomes scarce or polluted.”6 The analogy with air ascribes to trust a fundamental 

role as a necessity of life, how can that be trouble? 

                                       
1 Baier, Moral Prejudices, 98. 
2 Ibid. A trusts B with valued object C. 
3 Jones, "Trust as an Affective Attitude." 
4 O'Neill, A Question of Trust. 
5 Pettit, "The Cunning of Trust," 218. 
6 Baier, Moral Prejudices, 98. 
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In a way, the trouble with trust is the same as the trouble with truth. A statement 

believed to be true could be false. A relationship believed to be one of trust could 

“be falsified” by its unhappy culmination in betrayal. The possibility of error in 

“judgement” is present in both cases. If one made a, simple change to the wording 

in the preceding sentences, by replacing the word “believe” with the word “know”, 

might that not resolve the difficulty?  Does that change not yield the security of 

knowledge rather than the insecurity of belief, for both truth and trust? This move 

to the use of the word “knowledge” merely shifts the locus of the difficulty, rather 

than solve, resolve or dissolve it.  A strict, error-proof epistemology must now be 

described for knowledge of both statements (claimed to be known) and trusting 

relationships. Any reader of epistemological works is very familiar with the myriads 

of marathon efforts undertaken to provide a description of strict error-proof 

procedures for knowledge of even simple objects.  Such a strictly laid out infallible 

procedure does not exist; possibility of error persists in all epistemic endeavors. 

Any method of reducing errors needs to function within reality of the complexity of 

human knowing and human trusting.  

One cannot avoid the possibility of error in trusting another, or while entering into a 

relationship of trust with anyone, be it a familiar person or a stranger. Making 

errors in trusting could take different forms; that of trusting someone who turns out 

to not be trustworthy for one,7 or realizing that one did not really trust the other 

person, confusing a dependency born out of sheer necessity of circumstance, or 

                                       
7 That individual may be trustworthy for another. 
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pragmatic considerations for trust.8 Whether one calls it an error of judgement, 

usually in hindsight after an unexpected betrayal has occurred, or describes it as a 

danger associated with trusting another fallible human being, an element of risk is 

perpetually present in matters of trust. The recognition of this risk constitutes a 

thread that, explicitly or implicitly, runs through all the accounts of trust surveyed. 

In relationships of trust, the inherent risk is the risk of betrayal, seeded via an 

initial deception or due to a subsequent change in circumstance that introduces 

deception and subterfuge into a previously transparent relationship. Vulnerability to 

the actions of the trusted person is an integral part of every relationship of trust; 

and yet, we trust.  One cannot avoid the possibility of risk or error any more than 

one can avoid the possibility of trust, for all time. The biological basis of trust, as 

examined in the previous chapter, points out the fact that we are predisposed or 

“hard-wired” to trust, that trusting others had demonstrated survival advantages, 

even as risks of error are present. The possibility of error does not imply that errors 

are pervasive; appropriately placed trust does occur within human experience. 

Cynicism regarding trust is reflective of the human desire for an infallibility that 

confers a sense of safety in our interactions with other human beings. If we admit 

human fallibility and seek only to reduce the rate of error, it may be possible to 

both place trust appropriately and to be resilient after an unexpected betrayal of 

trust. 

                                       
8 This might render us untrustworthy for the other. In this account appropriate trusting is to 

be a two-way street, be bi-directional, in order to enable sustainability of relationships of 

trust.   
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No matter who reflects on the human phenomenon of trust, certain ideas occur and 

recur; these will occur in my exploration of trust and relationships of trust as well. 

Instead of a series of expositions of positions of various philosophers, this chapter 

is structured to focus on the concepts or ideas of interest in any discussion of trust. 

I introduce ideas and comments from accounts of trust referenced above, briefly 

but in sufficient detail so the philosophical stance of each philosopher is clear 

individually and in contrast with that of other cited philosophers. Strategic use of 

quotations, some at length, saves a great deal of explanatory commentary and 

provides proof that the authors’ positions have not been misrepresented. The focus 

remains on the ideas of interest rather than on a perfect exegesis of a particular 

philosopher’s ideas on trust.  

Concepts and ideas are important in any philosophical enquiry, but so is the choice 

of examples. Investigating the human phenomenon of trust, which is interpersonal 

and social, the choice of paradigmatic example with which any discussion begins is 

very informative.  The images elicited by a particular example reveal implicit 

assumptions of the writer. It portrays the universe that s/he inhabits and navigates. 

It shows us the dangerous and safe places in that universe. It reveals core values 

of that particular account of trust, or at least the central insight that the author 

wishes to communicate.  Each article or book is written from a specific perspective, 

moral or epistemological, towards the goal of establishing a certain philosophical 

point, moral or epistemological. Hence not each article or book covers explicitly all 

relevant points concerning trust, but it is often possible to extract reasonable, 
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defensible and probable opinions from what is implicit in the explicit account.  Of 

necessity, I will be doing exactly that some of the time. 

The paradigmatic example in Baier’s account, is the “infant trust in mother” or the 

mother-child relationship. This example is felicitous in that it illuminates the 

entwining of the biological and cultural strands found in a good account of trust. I 

have employed a similar example to underline the very beginning of the human 

experience of trust. I use language that refers to the infant-mother relationship, but 

the word “mother” is employed in a manner that refers to a biological relationship- 

neutral, gender-neutral caregiver.9 Baier writes, coming very close to an 

evolutionary account of trust: 

The ultra-Hobbist child who fears or rejects the mother’s breast, as if 

fearing poison from that source, can be taken as displaying innate 
distrust, and such newborns must be the exception in a surviving 

species…Even he, born a twin to fear, is apparently willing to take 
mother’s milk on trust.  Some degree of innate, if selective trust, 
seems a necessary element in any surviving creature whose first 

nourishment (if it is not exposed) comes from another, and this innate 
but fragile trust could serve as the explanation both of the possibility 

of other forms of trust and their fragility. 10(Italics mine) 

In invoking infant trust as a prime example, Baier means to underline the 

significance of the essential non-contractual nature of trust. A capacity to trust the 

near, who may proceed to become the dear, is innate, or in modern parlance is 

“hard-wired” in our species.  This is where trusting starts, but the story of trust 

increases in complexity as the infant grows to maturity. 

                                       
9 The caregiving is important. It could be a male or female caregiver, biologically related to 

the infant or not. The language of “allo-mothering” includes all caregivers. Hrdy, 1999. 

2009. 
10 Baier, Moral Prejudices, 107. 
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The troubles with trust begin to emerge as the complexity of social interaction 

increases. The following is a list, possibly incomplete, of the arenas in which 

puzzling questions about trust arise, or where the troubles with trust emerge: 

vulnerability and risk, the affective (emotional) dimension of trust, the near-

unconscious placing of trust, as evidenced by its ubiquity11 and the phenomenon of 

recognizing its prior presence only after it has been betrayed.12 Questions about the 

voluntariness of trust are also difficult to answer. One can enter into a contract 

voluntarily, but can one will oneself into trusting another? Can one reliably 

distinguish trust from reliability? For some people the two phenomena are actually 

the same phenomenon with different labels. Is trusting another human being an 

altruistic act or a self-interested one or both? What role do considerations of loss 

and gain to the participants, in any form - fiscal, physical or emotional - play in the 

emergence, maintenance, severance and re-establishment of trust? How does 

deception, including the possibility of self-deception, function within a relationship 

of trust? Last, but not least, does the presence of a power-differential of any kind, 

physical or fiscal, personal or social, real or perceived, between parties to a 

relationship of trust, have an effect on its emergence and course? 

Trust as Entrusting: Annette Baier 

In my opinion, the article by Annette Baier entitled “Trust and Antitrust”13 is one of 

the most interesting, imaginative and influential articles in the literature on trust. It 

is a complex article, wide in scope and rich in honest reflection. I will return to it, 

                                       
11 Pettit, "The Cunning of Trust." 
12 Baier, Moral Prejudices. 
13 Ibid. 
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and to some other companion essays in her volume Moral Prejudices, for varied 

insights as needed. Agree with her or not, an encounter with her writing is always 

fruitful. 

The epigraph for Baier’s article is a quote from Sissela Bok, in praise of trust: 

“Whatever matters to human beings, trust is the atmosphere in which it thrives.”14 

This quote sets the “atmosphere” for Baier’s essay, even as she critiques some 

implications of the generalization expressed in the epigraph. It may well have 

inspired the comment by Baier about how easily we inhabit a climate of trust.15 The 

ease with which she believes we inhabit a climate of trust speaks to the sense of 

safety she enjoys in the society she inhabits.  With equal ease I can think of places 

on the planet where almost no one easily inhabits a climate of trust or the 

atmosphere. Just as one must breathe even if the air is “scarce or polluted”, 

sometimes we must trust even when it is not easy to do so. 

Trust, vulnerability and risk 

Whatever the disagreements may be about what matters to people or what should 

matter to people, there is agreement about the fact that one cannot always look 

after all that matters to one in isolation by oneself.  Frequently, one must let 

another person look after things that matter to one, be they physical possessions or 

one’s emotional well-being. Baier writes: “Trust, then, on this first approximation, is 

accepted vulnerability to another’s possible but not expected ill will (or lack of 

                                       
14 Sissela Bok, Lying (New York: Random House, 1999), 31. 
15 “We inhabit a climate of trust as we inhabit an atmosphere and notice it as it becomes 

scarce or polluted.” Baier 1994, 98. 
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goodwill) toward one.”16 In another essay she writes: “Risk is of the very essence of 

trust.”17 It seems as if one may inhabit a climate of trust easily, but one is just as 

easily vulnerable to the varieties of risk present. 

When she writes of “trust and its vulnerabilities”18 she proposes categorizing the 

vulnerabilities of trust along the lines of what variety of object was entrusted, a 

book, a child or a reputation.19 This follows from her analysis of trust as entrusting, 

which Lockean vision she confesses to choosing because it enables her to catalog 

varieties of trust. In many ways, she finds the contractarian aura that accompanies 

an analysis of “trust as entrusting” quite discomfiting, and confesses to the niggling 

worry that one would not really entrust unless first one trusted. Whether or not, the 

analysis of trust as entrusting is found acceptable or wanting as an adequate 

analysis of trust, or as an adequate method of classifying the vulnerabilities of 

trust, there can be no disagreement about the fact that in trusting one makes 

oneself particularly vulnerable to a certain individual, or individuals, in a certain 

fashion. One may be vulnerable anyway, but in trusting another, one makes oneself 

actively vulnerable to the other’s will, good or ill. 

Jones and O’Neill do not explicitly address the vulnerabilities of trust at any great 

length, even as the vulnerability accompanying trust is implicit in their writing. 

Perhaps, Baier’s particular interest in the moral decency of a given relationship of 

trust results in focusing her attention on the vulnerabilities of trust. To take 

                                       
16 Baier, Moral Prejudices, 99. 
17 Ibid., 196. 
18 It is the title of one of her essays. 
19 Examples are mine. She does not explicitly list any examples. 
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advantage of the vulnerable is condemned universally in all cultures, even as such 

exploitation continues to be practiced in those same cultures. Hence the ability to 

ascertain the moral decency of a relationship of trust is quite important. Baier’s test 

for the moral decency of a relationship of trust delivers exactly that discriminatory 

ability.20 However, people may and do continue to exist within a relationship that 

does not pass the moral decency test, for a multitude of other practical reasons, 

physical safety, fiscal security or emotional dependency to name a few. 

Jones’ emphasis on the attitude of optimism about the goodwill, of the trusted 

towards the truster, implicitly recognizes the vulnerability inherent in all trusting.21 

When O’Neill excuses the very young and the infirm from duties towards others,22 

that too constitutes an indirect recognition of the role of vulnerability in trust. The 

vulnerable must be themselves protected and be free from any duty to protect 

others. 

I cannot imagine a challenge to the existence of intimate connections among trust, 

vulnerability and risk from any perspective, theoretical or practical. These 

connections are observed in the natural world as well, across the animal kingdom 

including humans.  I accept and assert the connections among trust, vulnerability 

and risk. 

                                       
20 Simply put her Expressibility test for the moral decency of a relationship of trust states 

that the trust in question should be able to survive an exposure and examination of the 

conditions underlying that particular relationship of trust. “I tentatively propose a test for 

the moral decency of a trust relationship, namely, that its continuation need not rely on 

successful threats held over the trust or on her successful cover-up of breaches of trust.” 

Baier 1994, 123.  
21 Jones, "Trust as an Affective Attitude." 
22 O'Neill, A Question of Trust. 
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The affective dimension in trust: Karen Jones 

 Jones’ significant contribution to the discussion of trust is the explicit addition of an 

optimistic affective dimension.  It is her stated intent in her article entitled “Trust as 

an affective Attitude.” 23 She claims that Baier’s analysis of Trust as a three place 

predicate entrusting model ignores the optimism behind the goodwill, does not 

distinguish between trust and reliance well enough, and does not explain why trust 

relationships are abnormally resistant to evidence.  She expects that adding the 

attitude of optimism as the affective component will do all that is needed. Jones 

prefers the word “affect” to speaking of “emotion”; but “affect” is used in discussion 

of feelings, which returns us to the emotional realm. When we speak of affection 

between persons, we are speaking of an emotional relationship, even as a dilution 

of the emotional intensity implied in the word “love” occurs. Diluted or otherwise, 

the dimension implied by the word “affect” is in the realm of feelings and emotion. 

Jones’ basic model is as follows: Trust is composed of two elements, cognitive and 

affective.  She prefers the term affective to non-cognitive because affective states 

can have cognitive components.  For her, to trust another is “roughly” to have “an 

attitude of optimism about her goodwill and have the confident expectation that, 

when the need arises, the one trusted will be directly and favorably moved by the 

thought that you are counting on her...thus the attitude of optimism is central.” 24 

This placement of trust is typically dispositional and longitudinal in nature, but 

Jones allows for the possibility of fleeting incidents of trust between strangers. I 

                                       
23 Jones, "Trust as an Affective Attitude." 
24 Ibid., 6. 



 

100 

 

would add that in these instances of fleeting trust between strangers, the 

disposition to trust or distrust, is generated by a habitual adherence to the norms 

and mores of a shared culture and reflected in the behavior of the trusting 

individual. 

Jones expects that “It might be thought odd to claim that trust centrally involves an 

affective attitude”25  and proceeds to claim that if the reader would consider distrust 

her analysis would be more easily accepted. Distrust involves pessimism and 

amounts to “wary suspicion” and pessimistic expectation of harm. She seems to 

believe that the affective (or emotional) component will be more readily apparent in 

pessimism than optimism. She makes no conceptual argument for the superiority of 

the negative experience over the positive experience in the matter of clarifying the 

role of the affective dimension in trust, except perhaps relying on the fact that we 

remember our negative emotional experiences vividly and for a longer period of 

time.  We may more easily forget a kindness someone has done us than a harm 

inflicted on us.  

Philosophically, I fail to see how this shift from optimism to pessimism enables one 

to see the centrality of the affective dimension more readily. I do not see a 

conceptual difference between the affective loadings of pessimism versus optimism.  

The difference is only in the valence of the affect, whether it is a positive feeling of 

optimism or a negative feeling of pessimism. Suppose that an optimist and a 

pessimist, travelling in the same car, are caught in a traffic jam on their way to a 

                                       
25 Ibid., 7. 
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social event that is constrained by time, say a movie or a concert. The pessimist is 

sure that they will miss the event, whereas the optimist maintains that the traffic 

will ease up just in time to enable them to get to the event in time, even if it will be 

nerve-wracking towards the end. Neither has access to any data regarding traffic 

flow or patterns, but each is “predicting” the future on the basis of an emotional 

disposition to expect the best or the worst.  Each has an affectively preferred mode 

of resolving cognitive ambiguity. I can see no reason why the affectivity of negative 

emotion is more evident or persuasive than the affectivity of the positive emotion.  

This is not to claim that Jones is incorrect in her analysis of trust, only that the 

contrast with distrust does not add increased conceptual clarity to the centrality of 

the affective dimension. It adds confirming evidence to the presence of an affective 

dimension in trust. The affective dimension is present in both trust and distrust. My 

objection is only to the suggestion that it is more obviously present in distrust than 

in trust.   

The attitude of optimism is necessary but not sufficient to explicate trust, according 

to Jones. “The affective element of trust needs to be supplemented with an 

expectation, namely, the expectation that the one trusted will be directly and 

favorably moved by the thought that someone is counting on her.”26 It is important 

to note that an affective component is required in the response to being trusted as 

well. The trusted person needs to have a positive emotional response to being 

trusted, that is, she must be willing to participate in the trust relationship happily, 

                                       
26 Ibid., 8. 
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and be willing to do the work required by such trusting. It would be hard to trust 

someone who would always let her own interests or conveniences come first, no 

matter however minor. On the other hand, Jones does not want the placing of a 

trust to mean that the person will prove reliable at any cost!  She requires a 

balanced positive emotional response, between self-interest and altruism.  In 

relationships of trust, discretion and judgment are called for from both parties. 

Examining the very attitude of optimism itself, Jones maintains that it is to be 

explicated, not in terms of beliefs about trustworthiness, but as a “distinctive and 

affectively loaded, way of seeing the one trusted.”27 She subscribes to the view that 

emotion (affect) is not primarily a belief, though a given emotion directs our 

attention preferentially and selectively to a certain body of evidence, thus giving 

rise to certain related beliefs. Emotions define a cognitive set within which one 

interprets the available evidence. 

A concrete example may help to make the abstract claim more accessible. Two 

individuals, X and Y, are waiting for a third person Z to arrive at a pre-designated 

meeting point. Perhaps it is a meeting of some import and significance, as are the 

three people, so time is of the essence. X has a positive emotional attitude towards 

Z, or in the vernacular, generally likes Z as a person; in contrast Y has a generally 

negative emotional attitude to Z and in much less inclined to like Z as a person.  Z 

is late in arriving at the designated meeting point. As X and Y wait for Z to arrive, 

each speculates on the probable cause of the delay by “interpreting the evidence” 

                                       
27 Ibid., 5. Italics mine. 
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provided by the failure of Z to arrive on time. It is not hard to predict that X will 

interpret the evidence in a more forgiving manner – s/he must have been held up 

by something truly urgent, and that Y will be less forgiving and speculate that the 

delay is a consequence of Z’s disorganization or thoughtlessness about wasting 

other people’s time. The truth of the matter may lie in an entirely different 

direction, or X and Y may both be partially correct. Z may have been held up, but 

by a less than an urgent matter, and hence both X and Y are at once right and 

wrong. Their emotional attitude to Z colors the lens through which they interpret 

the same factual evidence of Z’s lateness. It is a simple task for the imagination to 

vary this simple example in terms of interpretations of a lover’s absence as extra 

work or infidelity, or a friend’s inattentions as insult or a concern about what may 

be going on in her life.  

Thus, the optimism about the other’s goodwill opens up the possibility of “blinkered 

vision” and harm. Would it be possible to keep the “distinctive and affectively 

loaded way of seeing the other” in mind along with alternative scenarios where the 

trusted one commits an act of betrayal? In other words, can one tolerate 

dissonance between emotion and belief?  Is it possible to experience a positive 

emotional attitude towards someone and entertain the possibility of negative 

outcomes as well as positive ones?  Can there be “phobic” trusting? Jones finds the 

idea of phobic trusting implausible, but I would suggest that it is the value 

judgment contained in the word “phobic” that contributes to Jones’ negative 

reaction. Caution is good; phobias are bad. Trust is good, how can it have even an 

element of something we evaluate negatively?   
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Importance of Deception: Onora O’Neill 

The striking absence of any discussion of affect, feelings or emotion in Onora 

O’Neill’s book A Question of Trust reflects the author’s goal in that series of 

lectures: to examine the phenomenon of a climate of suspicion in the realm of 

public trust, largely the trust relationship between citizens and governmental 

institutions. She does agree with the generally held view that personal familial 

experience functions as the cradle of trust. She moves on quickly to examine the 

dissonance between public outcry against governmental institutions, as reflected in 

polls, and the continuing use of the self-same institutions by said public.  Baier and 

Jones would describe this continuing use of public institutions as a case of reliance 

on those institutions rather than a case of trust. 

The nearest O’Neill comes to speaking of affect or feelings, is to say that trust does 

not grow in the presence of fear, as she dissects the harm done by terroristic acts. 

Terroristic acts generate a climate of fear, thus reducing peoples’ ability to trust.  

One can conclude from this discussion that a climate of safety, coupled with no 

perception of danger, would tend to support and encourage the growth of trust 

leading to what she calls a “virtuous spiral” of trust begetting reciprocal trust. 

I welcome Jones’ addition of the affective dimension to Baier’s account of trust. I 

would like to echo Baier’s passing comment in the essay entitled “Trust and its 

Vulnerabilities”28  about the futility of classifying mental phenomena into cognitive, 

affective and conative, because “Trust, if it is any of these, is all three.”29 My 

                                       
28 Baier, Moral Prejudices, 130-51. 
29 Ibid., 132. 
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position is that it is at least all those three, perhaps more. Baier does indicate an 

awareness of the affective component in trust, but does not expand on that idea 

particularly.  She may not find it relevant to her interest which is specifically to 

examine relationships of trust for moral decency.  

O’Neill’s is correct in drawing attention to the negative relationship between fear 

and trust in so far as its domain is confined to citizens in a “civilized society”.  

Sometimes in extraordinary circumstances of physical danger, for example in 

combat or a really challenging mountain hike, trust readily blooms in the presence 

of grave physical danger, even between relative strangers. The relationship 

between fear and trust is not a direct one, it is complicated by other factors. The 

opposite of fear is hope, and I believe that hope is mediated by trust. In the 

example of quickly forming trust in the presence of grave physical danger, for 

example that of a hiker that has fallen off the trail, or a swimmer drowning at sea, 

it is the hope of rescue (and survival) that mediates trust. The fear that the person 

feels in this situation is pushed to the background and does not interfere with the 

emergence of trust. Details matter in the genesis of trust. 

I assent to the general statement that an affective dimension is present in trust, 

and in distrust. I believe that honest personal reflection will support this claim for 

all of us. 

Trust and reliance 

Baier’s analysis not only indicates the vulnerability of individual A to individual B’s 

honoring a trust, after trusted individual B has been entrusted with valued object C 
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by trusting individual A. It also underlines the presumed presence of goodwill in 

trusted individual B towards trusting individual A, presumed by trusting individual 

A, as s/he enters into this relationship of trust. Baier wants it clearly understood 

that this does not constitute a contract between two parties,30 nor is it an instance 

of reliability.31  Trust is different from both contracts and reliability. This difference 

is indicated by the presence of goodwill on the part of the trusted towards the 

truster in any relationship of trust. 

“We can still rely where we no longer trust”32 because reliable behavior can occur 

without accompanying goodwill, by springing from other motivations, for example, 

a fear of being reported to an authority figure or a civic agency. Baier acknowledges 

the interdependence of people living in societies, but this interdependence does not 

amount to trust in her analysis. If the local vendor runs out of the vegetables that 

one needed, one could feel disappointed but not rightly feel betrayed, she 

maintains. 

Like Baier, Jones makes a distinction between trust and reliance; to place trust in 

someone is not the same as relying on her. The distinction seems to be that reliable 

behavior could result from sources other than goodwill, for example, a fear of 

retaliation, in which case the person is moved directly by fear and only indirectly by 

the thought that she is being trusted by another. Once again, Jones places a strong 

                                       
30 Here she parts company with Locke’s interest in contracts. Nor is she interested in 

modern discussions of the Prisoners’ Dilemma. 
31 Discussing necessarily placed trust, for example, in local shops for groceries, she 

classifies this action as reliance not trust. In this she is in good company; that of Adam 

Smith. 
32 Baier, Moral Prejudices, 98. 
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emphasis on the affective attitude of the persons involved and not merely on the 

production of compliant and reliable behaviors. A domestic analog might be the 

circumstance in which parents wish their children to, not only help with the 

housework, but do so voluntarily and cheerfully as their own share of domestic 

responsibility. Not just the production of the actions but the attitude with which the 

work is performed is deemed relevant. 

Like many individuals, philosophical and non-philosophical, O’Neill too does not 

directly address the distinction between trust and reliance. The example of 

shopping for one’s vegetables from a green grocer, successfully or otherwise, 

counts as an act of trust for O’Neill, but only as an act of reliance for Baier or Jones. 

If one had a long standing personal relationship with the merchant and there were 

grounds to expect special favors towards one signaling personal goodwill, then it 

would qualify as a relationship of trust for Baier and Jones. Conditions for properly 

characterizing the relationship as a trusting one would have been met by the 

presence of goodwill.  

What is goodwill, one may ask? Indeed, I have been asked exactly that question. I 

understand by the word “goodwill” a positive emotional disposition towards the 

other. If I wish that positive experiences befall you, rather than negative ones, then 

I exhibit an attitude of goodwill towards you, rather than an attitude of ill will. 

There is no cognitive (or informational) content to goodwill; it is an expression of 

positive affect (emotional attitude) towards the other. Some conation is implied. 

Blessings are an expression of goodwill. Curses are an expression of ill-will, Neither 
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may be effective in the real world except as they affect the behavior of the speaker 

and listener. 

Jones restricts relationships of trust to only relationships that obtain between 

agents capable of willing, “since only things with wills can have goodwills – 

although having a will is to be given a generous interpretation so as to include, for 

example, firms and government bodies. Machinery can be relied on, but only 

agents, natural or artificial, can be trusted.”33 

The distinction between trust and reliance that appears so important to Baier and 

Jones, vanishes for many others. If I can say that “I can rely on you every time 

that I need to do so” then that statement is interchangeable with saying that “I can 

trust you every time that I need to do so.” Such analyses are primarily cognitive 

and action oriented and do not pay heed to the affective dimension in trust. 

Philosophically speaking, it may become a matter of definition. If one were to set 

up the two terms “reliance” and “trust” as semantically equivalent in a purely 

logical-rational analysis, barring all emotion from “trust” then it would be 

tautologically true that trust and reliance are the same human phenomenon. For 

those of us who accept the embodiment of the rational mind in a biological body 

complete with a heritage and a history, personal and evolutionary, it is hard to view 

the two as identical. Trust includes reliance, but reliance may not include trust.  

                                       
33 Jones, "Trust as an Affective Attitude," 14. 
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Voluntariness of trust 

No one asks the question of the voluntariness of a child’s trust in a parent. We are 

unanimous in accepting the trust of the infant or the young child as innate, or at 

least developmentally appropriate as a non-voluntary phenomenon. Moving to the 

more complex trustings observed later in life, Baier raises the question of the 

voluntariness of trust.  Can one trust at will?  Can one will oneself to trust?  Her 

answer is in the negative, and most people agree with her after a phenomenological 

inspection of their own placings of trust.  It does seem that trust, like love, occurs 

spontaneously and resists all invitation to emerge or change as coercion. The 

person who says “Trust me!” does not generally inspire trust, but its opposite, a 

sense of caution or carefulness. 

Trust is usually experienced as outside voluntary control, maintains Jones, agreeing 

with Baier, and as such cannot be willed. However, she allows for the possibility 

that trust can be cultivated34 even as it cannot be willed. She argues that the 

affective attitude analysis, in linking trust to emotion, explains how trust cannot be 

willed. No further explanation is offered.  I can only infer that she considers it 

obvious and unarguable that emotion is outside of voluntary control. All the same, 

she maintains trust can still be cultivated. Perhaps, by a process of shaping by such 

minute degrees of change that our emotions change imperceptibly, non-voluntarily, 

reaching for trust as a plant reaches for the sun.  

                                       
34 As does Pettit when he advocates for the employment of the cunning of trust. 
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On the other hand, for O’Neill choice is a prerequisite for trust, which position 

seems to imply that trust must be voluntary. Choices are voluntary, or they are not 

choices. While travelling away from home, one may not have any choice about 

conveyances and guides, and one must place some form of trust in the driver of the 

only taxi cab available. It can be argued that one places one’s trust in the 

institutions of the city and country and that someone else is monitoring our safety. 

When she speaks of the relationship between citizens and their country, O’Neill is 

quite explicit that “human rights and democracy are not the basis of trust: on the 

contrary, trust is basic for human rights and democracy.”35 Trust cannot be 

legislated into existence.  For her it remains, and must remain, a choice, from 

which I infer that it remains capable of being voluntarily accommodated. 

 If choice is to be an integral part of trust, then an element of volition does creep 

into the analysis.  This volitional element enables the claim that trust can be 

cultivated, but does not seem compatible with the claim that trust cannot be placed 

at will, a position embraced by Baier and Jones.36 At some point, along with the will 

to live, the will to power, the will to believe, the will to doubt, one needs must 

admit a will to trust. An argument can be made for the will to trust as being part of 

our “innate” or “hardwired” heritage from eons of evolution and survival. The 

biological inheritance is not to be interpreted as being doomed to the position that 

“Biology is destiny”, at least not all of one’s destiny. The element of “choice” 

remains in the details of whom to trust and when to trust or distrust, and in the 

                                       
35 O'Neill, A Question of Trust, 27. 
36 Jones, "Trust as an Affective Attitude," 18. 
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cognitive and emotive ability to reflect and reconsider our choices, to live the 

“examined life”, so to speak. 

Baier says that it takes the naïve innocence of the child to place trust in response to 

a verbal invitation in the much maligned phrase “Trust me!” from another. It is far 

from clear to me that it is the verbal invitation that generates the compliance from 

an innocent child or a credulous adult. The answering response, if indeed it occurs, 

may well be responding to other subtle and tacit features of the situation.  Children 

are notoriously trusting, I grant.  I hasten to add that children are also notoriously 

suspicious of anyone outside their family group until “certified” by one of their 

“people”. So much in a child’s response to the external world including other people 

depends on autobiographical details. 

Deception, self-deception and trust 

Betrayal by another name is deception. It is trust that is typically betrayed and 

hence deception is intimately connected to trust. O’Neill addresses the issue of 

deception and trust directly. According to her deception is the real enemy of trust. 

She does not see deception as “a minor or marginal moral failure. Deceivers do not 

treat others as moral equals; they exempt themselves from the obligations that 

they rely on others to live up to.”37 Deceivers are “free riders” gaining benefits for 

themselves based on others’ trust and truthfulness and attempting to escape 

detection and punishment.  She believes that we have an obligation not to deceive, 

which is “more closely connected to Kant’s rather than Mill’s conception of 

                                       
37 O'Neill, A Question of Trust, 71. 
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autonomy.  Kantian autonomy is a matter of acting on principles that can be 

principles for all, of ensuring that we do not treat others as lesser mortals – indeed 

victims – whom we may disable from sharing our principle.”38 

When Jones optimistically expects that the trusted will be moved directly and 

favorably by being trusted, and that the trusted will be possessed of goodwill 

towards the truster, it is implicit in that optimistic affective attitude that she 

expects no deception. In all fairness, most people entering into a relationship of 

trust do not expect deception either. Similarly, she does not consider the possibility 

of sub-conscious self-deception as a basis for sub-conscious deception. In all 

fairness, again, nor do most people entering into a relationship of trust entertain 

that possibility. Her trusting agents exhibit not only goodwill but believe that they 

possess full awareness of their own psychology, as most of us believe we do. 

Deception, in all its variety is what Baier’s compliment to criminals on their 

expertise on trust, really indicates: “Criminals, not moral philosophers, have been 

the experts at discerning various forms of trust.”39 What criminals are really expert 

at, is the detection of deception amongst themselves, and in the successful practice 

of deception towards others. Discussion of the adaptive advantages of “in-group” 

and “out-group” discrimination come to mind. A “bias” towards one’s in-group can 

still be observed and is as frequently actively encouraged as it is actively 

discouraged, in slightly differing contexts of course. Some self-proclamations of 

group-pride are congratulated and others are derogated. I am not disagreeing with 

                                       
38 Ibid. 
39 Baier, Moral Prejudices. 
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the moral correctness of the different attitudes in specific cases, just wishing to 

underline that group membership qua group membership makes identical emotional 

demands on its members. 

After implying that one trusts as naturally and easily as one breathes, Baier’s 

stance towards relationships of trust is quite suspicious, almost untrusting. She 

defends her decision to examine the risks of trusting rather than the benefits of 

trusting by pointing to the primacy of the knowledge of betrayal relative to the 

knowledge of trust. It is through betrayal that one recognizes that one has trusted, 

that one “knows” the absence of trust before one explicitly knows the presence of 

trust. 

This is an interesting epistemological claim that indicates the presence of a 

significant sub-conscious component in the epistemology of trust. Experience of 

deception highlights the unnoticed experience of trust. Is it self-deception that 

enables other-deception? Baier refers to “the natural order of consciousness and 

self-consciousness of trust,”40 and that “The ultimate point of what we are doing 

when we trust may be the last thing we come to realize.”41 This sequence of the 

consciousness and self-consciousness of trust that Baier is referring to indicates 

that the epistemology of trust depends partly on tacit knowing, and sometimes on 

an involvement of willing though sub-conscious self-deception. Trusting can be 

viewed as an emergent phenomenon that may sprout unnoticed if certain 

conditions are met; e.g., a certain regularity of behavior in a co-worker who sets up 

                                       
40 Ibid., 100. 
41 Ibid. 
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the communal coffee machine every morning may engender subconscious trust in 

his predictability. When one not-so-fine morning, you go to the coffee room and 

find no coffee readily available, you may realize that you had begun to trust him for 

the performance of that service. Philosophically, all the problems associated with 

the logic of induction are present in the question of trust. 

It is abundantly clear that in the investigation of a beautiful human experience, that 

of trust between persons, a number of not so beautiful phenomena will need to be 

understood.  The reality of deception, including the truly elusive self-deception, 

must be accepted, even if not entirely understood. 

Within the theoretical context of this dissertation moving towards that 

understanding is eminently possible. As we noted in an earlier chapter, evolutionary 

theory examines the phenomenon of “free riders” and “cheaters” at length; we will 

be making use of some of those insights as we explore human relationships of 

trust. Whatever technical terminology that we prefer to employ, we are describing 

the self-same human experience of living within a social group with its attendant 

webs of changeable and changing relationships of understandings and 

misunderstandings, trust and betrayal of trust.  

Self-interest, altruism and trust 

Although the words “self-interest” and “altruism” have not been featured 

prominently or explicitly in the writings of Baier, Jones or O’Neill, the discussions 

have revolved around daily human interactions that cover the same conceptual 

territory. Baier’s expectation of “goodwill” and Jones’ references to the optimistic 
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expectation that “she will be directly and favorably moved by my placing trust in 

her” refer to a hoped-for altruism on the part of the trusted. A little bit of putting 

aside of “self-interest” (at least short-term self-interest) is anticipated in that hope 

of the truster.   

Both writers are at pains to point out that they do not expect self-sacrificing levels 

of altruism; indeed, they are actively set against it. They do not wish to see any 

heroic measures on the part of the trusted during the fulfilment of the trust placed.  

A sense of proportion, of discretion, a balancing between the demands of self-

interest and altruism is asked for in the placement of trust.  Perhaps because 

altruism subtly generates a request for reciprocal altruism, in which case it would 

be better to not be too indebted lest one’s future self-interest be compromised. This 

wisdom of limited expectation also allows for a continuing relationship of trust. A 

sustainable and sustained relationship is the more desirable relationship of trust, 

compared to the shifting sands of intense short-term relationships. Dare I suggest 

that it is the advantage of a good marriage over many short-term affairs however 

passionate? 

O’Neill’s emphatic denouncement of deception as the enemy of trust, is a call 

against “free-riders”, people who only look after their own self-interest and never 

engage in any acts of altruism. Does this mean that the predictably altruistic person 

deserves our trust? Baier and Jones think not. They remain suspicious of saints, 

perhaps because in the ultimate analysis a saint is concerned with only her or his 

own saintliness, an interesting variant of intense self-interestedness, the opposite 

of altruism.  I do not think that O’Neill is really recommending a step that far.  
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The psychological relationship between self-interest and altruism remains complex, 

even as there is conceptual clarity about the meaning and limits of the two 

concepts. Altruism has sometimes been described as a hedonism, because the 

doing of good acts gives pleasure to the doer. It has even been suggested that 

altruism, in so far as it enhances the reputation of an individual in her or his social 

circle, is ultimately an act of self-interest. 

Trust, or a relationship of trust, on this analysis, will have elements of both self-

interest and altruism. Perhaps this is the balance that Baier and Jones advocate; a 

balance that is possible and desirable to maintain in most relationships of trust.  

There may be rare circumstances in which pure self-interest or extreme altruism 

may be the correct response. 

Empathy, vigilance and trust 

It is not possible to speak of trust without any mention of empathy directly or 

indirectly. Most previous discussion has not employed the language of evolutionary 

theory and hence there is little direct mention of empathy and vigilance, but once 

again, the same conceptual territory is covered within a different idiom. Jones’ 

language of “being directly and favorably moved” is a fairly good way of describing 

the experience of empathy. Baier’s discussions, centering on the moral decency of a 

trust relationship, lean more towards advocating vigilance about the real basis of 

any relationship of trust. The discussion swirls around the concepts of empathy and 

vigilance, but in different contexts.  
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It is in the discussion of the discretion that one expects from the one trusted, that 

Baier approaches speaking of the two in the same context, that of what exactly is 

entrusted in trust. In the example of the over-zealous baby sitter, who not only 

looks after the baby but “improves” the aesthetics of the nursery by painting it 

purple,42 Baier would have preferred a little less “empathic”43 helpfulness and a bit 

more “vigilant”44 attention to the limits of the discretionary powers entrusted as 

part of the job of a baby sitter.  

O’Neill’s distinction between secrecy and privacy also presumes some knowing 

discretion on the part of people in one’s life. Secrecy is bad, it can generate 

deception (the enemy of trust); but one is entitled to privacy even within one’s own 

family. Cultures vary in the level of privacy that is expected or guaranteed within 

the family, but the general statement that one is entitled to keep one’s thoughts to 

oneself, particularly the ignoble ones, seems unarguable.  

Power differential and trust 

If trust is about vulnerability and risk, about an optimistic expectation of goodwill, 

about a mixture of self-interest and altruism, about empathy and vigilance, it is 

surely about recognizing its role in power differentials between the truster and 

trusted. Baier’s observation that “Trust alters power positions” is quite apt. 

                                       
42 Ibid., 101. 
43 Empathic from the point of view of the over-zealous babysitter who thinks she knows 

what her employer wants, and is eager to please.  
44 Attention to instructions from her employer about what was “entrusted” to her and to not 

add to the scope of that entrusting. 
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Power differentials can be of many kinds and obtain between two people or a 

greater number of people at the same time. Some of the most common kinds of 

power differential are physical, fiscal, or legal.  A subtler kind of power differential 

is that of emotional attachment; love brings its own special brand of vulnerability 

with it, sometimes altering the routinely expected power structure. 

Baier discusses power differential in some detail as she examines the moral 

decency of relationships of trust. One of her examples examines the lines of power 

in the familiar familial structure of a patriarchal male trusting his wife to raise 

patriarchal sons and dutiful daughters. Presumably, the wife is in a position of 

lesser power, physically and fiscally. She could sabotage the plans of the patriarch, 

but typically she does not. Baier would say that if she is honoring the trust placed in 

her by the relatively powerful patriarch because she dares not lose her security in 

life, then that relationship of trust is not morally decent. 

On the other hand, if the wife herself subscribed to the patriarchal point of view, I 

imagine Baier’s own test would commit her to saying that this was now a case of 

morally decent trust, because now the relationship would survive an examination of 

its base. She might bemoan the autobiographical details of the wife’s upbringing 

that culminated in her actually accepting such a view, but that would be an 

objection of a different kind. Yet that only moves the analysis of the effects of a 

power differential to the previous generation.  Very likely, the wife is possessed of 

patriarchal views because she grew up in a familial and social structure where these 

sorts of power differentials were not just the norm, but were considered to be 

laudable.  
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The remaining analysis of the example is also quite illuminating; the physically, 

fiscally and possibly legally more powerful husband too must depend on his wife to 

inculcate his preferred values in his children. The less powerful are not entirely 

powerless.  Herein lies the most interesting portion of the interaction of trust, 

vulnerability and power differentials. At first glance it may seem that the more 

powerful party always has the advantage, the opportunity to exploit the less 

powerful, but not all the time and not in all cases. Caesar’s self-declared divinity did 

not save his life. 

The above is not meant to be an apologia for tyrants, but is meant to underline the 

unexpectedly non-linear relationship between power differentials, vulnerability and 

trust. It does seem that the more powerful succeed in accruing more resources to 

themselves than the less powerful do. They may be trusted less, but it seems to 

matter less to them. Is trust more meaningful to the less powerful? Does trust have 

a vertical and horizontal component? Is trust itself more trustworthy when it exists 

between equals? 

The last comment leads to the eminently difficult question of the establishment or 

perception of equality. Inspirational ideas and ideals of equality exist but only as 

abstract aspirational ideals. I will satisfy myself with notion of “perceived equality”45 

within a definable domain, rather than make any efforts to define or establish 

objective criteria for equality between people that would be comfortably applicable 

                                       
45 By “perceived equality” I refer to the subjective assessment of the situation by the 

individual experiencing the equality or inequality. Equality remains a very difficult concept to 

operationalize to the satisfaction of all concerned.  



 

120 

 

and acceptable to all concerned.  In the domain of an academic class structure, the 

professor and students are in a relationship of “perceived inequality”, but the 

students are in relationships of “perceived equality” with each other. If one of the 

same students is a police officer, on patrol, and the professor commits a moving 

violation in the operation of a motor vehicle, the relationship changes with the 

change of domain. The same individuals are now in a different relationship of 

inequality. How does this shift in power differential affect the relationship of trust 

between them? The answer will be quite complicated.  

One of my favorite examples of trust, other than the familial, has been that of trust 

between soldiers in combat, as glorified in the St Crispin’s Day speech in the play 

Henry V by Shakespeare. In combat, trust must be both vertical and horizontal. 

Soldiers must trust their commanding officer (vertical trust) and each other 

(horizontal trust) for a successful outcome of their mission. The commanding officer 

also needs to be able to trust the soldier under her or his command. In truth, the 

same obtains within many other social structures, trust needs to be both vertical 

and horizontal. 

There is no question that power differentials (of any kind) have the power to affect 

relationships of trust in so far as it may threaten the very existence of a trusting 

relationship; e.g., when a previous friend and co-equal gets prompted to the “upper 

levels of administration”, this promotion is often met with comments about “having 

gone over to the dark side”.  Time may prove or disprove these comments made in 

jest but with a kernel of fear, but it is true that the view from the slopes of the 

mountain is different from the view from the plains. 
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On the other hand, it also seems equally clear that the presence of trust can 

overcome the negative pull of power differentials. If a trusted (and trustworthy) 

friend and co-equal retains the memory of the view from the plains adding it to the 

newly acquired view, and maintains a free and honest channel of communication 

with her or his friends and previous co-equals, this individual is in a valuable 

position to provide a conduit for fair and honest communication between both 

points of view. Thus the true ideal of a functional hierarchy of governance is 

achieved. To achieve such a happy outcome a bi-directional effort is required. I will 

return to this issue when the proposed taxonomy of trust is described in a 

subsequent chapter.  

The tale of the troubles with trust 

It would appear from all the discussion in the previous pages that the tale of the 

troubles with trust is a long and sorry one, too complicated to unwind into simpler 

elements, let alone condense into a single strand of “trouble” as promised in the 

title of the chapter. Yet simplification is possible, if one returns to the analogy with 

the trouble with truth. The human aversion to fallibility can be said to be at the root 

of all troubles with truth, and so it is with trust. The same aversion to fallibility is at 

the root of all the diverse troubles with trust. 

If one explores ”fallibility” further, one encounters the notion of error. For a species 

so aware of its own fallibility, we have considerable aversion to accepting said 

fallibility.  Most of us hate making errors in any endeavor, particularly in matters as 

vital and personal as trust.  It matters far less if one makes an error in choice of 

grocery store or bank, opting for convenience over economy, or economy over 
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convenience, than if one makes an error in choice of confidant for one’s innermost 

thoughts. Even more basic than the notion of error is the reality of risk, that 

permeates all human enterprise. In the final analysis, all the troubles with trust can 

be reduced to the single notion of pervasive risk. 

It is easily agreed that trusting another person is a matter of risk as it renders one 

vulnerable to the idiosyncrasies of their character. I assent to that statement as 

well, but I would draw attention to the experience of placing trust in another 

person, that when trust is being placed the experience of placing that trust is one of 

a feeling of increased safety, diminished risk and a sense of strength. No one places 

trust expecting betrayal just as no one gets married expecting a divorce. Marriages 

do end in divorce, perhaps too often, but that sequence does not negate the 

optimistic expectations experienced at the time of the beginning of that marriage.  

At the time of placing of trust, or pledging one’s troth, the future success or failure 

of the trust placed or the troth pledged, is not yet a known or even knowable fact. 

It is not fiction as some cynics might wish to believe; however, it can be forecast 

with some measure of confidence in the forecast. A clear-eyed analysis of what is 

involved in ensuring the sustainability of the hoped-for relationship requires a 

detailed understanding of the complex nature of the process that is being embarked 

upon, complete with its apparent contradictions. Such an analysis will be presented 

in the coming chapters. It is not my intention to deny that dangers, risks and 

vulnerabilities are associated with the placing of trust, only to deny that those 

dangers, risks and vulnerabilities necessitate a turning away from the entire project 

of placing trust.   
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Nor do Baier, Jones or O’Neill actually suggest that we stop placing trust in one 

another.  Such a life of trustlessness hardly bears contemplation as a way of living.  

As O’Neill points out, even those who believe that social structures are far less 

trustworthy than they were in the past continue to use society’s structures and 

systems. Along with the lament that much betrayal exists, comes the 

recommendation that one must not adopt too stringent an attitude towards human 

frailty. Baier says so quite clearly and Jones would agree.  No clear reasons are 

given for recommending this forgiving attitude: possibly prudential considerations 

or an acknowledgement of the complexity of human life.  Many legitimate 

circumstances may interfere with the perfect execution of one’s trust-related 

responsibilities. 

O’Neill’s appeal to Kant’s dictums and the general appeal to limit deception has an 

implicit reference to goodwill among peoples. It may be argued that O’Neill’s notion 

of goodwill, being derived from a sense of Kantian duty, has no place for affect in it. 

Duty is a stern mistress with no kindness or emotion included or required. Perhaps, 

as a statement of a general principle it may be stern, but in the daily acts of people 

based on that principle, consideration for others is present. This thoughtfulness 

does possess an affective component for the giver and the recipient.  To translate 

to an idiom that will be employed in discussions of trust in this work, altruism is 

present in everyday acts of consideration, and the inclusion of a positive emotional 

aspect in acts of altruism is apt to be far less debated and more easily accepted. 

There is agreement in philosophical discussions about the voluntariness of trust, 

that trust cannot be placed at will; that any overt invitation to trust only arouses 
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distrust. Yet most philosophers maintain that trust can be cultivated. If a 

phenomenon, behavioral or attitudinal, can be cultivated, it presumes a possibility 

of engaging some level of voluntary control. Perhaps, the correct conclusion to be 

drawn from the observation of the nearly universal distrustful response to the 

exhortation “Trust me” is that trust cannot be commanded, that it must be a choice 

freely made. O’Neill writes of the necessity of choice in matters of trust. 

On the other hand, sometimes one finds oneself trusting another with no obvious 

empirical explanation and no real sense of making a choice. Does that make trust 

involuntary? Hardly. It only means we have not looked carefully at the non-obvious, 

or the tacit. I propose that the curious multifaceted relationship between trust and 

voluntariness indicates that trust is complex with cognitive, affective and conative 

components and that it is a process with roots in the individual’s history. 

When the question changes from the origins or genesis of trust to its continued 

existence, growth or decay, there appears to be more agreement. All agree that 

trust can be cultivated. If a behavior can be cultivated, I claim that it should be 

considered as amenable to voluntary control and capable of being willed, at least in 

part.  The apparent conflict can be resolved if one considers trust as a complex 

process.  One may experience greater voluntary control over the cognitive elements 

of trust and the emotional elements may be experienced as more involuntary (like 

falling in love).  The cognitive and the emotive do inform and influence each other 

and direct the conative elements of trust. This movement is circular and repeated 

longitudinally in time. This allows for the cultivation, or as I am choosing to call it, 

the sustainability of relationships of trust. 
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In conclusion, themes that run through discussions of trust focus on the risks, 

vulnerabilities, and fragility of trust. The risk of deception is present from beginning 

to end; a once-trusted friend may transform into a serious threat, seemingly 

without reason.  Examples abound in history and legend.  It seems absolutely 

amazing that anyone ever places trust in another person, that there are any 

examples of successful relationships of trust. On the other hand, one cannot 

generalize that trust is always reliably betrayed. Even that level of predictability is 

denied us; one cannot rely on the reliable occurrence of betrayal either. When such 

a situation exists, the reasonable and defensible conclusion seems to be that the 

phenomenon under consideration is a complex process that changes over time. 

Such is the case with matters of trust. 

Concepts, identified in this chapter that concerns itself with “the trouble with trust”, 

range from entrusting vs plain trust, the vulnerability and risk of trusting and/or 

entrusting, to the voluntariness of trust placement and the role of the affective 

dimension in trust. It is correct that all these difficulties exist in any human 

experience of trusting. The literature on trust, as reviewed so far, has been largely 

descriptive of human trustings in isolated singular fashion. No theoretical 

framework has organized these various concepts and the challenges issued by 

them. It is my proposal that a theory inspired by concepts from evolutionary 

theory, like self-interest vs altruism, and empathy vs vigilance, deception and 

cheater-detection, set within the context of the bio-social development of human 

beings would be able to provide a flexible and responsive framework to manage the 

trouble with trust. Pervasive risk requires a risk management strategy. Such a 
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strategy becomes critical in the very real context of wide-spread power differentials 

between human beings (in almost all societies and cultures), even those boasting 

egalitarian ideals. 

The next chapter is entitled “Cultivating Trust” and examines the possibility of 

encouraging the emergence of trust as implied in the titular phrase -  cultivating 

trust.  What does trust, or a relationship of trust have to be, for a “cultivation” of 

trust to be possible? Are there any models for cultivation of trust? Can one infer 

anything about the cultivation of trust from discussions regarding the cultivation of 

“self-trust”?46 Most importantly, can trust, or the emergence and maintenance of a 

relationship of trust, be conceptualized as a skill? The answers, happily, are in the 

affirmative as elucidated in the next chapter.   

 

                                       
46 Lehrer, Self-Trust: A Study of Reason, Knowledge and Autonomy. 
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CHAPTER IV.  CULTIVATING TRUST 

 

Whether or not one can will oneself to trust another in response to a verbal 

invitation to trust, knowingly entering into a relationship of trust is an act of will, 

though perhaps not only an of will. Similarities to the debate regarding the 

voluntariness or involuntariness of belief do come to mind. Differences of opinion as 

to the voluntariness of trust aside, there is an expectation that trust can be 

cultivated. In this chapter I examine the possibility of the cultivation of trust, an 

expectation that possesses prima facie plausibility. 

Cultivating Trust 

Jones writes “While trust cannot be willed, it can be cultivated. We cultivate trust by 

a selective focus of attention toward the grounds for trust and away from the 

grounds for distrust.”1 She expands on this statement in the following manner: 

 If trust and distrust are partly constituted by patterns of attention, 
lines of inquiry, and tendencies of interpretation, it should be possible 

to cultivate them by controlling our patterns of attention, lines of 
inquiry, and our interpretations. Thus, while trust cannot be directly 
willed, we can will to pay attention to the kinds of things that are likely 

to support, create, or extend our trust, and we can refrain from 
focusing on the kinds of things that are likely to undermine and limit 

our trust.2 

Why would anyone wish to cultivate trust? Jones’ answer is that “When we do this 

our hope is that by trusting we will be able to bring about the very conditions that 

                                       
1 Jones, "Trust as an Affective Attitude," 16. 
2 Ibid., 22. 
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would justify trust.”3 Trusting behavior on the part of the one is expected to elicit 

trustworthy behavior from the other. Trust begets trust.  

The trusted one can, through subsequent behavior, deepen or strain the emergent 

trusting from the one attempting to “cultivate the trust”. The same considerations 

that were described in Jones’ account of how to encourage oneself to trust another 

would apply to the person trusted if s/he wished to continue in the trusting 

relationship.  S/he would be motivated to do so by “controlling …patterns of 

attention, lines of inquiry, and tendencies of interpretation”4 that maintain her or 

his trustworthy behavior.  For example, if given the keys to a house in the absence 

of the home-owner, in order to water the plants, collect the mail and generally look 

after the welfare of the home, s/he could consider it an honor or an exploitation of 

free labor. Under one line of interpretation, s/he would act in ways that would 

continue the trusting relationship and deepen it to other aspects of cooperative 

living beyond “house-sitting”; under the exploitation of free-labor interpretation, 

s/he may act in ways that would terminate the emerging trusting.  This is meant to 

underline the bi-directionality of trustings at any and all stages.  

Choosing the “free-labor exploitation” interpretation reveals something about the 

previously existing relationship between the trustor and trustee, perhaps there was 

some prior mistrust or distrust present. In that case, the trustor did not choose the 

trustee wisely, or placed unmerited trust in the “cunning of trust” to inspire 

                                       
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
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trustworthy behavior in all “others” without any examination of the previously 

extant relationship. 

Cultivating trust through the cunning of trust 

A very similar line of thought is presented by Pettit in his paper entitled “The 

Cunning of Trust.”5  He points out that one can encourage the emergence of 

trustworthiness even in the absence of any prior information about an individual’s 

trustworthiness. This is accomplishable by relying on the nigh universal presence of 

a regard-seeking desire in human beings. According to Pettit, this desire for the 

good opinion of others renders human beings “trust-responsive”, which means that 

all (or most) human beings will be “directly and favorably responsive”6 to a show of 

trust placed in them, and will behave accordingly in the expected direction of acting 

in a responsible and trustworthy manner. This is an assumption that Pettit asserts, 

possibly with good reason based on some observation of human frailty; but he 

overlooks the variability in the human capacity to accurately read how others see 

one’s own self. If such human blindness were not present, Burns’ lines would not be 

considered insightful and moving: “O wad some Pow’r the gifitie gie us / to see 

oursels as others see us!” 

Revelations of assumptions aside, put simply, the suggestion here is that if you 

trust me in the absence of any information about my trustworthiness, I will prove 

you right because I crave your high regard and the good opinion of all others that 

                                       
5 Pettit, "The Cunning of Trust." 
6 Echoes of Jones’ analysis that the affective dimension in trust consists in the expectation 

that the other will be directly and favorably moved by one’s placing trust in them.  



 

130 

 

may learn of my trustworthiness from you. This very human acquisitiveness 

regarding regard, to be thought well of by as many people as possible, ensures or 

at least encourages, trustworthiness in me by the simple expedient of the flattery 

implicit in the statement “I trust you”.    

When you trust me with the keys to your house before you leave for a few days or 

weeks of travel, I will check the general condition of your house, water your plants, 

pick up your mail and manage any other house-related emergencies that may arise 

while you are away. I will function as a fully trustworthy person because I wish to 

be thought well of by you and by others you may tell of my good work. In Pettit’s 

view, I will live up to your trust simply because it is socially desirable to be seen as 

a trustworthy individual, and I desire what is socially desirable even if I will not 

admit to possessing such an ignoble human limitation. 

I think there is another factor that Pettit overlooks: the fact that I believe that it is 

true that you trust me when in reality it is false that you trust me, when you 

employ the “cunning of trust”. Under this circumstance what is true is that you are 

merely pretending to trust me in order to elicit the desired behavior. It may 

become true, after an interval of time during which I prove myself trustworthy, by 

investing in the trusting relationship that I believe myself to be a part of, but it is 

not true in the beginning, and I believe a falsehood. 
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For Pettit, the cultivation of trustworthy behavior is not confined to the personal 

level; it can be engineered to take place at public levels as well.7 Entire social 

institutions could be re-structured to encourage trustworthiness and trustworthy 

behavior among denizens and citizens. This is a comforting or discomfiting thought 

depending on how one assesses Pettit’s suggestion. Some readers may perceive 

shades of B.F. Skinner in this suggestion.  

Pettit describes his article on “The Cunning of Trust” as a “contribution to the 

project of understanding the reasons – and, potentially, the good reasons, - why 

people might trust one another.”8 He begins this contribution with the observation 

that “Trust materializes reliably among people to the extent that they have beliefs 

about one another that make trust a sensible attitude to adopt.”9 This statement 

might be taken to imply that sometimes trust does not reliably materialize among 

people who have a different set of beliefs about each other, a set that does not 

make trust a “sensible” attitude to adopt. Or possibly they have no sets of beliefs 

about each other at all (other than the very general and vague species-related 

ones); in which case there is no guidance from “beliefs about one another” 

regarding the sensibleness of trusting anyone. The “extent” over which trust 

reliably materializes may be extremely limited, simply by virtue of the condition 

Pettit has specified about sets of mutually held relevant beliefs in “civilized 

societies”. 

                                       
7 Pettit, "The Cunning of Trust." If three particular conditions are satisfied, says Pettit. I will 

return to this point subsequently. 
8 Ibid., 202. 
9 Ibid. 
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These statements refer to reasons and beliefs, not yet of the cunning of trust, or 

the individual employing that cunning, to elicit trust or trustworthy behavior from 

another person. The phenomenon of the cunning of trust is said to depend on the 

“desire for the good opinion of others and it counts by most peoples’ lights, not as a 

desirable feature for which they need to strive, but rather as a disposition – a 

neutral or even shameful disposition – that is hard to shed.” 10 He goes on to 

comment, that “The fact that it can be supported by such a disposition shows a 

certain cunning on the part of trust. Trustors do not have to depend on the more or 

less admirable trustworthiness of others; they can also hope to exploit the relatively 

base desire to be well considered.”11 Herein lies the cunning of trust: the 

opportunistic exploitation of a desire to be well considered, or to reframe in 

evolutionary terms, a desire to become a favored member of an in-group.  

Putting aside the emotional response to the use - albeit an admirably honest 

admission of the use - of the word exploit in the suggestion regarding how to 

encourage trustworthiness in others, I am not sure that it really works outside of 

the limited parameters already set by Pettit. A society within which members have 

a “set of beliefs” about each other which makes trust a sensible attitude to adopt 

may allow said exploitation, but as soon as the fact of the exploitation is discovered 

the picture must surely change. Not only will such trust fail Baier’s expressibility 

test12 according to which only morally decent trust is able to survive exposure of 

                                       
10 Ibid., 203. 
11 Ibid. Italics mine. 
12 Baier, Moral Prejudices, 123-24. “A trust relationship is morally bad to the extent that 

either party relies on qualities in the other which would be weakened by the knowledge that 

the other relies on them...the knowledge that others are counting on one’s non-reciprocated 
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the grounds of said trust. It is impractical in so far as it contains the seeds of its 

own destruction.  

Much as I may seek your high regard, upon the discovery that you were counting 

on my docility or my susceptibility to social desirability to be obligingly trustworthy, 

it is very likely that this knowledge will serve to turn me into one of the Furies 

rather than into one of the Graces. When you hand me the keys to your house the 

next time you travel, (subsequent to the revelation that you were employing the 

cunning of trust rather than a genuine placement of trust), and expect the 

previously demonstrated level of docility and trustworthiness, it is more likely that 

you will return to a houseful of withered plants than of thriving ones. Even if I 

“played along” with a cunning of my own, because it served some self-interest of 

mine to continue the charade of trust, I will no longer be actually trustworthy this 

time around because I know it is exploitation. This is no longer a relationship of 

trust, at best it is a dishonest relationship between two persons masquerading as 

trust. The trouble with exploitation, even if one party “cooperates” in the self-

exploitation, is that it has a limited run of success. This is a practical objection 

added to the moral decency objection based on Baier’s expressibility test.  

Yet there is an appeal to the notion of cultivating trust. Beyond its initial 

plausibility, there is the lure of ever-widening circles of trust that enable a 

smoother, sweeter life. How would friendships even begin, let alone flourish, if trust 

could not be cultivated? Many are the purposes that require that trust (or 

                                       
generosity or good nature or forgiveness can have the power of the negative, can destroy 

trust.” 
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relationships of trust) be amenable to cultivation: child rearing, recovery from 

trauma,13 re-establishment of trust after a real or perceived betrayal in 

relationships of many different varieties, personal and professional (not just the 

easily accessed example of betrayals in romantic love). 

There is a tension between the statements that trust cannot be willed but that it 

can be cultivated.  It might prove illuminating to examine what exactly is meant by 

cultivation in its many contexts of application. It might explain the lure and promise 

of the cultivation of trust; and may also explain if and how the cultivation of trust 

may be reconciled with the perceived non-voluntariness of trust. 

Cultivation: one concept many applications 

The original realm of application of the word “cultivation” is in the context of the 

activity of tilling the ground to prepare for planting seed. Cultivare in Latin means 

literally to till the ground into furrows. Obviously the tilling of the ground is a 

preparation for the planting of seeds for a crop to be harvested in the future. Slowly 

over time, simply by association, cultivation comes to have the meaning of growing 

the crops themselves; she is cultivating a new high-yield strain of barley or wheat. 

Moving from the agricultural cultivation of tangibles like grains and fruits the 

meaning of the word cultivation acquires the meaning of a cultivation of intangibles 

like markers of aesthetic or literary taste and other “civilizing” pursuits. Two 

elements are easily perceived as common to both the agricultural and the cultural 

meanings of cultivation: a growing or learning process and an associated skill. 

                                       
13 Jones’ own example is that of a rape victim learning to trust her surroundings again.  
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Thus far the project sounds plausible and trouble-free. If trust, trustings or 

relationships of trust can be viewed as a growing or learning process, or a skill, it 

follows quite directly that trust can be cultivated.  In many respects, my own 

analysis has been tending towards a characterization of trust along similar lines. 

Trust is a relationship between trustor and the trustee, as well as between trustee 

and trustor. Trust is viewed as a process of trusting. As such, it ought to be 

amenable to cultivation. 

Returning to Jones’ description of how to set about cultivating trust, we note that 

she recommends a selective focusing of patterns of attention, lines of inquiry, and 

tendencies of interpretation towards trust-encouraging grounds and away from 

trust-discouraging or distrust-encouraging grounds.14 The horticultural analogy 

works here. One must plant cacti in sand and rice in paddy fields. External 

conditions must be consonant with the requirements of the cultivated crop.  

The analogy breaks down when one considers the fact that in the agricultural case, 

after the furrows are tilled, seed-grain is available for planting. The subsequent 

cultivation by monitoring of suitable conditions and the provision of appropriate 

care and eventual harvesting make sense only after the seeds have been sown. 

Even in the case of growing cultured sensibilities, some initial interest or capacity is 

present to the cultivation or refinement. Whence comes the seed for cultivating 

trust?  

                                       
14 Jones does not give any specific examples of what may be trust-encouraging grounds, 

probably for the very good reason that these trust-encouraging grounds may vary from case 

to case and from person to person.  
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Pettit’s answer seems to be that the “seed” for the eventual “sprouting” of 

trustworthiness comes from the desire to be well regarded, from the fact of the 

social desirability of social desirability. The person possessed of such a disposition, 

is “pre-seeded” as it were, and according to Pettit, we are all possessed of it by 

virtue of being part of a civilized society. It is this disposition that acts as the “seed” 

from which trustworthy behavior can eventually be harvested.  

This disposition that Pettit describes, which is something that people may view as a 

“shameful” fact about themselves, is in my view a budding trust in others from the 

same in-group. Apart from the moral and practical objection to such a maneuver, a 

theoretical objection could be voiced. Trust cannot be cultivated in the absence of 

trust. What Pettit’s cunning of trust is exploiting is the low-intensity yet pervasive 

trust we have in other individuals belonging to the same in-group. The “cunning of 

trust” is unlikely to work with out-of-group members. They will not possess any 

particular disposition to be viewed in a favorable light by us. One man’s martyr is 

another man’s terrorist. 

The conceptual situation is exactly parallel to Baier’s concern about goods-

relativized trust; that we do not entrust where first we do not trust. Or to put it in 

the affirmative, we entrust only where we first trust. Thus trust can be cultivated 

only in situations where at least a seed or seedling of it already exists. Parents can 

encourage trustworthy behavior in their children, by trusting them in situations 

never before encountered, where their “trust” is not really a trusting but a hoping. 

Parents can do this because the already existing history of interaction provides the 

“seed-grain”.  
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To take a concrete example, that of a parent teaching a child to ride a bicycle. For 

many trials the parent dutifully holds onto the back of the seat, providing the 

balancing force as the child pedals, wobbles and pedals some more. At some point 

in this exercise, the parent lets go of the stabilizing grip on the seat without telling 

the child that assistance has been withdrawn.  Trust has been placed in the child’s 

undemonstrated ability to ride a bicycle safely. Often the child pedals on quite 

successfully only to fall down once s/he realizes that the steadying hand is absent. 

Not yet having confidence in her or his ability to balance independently, s/he loses 

physical balance and falls, but only after riding successfully for a while. The parent 

reassures the child verbally, the child now also knows that even though s/he fell, 

s/he also rode the bicycle successfully. Her body learned to balance and now her 

mind knows that as well. Trust and self-trust are being cultivated in the same 

experience; a skill is being learned; but not de novo. “Trust begets trust” now has a 

different sense. 

In my theory of trust, as was indicated a few paragraphs ago, trust is viewed as a 

trusting, a bi-directional relationship between trustor and trustee. The child trusts 

her parent to teach her how to ride the bicycle and not let her come to harm. The 

parent promises to hold on to the seat as the child pedals; with this reassurance 

the child attempts the unknown, scary task of pedaling a bicycle. When the parent 

lets go of the seat, has s/he betrayed the trust of the child? Has s/he employed the 

“cunning of trust” to con the child into attempting a frightening unknown task? The 

answer is “No.”  The parent lets go of the seat only after s/he is reasonably certain, 

based on the tactile feedback from her decreasing the support given to the child in 



 

138 

 

order to balance on the bicycle, that the child has actually mastered the physical 

act of balance. S/he acquires this knowledge through feedback from the “steadying 

hand” that slowly decreases or increases support and finally decreases this support 

to merely a fingers-touch, until s/he knows that the child is competently riding the 

bicycle. At this point the parental support is in the realm of emotional confidence, 

not physical competence. The trusting relationship has not been betrayed.  Two 

skills are displayed in this example, the learning and the teaching of how to ride a 

bicycle; as in the trust between parent and child, a relationship of bi-directional 

trust. The child trusts the parent and the parent trusts the child, in varying levels of 

implicit and explicit trust. 

I suggest that any decent relationship of trust is bi-directional. This could be 

expressed as a compressing of two relationships of trust into one. A general 

description of the compact statement that “A trusts B” can be unpacked into two: 

“A trusts B” and “B trusts A” in slightly differing ways. It is possible that “A trusts 

B” and that “B does not trust A” in any way at all, then I would have to say that A 

is mistaken in thinking that a trusting relationship exists between the two persons. 

Is cultivating trust as a skill possible? 

Next we examine two very different accounts of skills-acquisition, of the acquisition 

of self-trust, Michael Polanyi and Keith Lehrer. These forays will provide a 

theoretical framework for conclusions about cultivating trust, and more importantly, 

provide an epistemological framework for the epistemology of trust. I have 

attempted to keep the expositions as brief as possible, but of necessity I have 

provided sufficient detail that the fine-grain of their philosophical thinking is visible.  



 

139 

 

The larger epistemological framework that I subscribe to in the context of the 

possibility of cultivating self-trust, and by extension trust, is the analysis of 

knowledge put forward by Michael Polanyi in his many books.15 Amartya Sen 

accurately and elegantly introduces The Tacit Dimension thus: “It is a deeply 

philosophical book, full of penetrating ideas, about the knowledge of the world and 

the world of knowledge.”16 As a quick and simple introduction to his significant 

contribution to epistemology, I will quote Polanyi’s own words: 

I shall reconsider human knowledge starting from the fact that we can 

know more than we can tell. This fact seems obvious enough; but it is 
not easy to say exactly what it means. Take an example. We know a 

person’s face, and can recognize it among a thousand, indeed among 
a million. Yet we usually cannot tell how we recognize a face we know. 
So most of this knowledge cannot be put into words.17 

 

The phenomenon of knowing more than one can tell is not limited to face 

recognition, but is pervasive in human experience, particularly in the learning and 

teaching of many skills.  It is this phenomenon of tacit knowing that plays a central 

role in my analysis of trust as a process, and in the epistemology of trust that is 

subsequently required if tacit knowing is to have its deserved place.  

Tacit Knowing, self-trust and trust as a skill 

Michael Polanyi was an intellectual in the deepest sense of the word. His intellectual 

journeys took him into many fields: the practice of medicine, research in chemistry, 

wide-ranging reading in the social sciences, and while reflecting on the nature of all 

                                       
15 M. Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, 1958; The Tacit Dimension, 1966; Meaning, 1975. 
16 M. Polanyi, 1966 vii (Preface to the 2009 edition) 
17 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 4. 
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knowledge, ultimately to philosophy. Indeed, Polanyi concerns himself with 

fundamental epistemological issues of the particulars of how one knows: in 

everyday life, in medical diagnostics and in the process of skill development in 

multiple fields, including the pursuit of scientific knowledge. The analysis of 

personal knowing set forth by Polanyi is at once elegant in its simplicity, and 

powerful in its explanatory scope. Such simplicity coupled with explanatory power 

are the hallmarks of genuine insights that appear obvious, but only after being 

completely understood. It takes a meticulous observer to see the transparent 

window pane at the same time that s/he sees through it.  

Polanyi begins his account of knowledge, of the acquisition of knowledge, with an 

example of the training that was personally familiar to him, medical training that 

transforms a naïve medical student into a mature physician who can accurately 

diagnose complex syndromes and diseases. Certainly there are lists of symptoms to 

be checked off, but that is only the beginning. Many cases require a pattern – 

recognition skill that is developed only through apprenticeship with a senior 

practitioner.18 Polanyi acknowledges that “ostensive definitions”, which point at an 

external object that meets the criteria, is a start, but ostensive definitions must rely 

on the ability of the trainee to grasp the salient and relevant features of the 

paradigmatic case.  There is a gap between the theoretical general case and the 

specific individual case facing the trainee that remains to be bridged by intellectual 

                                       
18 It must be underlined at this point that “pattern recognition”, trained or untrained, is 

involved in our daily lives, of knowing, feeling and acting. It is how the brain works. 
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and imaginative effort on the part of the student. Repetitions, practice and 

experience, do build up the ability to reliably recognize the target pattern.  

Polanyi refers to Gestalt psychology’s demonstration of our ability to “know a 

physiognomy by integrating our awareness of its particulars without being able to 

identify these particulars,”19 and acknowledges that his analysis of knowledge is 

inspired by this discovery of Gestalt psychology. Whereas Gestalt psychology 

assumes and accepts that such perception of the gestalt takes place through 

“spontaneous equilibration of its particulars”20 it stops at this point, but Polanyi 

takes his enquiry further.  He considers this perception of the gestalt as “the 

outcome of an active shaping of experience performed in the pursuit of 

knowledge.”21 It is an active shaping22 of experience, but it is also tacit; that is to 

say that there is no conscious awareness of shaping the gestalt. We do not 

consciously know all that we actually know. 

The “logic of tacit thought” ranges over all cases of knowledge and creativity. 

Polanyi places the tacit power of scientific and artistic genius at the very top of the 

list that extends through diagnostics to performance of all skills, musical, athletic, 

academic, all the way down to humble tasks like hammering a nail.  The oft-drawn 

distinction between intellectual and practical knowledge disappears in the analysis 

of knowledge acquisition put forward by Polanyi.  These two aspects of knowing 

follow a similar process and have a similar structure that is outlined below. As an 

                                       
19 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 6. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. Italics mine. 
22 As our affective attitudes shape our expectations of others. 
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introduction, I summarize the experimental findings in Gestalt psychology that 

Polanyi found so informative and seminal. 

Perception, with all its attendant difficulties, is understood and accepted as a decent 

means of gaining knowledge. Polanyi, uses the phenomenon labeled “subception” 

by experimental psychologists, to model how one can know without an 

accompanying awareness that one knows. In the relevant experiments, subjects 

were exposed to a series of nonsense syllables, some of which were coupled with a 

mild shock.  Subjects showed visceral anticipatory behaviors at the sight of the 

relevant nonsense syllables but could not tell verbally which ones were coupled with 

the punisher. In another experiment involving a word association task, the punisher 

came after the utterance of associations to target words.  Once again, subjects 

learned to avoid the relevant utterances, but were unable to specify which words 

were the target words. The knowledge that the subjects possessed (of the stimulus 

conditions of the experiment), Polanyi would call tacit knowing.23 

Jointly, these experimental results provided Polanyi with the evidence he needed to 

develop his analysis of how human knowing works: at two levels of awareness, the 

focal and the subsidiary. He names this from – to knowing, from the proximal term 

to the distal term. The basic structure of tacit knowing is the functional relationship 

between the two terms of tacit knowing: “we know the first term by relying on our 

awareness of it for attending to the second.”24  

                                       
23 The subjects “knew”, but they could not tell that they knew; however, this tacit 

knowledge did inform and influence their actions.  They did learn to avoid the punisher. 
24 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 10. 



 

143 

 

 In the experiments cited the nonsense syllables (and associations) constitute the 

first term; the electric shock is the second term. The connection between them 

remains tacit because the focus of attention is on the electric shock, and not on the 

nonsense syllables (or the relevant associations). We can say that the subject 

learned to rely on her or his tacit awareness of relevant particulars for purposes of 

focally attending to the electric shock (namely, avoiding it). The Gestalt 

psychologists called this phenomenon “subception”; Polanyi calls it tacit knowing 

and explicates further that “This kind of subception has the structure of a skill, for a 

skill combines elementary muscular acts which are not identifiable, according to 

relations that we cannot define.”25 We rely on our awareness of sets of muscular 

acts for attending to the performance of a skill. It is important to note that for 

Polanyi the acquisition of knowledge, or knowing, has the structure of a skill. A skill 

combines elementary muscular acts that may not be identifiable but are influential 

nevertheless.  This parallelism with skill acquisition has significant implications for 

the account of trust being developed in the current work.  

That one’s attention is distributed over a broad expanse including the direct object 

of knowledge in learning and knowing is an essential aspect of knowing. It is clearly 

stated in the following excerpt from Meaning; 

 The grounds of all tacit knowing are items or particulars…that we are 
aware of in the act of focusing our attention on something else, away 

from them. This is the functional relation of subsidiaries to the focal 
target, and we may also call it a from–to relation. Moreover, we can 
say that this relation establishes a from–to knowledge of the 

subsidiaries – a knowledge of them as they appear functionally in 

                                       
25 Ibid., 8. 
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establishing the object of focal attention. Tacit knowing is a from–to 
knowing.26  

I turn to Polanyi’s own example of the learning of a simple skill, like hammering a 

nail (perhaps into a wall to hang a picture), to illustrate concretely the preceding 

theoretical discussion. There are many elements that are required to be in place 

even for the performance of this simple task.  There is coordination needed in the 

simple action of hammering a nail that involves paying attention to many items: 

the desired placing of the nail on the wall, the proper striking angle of the hammer 

to land squarely on the nail head so as to drive it in straight and not bend it out of 

alignment, to control the force behind the hammer stroke so as to push the nail in 

but not sink it too far into the wall. When we engage in this action the focus of our 

attention is the nail head, but clearly it is the tactile feedback from the hammer to 

the palm of the hand that enables us to perform the correct execution of the 

necessary sequence. This tactile feedback is attended to as well, but in an assistive, 

subsidiary role. This smooth coordination of focal and subsidiary attention is at the 

heart of the learning of all skills, however complex.  

In order to bring home the point concerning the focal and effortless coordination of 

subsidiary attention, Polanyi gives an additional example of exploring a hidden 

space by means of a probe, akin to the visually challenged person’s use of a cane to 

sense the route ahead. Now the phenomenon of interpreting tactile cues is easier to 

discern. Also, the change of circumstance has resulted in a shift from knowledge of 

how to do something (know-how) to the knowledge of what is inside or ahead 

                                       
26 Michael Polanyi and Harry Prosch, Meaning (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975). 
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(know-that). This demonstrates the power of Polanyi’s model of how we come to 

learn and know a variety of skills and facts. The selfsame analysis applies to the 

learning of (and thus coming to know) how to ride a bicycle, play a musical 

instrument, dance, diagnose disease or identify appropriate scientific problems and 

conduct scientific research. I claim that this model of knowledge applies to the 

philosophical problem of cultivating trust as well. 

It must be noted at this point that what is subsidiary is not to be identified with 

whatever is in the periphery of attention. Being a subsidiary, as opposed to being 

focal, is a functional relationship.  One can shift one’s attention to render a 

subsidiary focal, for example, when one stops in the middle of a musical phrase to 

check the correct placement of one’s fingers on the piano keys. Now the quality of 

the music has slipped out of the focus of attention and the physical manipulation of 

the fingers moves into focus. What was subsidiary is now focal and vice versa.  

A significant consequence of this flexible functional relationship of focus and 

subsidiary is its effect on meaning. Consideration of a more complex activity, like a 

game of chess, will make this clear. When engrossed in a game of chess, the 

various pieces mean different functional elements; that is what one sees when one 

perceives the strategic danger to the King or the strategic opportunity for the 

Queen.  Now if one shifts attention to the structural properties of the very same 

chess piece, be it King or Queen, the strategic meaning disappears from view, and 

the King or Queen is now just a piece of plastic or marble. Another way of stating it 

is to say that as soon as one fixes one’s attention on a subsidiary it loses its 
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meaning, because “the focal target on which they bear is the meaning of the 

subsidiaries.” 27 

On this point Bontekoe writes “The crucial implication of this point is that, whenever 

we are dealing with an open system28 (or, as in the game of chess, with a closed, 

but incalculably complex one), it is in principle impossible to provide a completely 

explicit account of precisely how the subsidiaries bear upon the focus.”29 From this 

difficulty of shifting foci and loss of meaning, Bontekoe concludes that rules for 

good judgment (which is the topic of interest for his manuscript), cannot be 

specified by algorithm or learned by rote.  Even if one could keep unpacking 

meanings of ever receding subsidiaries, Bontekoe argues, one reaches “the point 

where our awareness of external objects is formed out of clues provided by our 

body’s sense organs, where our patterns of thought are shaped by our having 

acquired a native language.”30  Now we have arrived at the acquisition of a skill that 

we cannot explain. In addressing the same point, Polanyi speaks of a “process of 

unconscious trial and error by which we feel our way to success.”31 There are 

always elements of imagination, creativity and self-trust involved in the practice of 

any skill including all matters of judgment.32 

                                       
27 Ibid., 35. 
28 A relationship of trust between two human beings is definitely an open system. 
29 Bontekoe, Unpublished Manuscript, 1999 
30 Bontekoe, Unpublished Manuscript, 1999 
31 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1958), 

62. 
32 Entering into a relationship of trust, it will be agreed, is also a matter of judgment. 
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Self-trust is central to the practice of any skill.  A simple, elegant and convincing 

account of self-trust can be assembled from the preceding discussion of skills 

acquisition. Take for example, the process of learning how to play a musical 

instrument. In the beginning, the student is awkward, tense and much focused on 

the placing of fingers on the piano keys; the musicality of the piece performed is 

not a focus of attention.  After some practice, when focal attention is not required 

for correctness of fingering, that aspect of learning / knowing passes into the 

subsidiary repertoire; now she can focus on incorporating musicality into her 

performance.  At this juncture, she can be said to trust herself with an error free 

musical performance without having to shift focus to attend to correct fingering. 

Her self-trust is anchored in her body’s unconscious, but often reachable, 

knowledge of the relevant subsidiaries. It can be said quite truthfully that she has 

successfully cultivated self-trust, at least as far as piano playing abilities are 

concerned. 

In Polanyi’s analysis of human knowledge self-trust does not have to be asserted, it 

is explained. In the very process of explaining what self-trust is, namely, the ability 

to allow knowledge contained in the subsidiaries, the tacit knowing, to influence 

one’s actions at the focal level, Polanyi has also successfully demonstrated the way 

to cultivate self-trust, namely, practice. Bit by little bit, self-trust grows, at first 

tacitly and then more awarely, for the piano playing person, or for any other 

individual practicing another skill. The previously analyzed example of a child 

learning to ride a bicycle is also an excellent illustration of Polanyi’s “tacit knowing”.  

The child knows how to ride the bicycle at some point in her learning experience, 
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but does not know that she knows how to ride a bicycle. The parent’s knowledge 

via the changes of physical feedback from the “steadying hand” is also an excellent 

illustration of tacit knowing which slowly surfaces to the aware level and is then 

acted upon by the parent in the letting go of the child’s bicycle seat. This model can 

be extended to include the cultivation of relationships of trust, or to put it in a more 

familiar linguistic formulation, to cultivate trust.  

Polanyi acknowledged the presence, ubiquity and importance of our senses, our 

linguistic and other skills, in the conduct of life. They provide us with interpretive 

frameworks and the ability to employ them, sometimes even beyond our own 

cognition of our capacities. He was of the opinion that the “body is the ultimate 

instrument of all our external knowledge, whether intellectual or practical. In all our 

waking moments we are relying on our awareness of contacts of our body with 

things outside for attending to those things.”33 It is the whole body that Polanyi is 

referring to, not just the neuroanatomical organ brain that houses the 

neurophilosophical mind. I find great import in this statement that anchors 

knowledge in the whole body and not just in brain circuitry.  Bodily, visceral 

feelings are not just part of acquiring the skill of hammering a nail or melodious 

piano playing, but of all endeavors in the enterprise of knowledge. This has the 

consequence of widening the personal database from which all knowledge is 

actually acquired. It has the consequence, as I argue, of including emotion 

                                       
33 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 15. 



 

149 

 

experienced as feelings in the body as part of the analysis and cultivation of self-

trust and trust. 

In spite of the anchoring of knowledge in the body, Polanyi is not a reductionist. On 

the contrary, he is firmly committed to a hierarchy of levels whereby the more 

complex (higher) levels depend on the simpler (lower) levels, but are not thereby 

rendered completely explicable in terms of the lower levels.  There is no fear, or 

chance, of reducing mind to atoms in motion, because an explanation at that level 

of atomic specificity has no meaning at the level that minds have meaning.  He is 

also committed to a way of cognizing the world that employs the hermeneutic 

concept of indwelling; he believes that indwelling (or empathy) is the proper means 

of knowing things. “It is not by looking at things, but by dwelling in them, that we 

understand their joint meaning.”34 Trust between people requires this kind of 

mutual indwelling.  

In conclusion, Polanyi’s analysis of all knowledge as personal knowledge involving 

the tacit dimension, rooted in the body but necessitating an indwelling in the target 

of knowledge (before one can be said to understand anything), has a paradoxical 

flavor that rings true to experience. It is a simple model but powerfully applicable at 

all levels of knowledge. 

Similarly, to say that all trust is personal trust involving the tacit dimension, is 

rooted in the body and necessitates an indwelling in the target of trust (before one 

can be said to trust anyone), also has a paradoxical flavor that rings true to 

                                       
34 Ibid., 18. 
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experience. Within the simple model set forth by Polanyi, self-trust and other-trust 

can be cultivated in exactly the same manner that they can be explained. The 

inclusion of the whole body of the individual enables the inclusion of tacit knowing 

of emotions (experienced as feelings) in the analysis and cultivation of trust. 

The experience of trusting (or distrusting) a person that one hardly knows on the 

basis of “gut feelings” has a plausible explanation if one accepts Polanyi’s analysis 

of knowledge as inclusive of tacit knowing.  The not-so-well-known person may 

have physical or psychological characteristics that act as subtle cues to elicit the 

trusting (or distrusting) response. One may not even be aware of the fact that it is 

a resemblance to a past experience that is triggering the trust or the distrust. It is 

true that these subtle subsidiaries may lead us into unfortunate as well as fortunate 

placings of trust in a person that one does not know very well. This is the reason 

why vigilance must work together with empathy to generate appropriate trust. It is 

not just vigilance of the other’s characteristics but also a vigilance of our responses, 

positive or negative, to those characteristics that requires monitoring. 

A loop of Reason, self-trust and trust 

 In Self-Trust, subtitled A Study of Reason, Knowledge and Autonomy,35 Keith 

Lehrer puts forward a theory of the place of self-trust in the enterprise of 

reasonably and autonomously acquired knowledge. Self-trust is central to the 

epistemic enterprise of acquiring knowledge, therefore, it is deemed important to 

cultivate the capacity for self-trust. Acknowledging the role of wisdom in human 

                                       
35 Lehrer, Self-Trust: A Study of Reason, Knowledge and Autonomy. 
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life, along with knowledge, he suggests a parallel account of the proper acquisition 

of wisdom, albeit situated squarely within the bounds of autonomy and reason. 

Although Lehrer only addresses self-trust directly, given the intimate relationship 

between self-trust and trust, it will not be difficult to draw conclusions about the 

cultivation of trust by analogical reasoning from his account of the cultivation of 

self-trust. 

 Lehrer considers trustworthiness “a capacity that I improve by correcting my errors 

over time.”36 Capacities can be redefined as skills. There are semantic connections 

and similarities in structure between capacities and skills. Both can be improved 

with practice even if some capacities or skills may be biologically inherited. Learning 

can enter the improvement project at a subsequent stage. I hasten to underline the 

fact that this discussion of trustworthiness is in the epistemological context of 

knowledge acquisition, the final capacity under consideration is that of accurate and 

reliable knowing. 

I will not be entering into a complete exegesis of Lehrer’s stance on epistemology 

since that is not a focus in this dissertation.  I will state my basic disagreement with 

Lehrer in a “global” fashion after quoting an equally “global” statement from him 

concerning the roles of reason and emotion. However, I appreciate Lehrer’s 

metaphor for the project of knowledge, and agree with his description of the long 

and slow aggregation of the capacity for self-trust. I assert that trust accretes in a 

                                       
36 Ibid., 19. 
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similar slow, circular and hermeneutic fashion. Put simply, I do not think that 

Lehrer’s position is inconsistent, it is merely incomplete.  

Lehrer describes his book on self-trust37 as a “picture and a hope”38  along with 

stating a theory. The scope of the theory encompasses “reason, love, knowledge, 

wisdom, autonomy and consensus.”39 This description promises that Lehrer will 

deliver a Grand Unified Theory, not only of Reason, Knowledge and Autonomy with 

a nod to Wisdom, but a theory of a well-lived life. At the very outset, he 

underscores three basic ideas that connect diverse elements of this expansive 

scope: 

The first is the idea that what is uniquely human is the capacity for 
metamental ascent, the capacity to consider and evaluate first-order 
mental states that arise naturally within us.  The second is that such 

evaluation is based on a background system, on an evaluation system, 
and positive evaluation yields acceptance or preference concerning the 

object of the first order states of belief and desire. The evaluation of 
beliefs and desires is essential to reason and love, knowledge and 
wisdom, autonomy and consensus….. The third unifying idea concerns 

states that loop together the states within the system and structure of 
evaluation.  These states are not the foundations of evaluations, nor 

are they the final stage of evaluation; they are the keystones of 
evaluation which hold the structure together with a loop which is itself 
supported by things it holds together.  The keystone loops the mind 

together. 40 

 

The image that Lehrer wishes us to keep in mind, as we follow along his argument 

and exposition, is that of arches in a chapel at Estavayer in Switzerland. He places 

this architectural metaphor of a keystone loop at the center of his analysis of the 

                                       
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., 1. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid., 1-2. italics mine 
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propriety and centrality of Self-Trust for the epistemological project. He views the 

knowing enterprise as: 

 a chapel of the mind, held together at the top with a keystone loop.  

This is a picture of the individual mind but also of the social mind. The 
individual and society are unified by a loop of metamental ascent and 

descent tying mind and nature together into one unified system.41 

 

Additionally, Lehrer reaches for a mathematical metaphor to supplement the 

architectural one, “To choose another metaphor, it is a fixed point vector of the 

brain that unifies a neural assembly.  Metamental ascent transcends the mind to 

reach the metamind and loops back into the body.”42 Lehrer makes references to 

mental states that arise naturally within us and to the presumed desirability of a 

metamental ability that can tie mind and nature together in one unified system, but 

thereafter he makes no reference to nature and the place of man within the natural 

order. It is Reason that holds his attention and affection, as evidenced by the 

following words: 

Let us begin with reason.  Reason has had a bad press from time to 

time.  Romantics, existentialists, feminists, to mention but a few, have 

complained that reason forces conformity to alleged universal rules 

upon the individual. Such alleged rules, it is averred, may represent 

the attempt to force social conformity and limit individual autonomy.  I 

wish to propose a conception of reason grounded upon self-trust and 

individual evaluation of social norms.  I will argue, eventually, that 

consensus is based on the aggregation of individual evaluation, just as 

individual evaluation is based on the aggregated consensus of the 

group. I will offer a model of aggregation to explain how.  I begin with 

the individual, conceding the social influence of thought and 

                                       
41 Ibid., 2. Italics mine. 
42 Ibid., 1-2. 
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evaluation, because all individuals, however shaped and formed by 

others, must also decide for themselves what they accept and prefer.43 

 

If, as Lehrer claims, Reason has had a bad press from time to time, Emotion has 

had worse press for a very long time. His list includes romantic artists, existentialist 

philosophers and feminists, as a few among the complainants. I may qualify for 

membership in all of the listed complainant groups, and possibly in some other 

unlisted complainant groups, but my objection is slightly different from the 

complaint attributed to my group-mates. The thrust of my objection is less 

concerned with the issue of autonomy and more concerned epistemologically with 

the question of loss of informational content when emotion is excluded or ignored in 

the acquisition of knowledge.  

 Lehrer bases his conception of Reason on self-trust and individual evaluations of 

social norms and mores.  He accepts the dynamic mutual determination of 

individual preferences and prevalent social norms: that each may modify the other 

in hermeneutically circular fashion. He makes the claim that no matter what the 

current norms of a society are, it is the individual who makes the final choice.  This 

fundamental freedom of choice for the individual yields the necessary autonomy in 

what an individual accepts or prefers. Yes, autonomy is important, but Lehrer 

seems to overlook the fact that interdependence is a feature of many facets of 

human existence. 

                                       
43 Ibid., 2. 
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Lehrer also addresses whether or not an individual is reasonable in what s/he 

accepts or prefers.  The reasonableness of an individual is deemed to be related to 

the question of whether she is worthy of her trust in herself.  This brings us to the 

heart of the matter; what renders an individual worthy of her or his own trust? Of 

self-trust? How do we decide if we can trust ourselves? The answer, for Lehrer, lies 

in whether or not we know the “merits” of the societal rule we accept and prefer. 

Not much is said explicitly about how one decides the merits of any given rule, 

other than “There is more to merit than morals.”44  

For Lehrer Reason decides what is reasonable and meritorious. For the present 

writer, the very concepts of “reasonable and meritorious”, involving as they do 

elements of approval, appreciation and advocacy45 already embody elements of 

feeling and emotion.  There is a difference between rationality, or even 

“reasonableness” as a fruit of Reason, and “reasonableness” as a fruit of reason and 

emotion jointly. When an appeal is made to another human being, “Do be 

reasonable”, it usually echoes Portia’s sentiments about the quality of mercy. The 

quality of Reason is not strained if it includes information gleaned from emotion and 

feelings. 

Lehrer mentions feelings as he writes about the examined life thus, “When I look 

within myself to find some basis for evaluation…what do I find that makes me 

worthy of my trust? There are, of course, feelings, beliefs and desires within, but it 

                                       
44 Ibid., 42. 
45 Advocacy can be summed up as the familiar exhortation to “Do so as well”. 
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is my evaluation of these raw materials that makes me worthy of my trust.”46 He 

admits that feelings constitute the raw materials of life, but it is the evaluation of 

them that he finds important. 

He describes these evaluations as the “fruits of reason”. Self-trust is “the capacity 

to evaluate …beliefs and desires, and that is the role of metamental ascent.  That is 

transcendence to a life of reason.”47 This movement to a life of Reason is not 

intended as a “deprecation of feeling, belief and desire,”48 for they do constitute the 

raw material of life, but Lehrer views them as a “group of workers that present 

themselves for some task but must be evaluated for their skill and be organized for 

their efforts.”49  Subsequent to this not so polite mention in the list of raw 

materials, “feelings” disappear from the discussion altogether. This echoes the 

place given to Reason by the lineage of philosophers that traces back to Plato. 

A very definite hierarchy is recommended and established. Reason is to reign 

supreme. My intention is not to dethrone Reason, but to add to the province and 

productivity of reason by the interactive, mutually informative presence of feelings, 

in the conduct of human affairs. The recommended transcendence, in my universe 

of discourse, would be to a life of reason as informed by emotion, a life of emotion 

as informed by reason. I aim for an interactive interdependent universe wherein 

feelings are not viewed as just disorganized workers needing a stern supervisor.   

                                       
46 Lehrer, Self-Trust: A Study of Reason, Knowledge and Autonomy, 25-26. 
47 Ibid., 3. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
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Returning to the project of epistemology, on the path to knowledge and wisdom, 

Lehrer notes that the skeptic blocks the very start of an answer. In response Lehrer 

considers it necessary, and not just fine, to ignore the skeptic and begin with what 

we accept and prefer. He encourages us to: 

try the other path, the path of self-trust. This path is a simple one. I 
trust myself. I am worthy of my trust.  I am worthy of my trust 

concerning what I prefer and accept.  Down this path, pointed out by 
Thomas Reid, we find an answer to the skeptic. If I am worthy of my 

trust concerning what I accept and prefer, I can find an argument for 
the reasonableness of both.  That argument will lead you and me to 
the keystone of knowledge and wisdom.50  

 

It seems as if Lehrer is willing to accept the necessity of a belief in one’s own 

trustworthiness, because without that sense of self-efficacy, that self-trust, the 

epistemological project cannot even commence. An interesting and relevant 

thought experiment might be to imagine the epistemological experience of a person 

who reports complete absence of self-trust.51 Is this a non-dogmatic person who 

qualifies as a person with a perennially open mind? Is s/he able to acquire 

knowledge?  Or is this person incapable of acquiring any knowledge? I can 

anticipate another objection to the consequence of this thought experiment: that 

the person may acquire knowledge but will not know that s/he knows, or will it be 

that s/he knows that s/he does not know? We will have occasion to return to this 

                                       
50 Ibid., 5-6. 
51 Descartes began with a similar position of no-knowledge, only pervasive doubt, but this 

lead him quickly to the existence of the self that doubts and to God as the protector from 

the evil demon who would perpetuate doubt. Knowledge gets restored by God. 
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issue of whether the epistemological agent must know that she knows before that 

piece of knowledge can qualify as a case of knowing.  

Of particular interest to this work is the distinction that Lehrer draws between 

Knowledge and Wisdom: “Knowledge based on the acceptance of truth is an 

intellectual attitude, however valuable it may be in practice. Wisdom, I shall argue, 

is preference of merit justified by an evaluation system and undefeated by error.” 52 

There no direct statement of what kind of an attitude, intellectual or otherwise, 

wisdom is assessed to be in Lehrer’s analysis.  One is left to infer that it must be a 

kind of intellectual attitude since all evaluations are the “fruits of reason”, but 

Lehrer does seem to imply that wisdom is different from knowledge, and as such 

should be differentiated from an intellectual attitude.  I would suggest that the 

distinguishing flavor is that wisdom encompasses an affective attitude along with 

being a “fruit of reason”. Lehrer’s analysis, in my opinion is not incorrect, not 

inconsistent, but incomplete. The incompleteness becomes a problem in the light of 

his stated expansive scope of covering all aspects of human life. 

Lehrer ends his discussion of knowledge and wisdom by invoking his initial 

metaphor of the keystone loop again: “Justified preference rests on acceptance of 

my trustworthiness in what I prefer, and justified acceptance rests on my 

preference for being trustworthy, and that shows how the keystone loop ties 

knowledge and wisdom together.”53 The circularity apparent in the preceding 

                                       
52 Lehrer, Self-Trust: A Study of Reason, Knowledge and Autonomy, 27. 
53 Ibid., 50. 
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sentence is of little concern to a coherence epistemologist. Once again, the 

metaphor of the keystone loop appears, with autonomy as the “point of power” at 

the center of the loop. “Autonomy is the point of the keystone loop.”54  

It is significant to note that the analysis remains on a cognitive level even when the 

subject under consideration is love between human beings.  The words “emotion” 

and “feeling” hardly appear in the book. After being listed as part of a “group of 

workers” requiring evaluation and organization, the word “feeling” does make 

another cameo appearance in the chapter on “Love and Transcendence”, but 

therein it rings a melancholy peal: “One may feel that one has no control over 

whether one is loved and suffer the resultant feelings of vulnerability.”55 Desire 

features prominently in the analysis of love and presumably requires transcendence 

before love can elevate to the level of autonomous love. In Lehrer’s analysis, desire 

may be a polite euphemism for lust. Autonomy remains the touchstone of all value, 

a veritable philosopher’s stone. 

The analytical rigor continues even as he describes the cultivation of self-trust by 

means of topics like “Trustworthiness and Consensus” and “Evaluation and 

Consciousness.” The discussions center on methodological minutiae concerning the 

proper assignment of aggregated consensus weights, highly reminiscent of 

integrating over mathematical functions, and culminates in the final crescendo of 

“The Mathematical Loop of Estavayer” quoted below: 

                                       
54 Ibid., 103. 
55 Ibid., 121. 
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You might be inclined to ask what the loop is. Is it preference or 
acceptance? Is it individual or social? Is it mind or body? Is it abstract 

or concrete? The answer, of course, is that it is an actualized 
mathematical structure that realizes quantity and quality, individual 

and society, mind and body. Reality is mathematical as the 
Pythagoreans affirmed and many a physicist will insist when asked 
whether reality is made of waves or corpuscles. You can only 

understand the answer from within the loop. The fundamental answer 
is the mathematical loop. If you do not understand, return to the 

beginning, read, evaluate and aggregate. You will find the answer 
within the loop.56  

 

So in the end, we return to the beginning: the keystone loop that connects and 

supports “two arches, which in turn, lean against the keystone and hold it in place. 

You may think of one arch as the arch of preference and the other arch as the arch 

of acceptance…These arches, connected by the keystone loop, constitute my 

evaluation system.”57 The arch of acceptance appears to be conceptual and, 

perhaps purely and not just largely, cognitive; I have no quarrel with that. On the 

other hand, the arch of preference that appears to relate to human frailties like 

desire and love, could have included some greater consideration of the body, of 

emotion, and still “leaned against” the keystone of reason to be largely, but not 

purely cognitive; I do have qualms about that.  

The mathematical ideals affirmed by the Pythagoreans and Physicists alike 

nevertheless connect and apply to the “geo” of geometry and the physical world of 

the physicist. An analysis of human knowing, and trusting must do the same and be 

applicable to the real world of human knowing and human trusting. 

                                       
56 Ibid., 185. 
57 Ibid., 25. 
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Simply put,  Lehrer’s account of Self-trust is based on three basic ideas that he 

introduces at the very beginning of his book, that of the human capacity to reflect 

on our mental states, the presence of a common background system of norms and 

mores that are shared by many but concerning which personal versions may differ, 

and finally, the ability to integrate over all our experiences and thoughts in a 

hermeneutically circular manner to arrive at the keystone states that support and 

are supported by the rest of the structure. The role of self-trust in the 

epistemological enterprise is to ensure its very commencement. His preferred 

metaphors reveal both the scope and sweep of what he would like to address and 

explain, as well as the fine-grained analysis that he would like to offer.  The 

architectural image of the keystone loop of the chapel of the mind coupled with the 

mathematics of the fixed point vector sums up his position beautifully. 

Yet, even as the mind’s eye lifts from minute details of mathematical calculations to 

contemplate the beauty of the keystone that “loops the mind together” 58 one 

cannot but notice that Lehrer’s analysis is complex in its commissions and simple in 

its omission.  The painstakingly detailed construction of the process of developing 

acceptances and preferences in the human mind appears accurate except for the 

omission of the role played by emotion or affective components of the same mind in 

the same enterprise.  

                                       
58 Ibid., 2. 
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Integrating Polanyi and Lehrer  

Given that I agree with both Polanyi and Lehrer in some measure, it would be 

fruitful for my project to attempt an integration of the two positions. I will attempt 

a delineation of the common ground between the two thinkers and ultimately 

myself. Let me begin with the obvious differences between the two thinkers. 

One obvious difference between Lehrer and Polanyi is in how they begin their 

philosophical projects. Lehrer postulates and asserts the starting point of self-trust, 

and Polanyi begins with an analysis of human knowledge as personal knowledge. 

This includes tacit knowing that explains the emergence and maintenance of self-

trust. Both Lehrer and Polanyi talk about Nature, but only Polanyi is comfortable in 

putting questions to Nature. Lehrer makes references to nature and the “states that 

naturally arise within us” but does not much attend to these states that naturally 

arise within us. Lehrer talks about metamental ascent looping back into the body, 

but it is in Polanyi that we find an explication of how the body functions in the 

“loop”. I use the word ‘nature’ because both Lehrer and Polanyi use the word. My 

personal preference is to use the word ‘nature’ as a stylistic convenience alone; I 

mean to refer to the ‘natural world’, not to reify or deify Nature.  

The epistemology of trust, or self-trust, while related to the particulars of a 

suggested account of trust, also reflects the preferred approach to formulating 

questions and accepting answers.  This statement raises questions of preferred 

notions of truth and value that one assumes or accepts. It raises questions about 

one’s stance to the natural world. Do we assume and accept a commonality of 

comprehension, not only in matters of conceptual and verbal communication, but a 
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commonality of being biological creatures? Do we accept a shared ancestry, not 

only with other humans but with the rest of the animal kingdom?  

I do not know what Lehrer’s answer might be to that question, but I believe that 

Polanyi accepts the commonalities referred to above.  His philosophical vision 

incudes biology and our rootedness in our biology.  Rootedness does not translate 

into being deterministically limited by that biology, but it does require that we 

understand that biological inheritance and its relationship to all our capacities, 

physical and mental.  

Polanyi’s analysis of all knowledge as personal knowledge, anchored in the body 

and in the personality of the epistemic agent, yields a picture of self-trust as 

intimately related to successful skills acquisition. One trusts oneself in the areas 

wherein one has demonstrated skills.  This is reminiscent of Lehrer’s requirement of 

“being undefeated by error” without the specter of the finality of defeat, because 

learning is continuous and ongoing. 

Lehrer “posits” self-trust, because without self-trust, the epistemic project does not 

even commence. Self-trust is the necessary first step in the life of Reason. After 

taking the first assertive step, Lehrer is willing to view self-trust as a capacity 

capable of being developed over time through many iterations of the loop of 

Reason.  Now, the two accounts begin to trace a common pathway. Skills and 

capacities are conceptually similar.  

At this juncture I would like to recapitulate the three ideas that Lehrer emphasized 

at the start of his book as being the connections between diverse elements of the 
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wide scope of his philosophical enquiry. These define the path of cultivation of self-

trust and by analogy trust.  

The very first idea is the uniquely human capacity for metamental ascent to 

consider mental states that arise naturally within us.  This is a clear reference to 

consciousness, awareness and the capacity to reflect, integrate and learn. Polanyi 

would concur with this statement. 

The second idea relates to the presence of a background system of evaluation that 

we employ to examine these naturally occurring states. Polanyi would not disagree 

with the general thrust of that evaluative stance either. 

The third and final idea that unifies Lehrer’s thought is the metaphor of the 

keystone loop that holds the whole edifice together. Lehrer even goes on to state 

that “the individual and society are unified by a loop of metamental ascent and 

descent tying mind and nature together into one unified system” in this chapel of 

the mind. I am not sure how Polanyi would respond to this inspirational vision. Even 

if he were to agree to the continuity between, and hence the final “unity of mind 

and nature”, I do not think that he would consent to the vision of this unity as 

effected singly by Reason enthroned at the expense of contributions of the body as 

an instrument of knowledge. He would put questions to nature and attend to the 

answers revealed. Lehrer nods to nature and moves on to the construction of his 

ultimately mathematical vision of the architectonics of Reason, Autonomy and 

Knowledge. For Lehrer, Reason is the central keystone loop that holds the structure 

together, with the arches of reason and preference leaning against the keystone in 
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mutually supportive fashion. For Polanyi the keystone loop would certainly include 

reason, but would also include non-verbal communications from the body.  We 

know more than we can tell. 

Coherence is important to both thinkers.  As a scientist-practitioner, Polanyi is 

accustomed to looking for coherences in nature, both in the questions put to nature 

and in the answers discovered. As a scientist, he is comfortable with the notion of 

being part of a community of scholars investigating small but contiguous fields and 

trusting the work of others, (though not uncritically). Lehrer, on the other hand, 

identifies autonomy as the ultimate value. This emphasis on autonomy makes his 

vision of knowledge acquisition at least a lonely one, if not a limited one. A 

reconciliation between the two accounts might be effected through the connection 

between the notions of personal knowledge and autonomously acquired knowledge. 

In Polanyi, the uniqueness of the individual is retained in the analysis of all 

knowledge as personal knowledge. Perhaps, Lehrer means something similar by his 

insistence on autonomy, that the uniqueness of the individual is retained across all 

epistemic endeavors.  

The methodology of knowledge as being a slow, reflective and cumulative process is 

acceptable to both thinkers. A similar methodology of trust as being a slow, 

reflective and cumulative process would be acceptable to both thinkers as well. The 

inclusion of the body as an instrument of knowledge is explicit in Polanyi but it is 

implicit in Lehrer’s description. My position is closer to Polanyi’s in that his analysis 

of knowledge includes the body that “feels”, however tacitly. The body is an integral 

part of any knowledge of trust, of any relationship of trust, any cultivation of trust. 
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Lehrer’s description of the process of arriving at the wisdom of self-trust seems to 

me, to be accurate and capable of being employed as a model for any other 

cumulative process.  The cultivation of trust is one such process. 

 Cultivating Trust Revisited 

After detailed expositions of the ways in which self-trust can be described as a skill 

capable of acquisition and hence of cultivation, we return to the question with which 

the present chapter began: Can trust be cultivated?  

In order to answer that question satisfactorily, we need to delineate the relationship 

between self-trust and trust; an analogical relationship has been assumed and 

asserted.  It is my position that it is trust (or other-trust) that is the “primitive 

operator” if you will, and self-trust is the self-reflexive application of that 

relationship of other-trust. 

Given that evolutionary theory constitutes the overarching conceptual framework of 

this inquiry, it is clear that I would assert a species-wide inheritance of the 

disposition to trust another member of the same species. A disposition that is not 

“neutral” or “shameful” as Pettit would characterize it, but natural and adaptive. 

From the very first encounters with other human beings, usually a mother or an all-

mother,59 human babies learn other-trust. Their very survival depends on this 

innate ability to trust and to charm caregivers into acts of sustained altruism.  If 

                                       
59 I would like to reiterate that mother and allo-mother are being used in a gender-neutral 

sense, referring to the early caregivers. 
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Pettit finds this curiously cunning on the part of the newborn, it is the cunning of 

evolution, the cunning of survival.   

As the child grows into adolescence and adulthood the natural tendency to affiliate 

and easily trust others needs to change into a capacity for “autonomous” self-trust. 

The task of the previously dependable caregiver must now be fulfilled by the 

individual herself. Along with the need for developing self-care abilities arises the 

need for developing a capacity for self-trust. This shift to the “mature self-reliant 

adult” usually does take place. The point that I wish to emphasize is that a 

successful capacity for self-trust grows out of successful other-trust experiences. 

The “seed” that can be cultivated is present as an evolutionary inheritance at the 

species-wide level and is a residual trace from early other-trust experiences. These 

early experiences may shape the conditions that allow the “seed” to sprout or fail to 

sprout. 

The considered answer to the question of cultivating trust now becomes a “qualified 

yes”. Trust can be cultivated if the conditions are right.  Perhaps this is what Pettit 

meant when he wrote of mutually held sets of beliefs, or to put it in another way, 

membership in a common in-group. The good news is that in-group boundaries are 

elastic and given sufficient exposure to each other, even conflicting cultures can co-

exist. The bad news is that it cannot be predicted, or even hoped for, that trust can 

be cultivated between any and all human beings. The element of choice, that O’Neill 

found so essential for trust to be trust, remains inviolate.  
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The next chapter is entitled “How do I trust thee?” with a double meaning to the 

question in the title. The first meaning of the “How” refers to the complex process 

that is trust or trusting. The second meaning of the “How” refers to a listing, very 

likely, partial, of the varieties of relationships of trust. Thus the next chapter will 

contain an exposition of the proposed process view of trust from an evolutionary 

perspective, and an associated taxonomy. These serve to set the stage for an 

account of the epistemology of trust necessitated by the process view of trust from 

an evolutionary perspective, and finally an ecology of trust. By the end of this 

dissertation, we will have found a “way out” of the troubles with trust. 
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CHAPTER V.  HOW DO I TRUST THEE? 

 

THE PROCESS AND VARIETY OF TRUSTING 

 

 

With apologies to lovers of Sonnets from the Portuguese, and to the shade of 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning, I have taken her expressive and intense words about 

love and pressed them into titular service for my writing about the process and 

variety of trust. How do I trust thee? The question itself raises questions. Is it 

asking how do I trust thee? Or does it ask how do I trust thee? 1 The hardworking 

“how” is doing double duty in this chapter; it is used in the sense of the “how” of 

“How do I bake bread?” as well as in the sense of the “how” of “How do I love thee? 

Let me count the ways.”2  

One might say that the first sense of “how” is the sense of a recipe being shared.  

One might be served delicious homemade bread at a friend’s house and ask “Can 

you show me how to bake bread?” Such a request is frequently followed by the 

sharing of a recipe that contains a list of ingredients, a procedure to be followed 

and some indication of necessary culinary equipment. Often the necessary culinary 

equipment is assumed to be available, else I might not even be interested in a 

recipe for baking bread. The second sense of “how” is the sense of the variety 

possible in the enterprise under consideration, a listing of the kinds of bread one 

                                       
1 The thornier questions raised by completing the pattern by italicizing the words “I” and 

“thee” by turns, namely the problems of the self and the other, I plan to leave well enough 

alone in this dissertation.  The usual and customary senses will suffice.  
2 First line of Sonnet 43 from Sonnets from the Portuguese by Elizabeth Barrett Browning. 
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could bake. This list need not be, and under many circumstances, cannot be 

exhaustive. Given the level of specificity or generality of a recipe, the variety 

capable of being produced may be limited or unlimited. The two senses of “how” 

are easier to discern in the concrete case of baking bread, but are more difficult to 

keep separate when the “how” under consideration is an abstract process or 

product, like love or trust. Even a cursory reading of Sonnet 43 illustrates this 

difficulty discriminating between the two senses of “how”, the process and the 

product. 

The present chapter aims at explicating both senses of “How”; the how of the 

process of trusting and the how of the variety of the product, i.e., the variety of 

trustings, or relationships of trust. The first half of the chapter is devoted to setting 

out my own theory of trust as a process, the recipe part if you will. By now we are 

familiar with the list of ingredients, procedure and necessary equipment required by 

the recipe for a relationship of trust. All of those were described and discussed in 

previous chapters though not specifically identified as parts of this metaphor. Using 

the perspective of complexity theory and some illustrative analogies, in this chapter 

I connect the previously listed disparate elements to explicate the process of trust. 

This explanation of trusting qualifies as explicating the recipe sense of the “How do 

I trust thee?”, if you will. The second part of the chapter is devoted to setting out a 

taxonomy of trust complete with concrete examples, demonstrating the variety part 

if you will.3 

                                       
3 Baier attempted to show the variety of trust by relating trust to the valued object that is 

entrusted. 



 

171 

 

Setting the stage in detail allows us to sketch out the recipe sense of the “how” in 

the question “How do I trust thee?” To that end the preceding chapters contained 

discussions of relevant ideas concerning trust from recent philosophical literature on 

trust, of questions that have been raised and answers that have been offered. A 

brief overview of relevant ideas and research in other disciplines was also outlined, 

drawn primarily from evolutionary theory, evolutionary anthropology, child 

development research and basic neuroanatomy. All that information enables us to 

list the necessary equipment, namely, neuroanatomical structures at both levels, 

(evolutionary inheritance at the species level and developmental history at the 

individual level); the procedure of cultivating a relationship of trust, namely, the 

process view of trust as a relationship between people that describes the 

emergence of trust under appropriate circumstances; and the ingredients: trustor, 

trustee, context and value. It enables us to present an analysis of trust that is 

philosophically interesting, clearly responsive to human concerns, and is also 

empirically confirmed.  

Trust as a Process of trusting: 

My significant departure from previous discussions of trust is a conceptual shift, 

from a consideration of trust in the noun form, to a consideration of trust in the 

gerund form “trusting”. Thus my answer to the question “What is trust?” is that 

trust is primarily a process not a property (or characteristic of a person). Trust is 

present or absent only in reference to a relationship between two or more persons. 

Trust is not present in any one of those persons as a property (or characteristic) in 

the way some of their adult physical characteristics like general physiognomy, 
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height or color of eyes, might be described as being present in them in a relatively 

stable fashion. On the contrary, the process view of trust describes the nature of 

the persistent but variable relationship obtaining between or among the trustors 

and trustees.  When Baier analyses trust as a three place predicate,4 she is hinting 

at this relational aspect of trust. If trust must be analyzed as a property, it is a 

relational property. 

Questions define quests. The usual questions in matters of trust have been along 

the lines of “Who is a trustworthy person?” or “How do I reliably identify a 

trustworthy person?” A question about the trustworthiness of a given individual 

treats trustworthiness as a characteristic or property of the individual that, when 

correctly identified, is expected to lead on to a successful relationship of trust 

between the identifier and identified who become the trustor and trustee. 

“Trustworthiness” in this analysis is a static characteristic of an individual. That 

such static un-changeability in “trustworthiness” is not the case in the real, though 

possibly rough, world of trust rife with the dangers of betrayal is quite simple to 

demonstrate.  A particular individual may be trustworthy for one person but not for 

another. A soldier who is completely trustworthy for his fellow soldiers within his 

own Army, is utterly untrustworthy for soldiers on the opposing side of the battle. 

He is trained to defend, to even lay down his life, for his unit-mates, but will 

unhesitatingly kill enemy soldiers. A less gruesome example may be found in the 

differential manner in which ordinary people in ordinary situations look after the 

                                       
4 “A trusts B with valued thing C.” Baier, Moral Prejudices, 101. 
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interests of other people. Even simple acts such as offering rides, saving seats in a 

theater or lending money do occur at differential rates between different groupings 

of people. 

This is not to say that the personality of character of the trustor or trustee does not 

enter into an account of a trusting relationship, it is to say that it does so in the 

context of a relationship of trusting. It is a shifting of emphasis, or a reprioritizing 

of the same elements from a different perspective. 

The appeal of an analysis of trust as a static characteristic of individuals is easy to 

understand.  The question fits into traditional epistemological considerations of 

beliefs and justifications, making trust a matter of knowing, and identifying, the 

requisite properties of a “trustworthy” individual in the particular person under 

consideration. A veritable “checklist manifesto”5 for trustors is provided, or at least 

aimed for.  Once the correct belief is arrived at and the procedure of its acquisition 

justified with the received epistemological tests, the work is done.  This makes 

trusting another person purely an intellectual matter entered into with complete 

cognitive awareness. 

In contrast, the conceptualization of trust as a process has consequences that do 

complicate the matter epistemologically speaking while moving the analysis closer 

to the experiences of real people. When trust or trusting is viewed as a dynamic 

relationship (or as a system) between or among individuals, much more than the 

                                       
5 Apologies to Atul Gawande for “borrowing” the title of his impactful book The Checklist 

Manifesto. 
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cognitive epistemic capacities of trusting and trusted individuals are engaged, their 

affective and conative capacities are pressed into service as well.  A great deal of 

tacit knowing, (in the manner analyzed by Polanyi6 and discussed in a previous 

chapter), also enters into the process and hence into the epistemology of trust. 

Perhaps this is what older generations mean by “tact”, the knowing without the 

need for being told. The dynamic nature of a relationship of trust also exhibits 

circular hermeneutic movement because feedback loops exist in any ongoing 

relationship of trust, which may enhance or endanger existing trust between the 

people concerned. A lack of communication, a misunderstanding that goes 

unresolved, or is successfully navigated, all impact the course of a trusting 

relationship and constitute examples of the feedback loops present in the 

hermeneutic circle of trustings.   

Trust, on this analysis, is a process that encompasses multiple ways of brain-

functioning,7 cognitive, affective and conative modes8 of brain activity that can be 

encompassed under the rubric of evolutionarily inherited, successful and adaptive 

strategies of empathy and vigilance. The apparent contradiction between empathy 

and vigilance dissolves when trust is viewed as a process and as a relationship 

obtaining between persons rather than as a characteristic of an individual. I 

acknowledge that the use of the noun form “trust” is more elegant and convenient, 

                                       
6 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension. 
7 Alternatively put, mental processes that can be labeled cognitive, affective and conative. 

Not the least among the brain processes is the “idling” of the brain, the default mode 

network that is active in assessing probabilities and hence risk. 
8 Baier’s comment is pertinent here. “Trust, if it is any of these, is all three.” (Baier, Moral 

Prejudices, 1994, p 132) It is all three. 
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but conceptually speaking, the gerund form “trusting” is closer to our experiences 

of relationships of trust, is closer to what actually transpires between persons. 

Trust: Process or event? 

Trusting another person may superficially resemble an event. “I place my trust in 

you” may sound like “I place my dishes in the cupboard”, but trusting another 

person is more akin to the final step in a process that has been underway for a 

period of time. Here I am drawing a distinction between an “event” and a “process”. 

It can be stated that everything is a process, rendering a given event analyzable as 

a process. In the sense that I use the terms, an event is the conclusion of a process 

and is conceptually separable from the process from whence it arose. Pregnancy 

and childbirth are good examples of the elasticity of the two terms.  It is defensible 

that pregnancy is a process and birth is an event. Although, birth can also be seen 

as a process and pregnancy as an event in the life of mothers and others. It 

becomes a matter of how the time-line is dissected, and how our attention is 

directed towards finer detail or larger chunks.  

Another growth process that comes to mind when seeking an image to exemplify 

this distinction between an event and a process is that of the flowering of a bud. 

When a rosebud blooms into a rose, it may look like an event, but it is the 

culmination of a process of change that has been underway for a long time. 

Trust as a Complex Process: 

Like all analogies, this one too does not fit perfectly on all details; differences are 

present. The rosebud blooms as a consequence of a complicated yet relatively 
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straightforward botanical developmental process. Given the right physical 

conditions the rose will bloom.  The cultivation (or the “blooming”) of trust between 

persons is different from the horticultural example in that it is not an inevitable 

product of a set of the right antecedent processes. It is complex, not just 

complicated. The distinction between complicated and complex has been neatly 

drawn by Neil Johnson in his Preface to Simply Complexity9: 

Making a pizza is complicated but not complex.  The same holds for 

filling out your tax returns, or mending a bicycle puncture. Just follow 

the instructions step by step, and you will eventually be able to go 

from start to finish without too much trouble. But imagine doing all 

three at the same time.  Worse still, suppose that the sequence of 

steps that you follow in one task actually depend on how things are 

progressing with the other two. Difficult? Well, now you have an 

indication of what Complexity is all about.  With that in mind, now 

substitute those three interconnected tasks for a situation in which 

three interconnected people each try to follow their own instincts and 

strategies while reacting to the actions of the others.  This then gives 

an idea of just how Complexity might arise all around us in our daily 

lives.10 

   

One such instance of complexity in daily life is trusting another fellow human.  

Placing trust in another person is a matter of rendering oneself vulnerable, of taking 

a risk, as Baier pointed out in her essays on trust. Our personal experiences with 

trusting others confirm that observation. The others could be our near and dear or 

those about whom we know less, yet the vulnerability and risk are present in all 

instances. This is not to say that one is universally disappointed in trusting another; 

                                       
9 Neil Johnson, Simply Complexity (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2007). 
10 Ibid., x. 
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it is to underline the universality of the risk, however small, that one takes in 

trusting another.  

Managing a relationship of trust with another human being who, in addition to one’s 

own self, has an historical and current network of relationships of trust, mistrust, 

distrust and betrayals and some re-establishments of trust, is a perfect example of 

complexity. To employ the language used by Johnson in the passage quoted above, 

the trustor and trusted (who are usually in a mutually trusting relationship, so that 

in turn each one is trustor and trusted), “try to follow their own instincts and 

strategies while reacting to the actions of the others.” 11 Let me quickly point out 

here that doing the above described sequences of behavior requires all three 

modalities of brain functioning: the cognitive, affective and conative. 

Given that no one is really a psychic, not even those who self-identify as psychics, 

the business of trusting very quickly becomes an epistemological nightmare, being 

a complex exchange of expectations and messages, not all of them expressly 

stated. Even expectations that are explicitly stated verbally suffer from the effects 

of ambiguities in word meaning. Subtle variation in cognitive meaning can strongly 

affect comprehension and communication. The possibilities of misunderstanding 

contributed by unstated but very potent emotional associations with words, phrases 

and expectations specific to an individual are heartbreakingly endless. 

                                       
11 Ibid. 
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Communication: Signal vs Noise 

Communication is a matter of congruence between messages sent and messages 

received. The success of a given exchange of messages depends on the sending 

and receiving equipment being in working order.12 Wireless communication is an 

excellent example of this point. The wireless communication used during WW II was 

extremely sensitive to the ratio of “signal” vs “noise”. One had to listen very 

carefully in order to separate the intended message from the crackling of the 

equipment, intervening atmospheric and other noises.  Today’s cellular phones are 

crystal clear relative to radio communication used during WW II, but the relevance 

of the ratio of signal to noise remains untouched. Assume that you are trying to set 

up a rendezvous spot with a friend.  When you call her, she happens to be in a 

store or restaurant.  Even with the best equipment, it will be hard for her to 

accurately decipher details of the meeting place that you are trying to communicate 

to her. The external noise is a great interference. Sometimes one is able to reduce 

the ratio of signal to noise by going out of the restaurant or store.  

Even if we reduce the acoustic element to zero by shifting into “text” mode, the 

difficulty only shifts to the previously made point about the ambiguity of language 

as a vehicle of meaning. What is meant by the sender may or may not be 

understood by the receiver. “I will pick you up on Kam Highway across from the 

Bank of Hawaii” is crystal clear to the person visualizing a certain meeting place, 

but can have three or four possible resolutions for the listener/reader. Unless one 

                                       
12 Silver, The Signal and the Noise. The essential message of his book The Signal and the 

Noise is contained in the title that encapsulates Signal Detection Theory. 
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resorts to coordinating social meetings with military precision or endless 

questionings regarding specifics, such meeting place confusions are a common 

occurrence. It is so largely because the listener thought s/he understood the 

message quite clearly. In Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd, young lovers 

expecting to be married wait for each other at different churches, because the 

referent of the phrase “garrison church” was ambiguous and unclear.  

If a transaction as simple as settling on a meeting place has dangers of 

misunderstanding, of a clear signal not being received accurately due to the internal 

noise in one’s own conceptual map of the world, one can imagine the difficulties 

associated with the delicate and dangerous matter of communicating with another 

person with different maps of the world concerning more abstract and important 

matters. When the differing “conceptual maps” are of the emotional world a person 

inhabits, rather than the physical world s/he inhabits, things get very murky 

indeed. 

Accurate communication must precede appropriate trust. It is amazing that people 

ever succeed in trusting one another. Conceptual difficulties aside, trustings do 

occur between people, sometimes even between people who have not known each 

other long. Such occurrences of apparently immediate trust are born of one’s 

experiential history. Our history shapes our emotional responses to certain 

environmental cues.13 Our trusting responses are also influenced by our 

                                       
13 The meaning of environment is not restricted to the physical external world; other people 

and their actions are also included in the bounds of the notion of environment as far as 

trustings are concerned. 
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prejudices14 that determine our style of information processing. Thus trust is not 

only a process, but it is a complex process with multiple strands of reasoning, 

feeling and willing coming together in more than one person issuing in the act of 

trusting. 

Examples of trust as a complex process 

The prototype of trust put forward by Baier was that of infant trust, the babe at the 

maternal breast. The ultra-Hobbist infant could not survive its infancy, she went on 

to say, the infant needs must trust that mother’s milk is not poisoned. I disagree 

with Baier on this occasion in a complicated way. In my view infant trust is an 

expression of instinctual behavior initially and not a true placement of trust; yet 

this basic and central instinctual bond15 lays the very foundation for formation of 

relationships of trust, beginning with the trusting relationship with mothers and 

others. 

That instinctual behaviors are in the service of survival, I do not challenge. Nor do I 

challenge that instinctual behaviors constitute the foundation of more complex 

processes, like trustings. To refer back to the “recipe” metaphor for a moment, 

these instinctive behaviors are part of the necessary equipment for any relationship 

of trust. It is even possible that our evolutionarily inherited instinctual repertoire 

                                       
14 Prejudices can be understood as clusters of subsidiaries that subtly and tacitly evoke a 

familiar “gestalt” and an immediate unexamined response is evoked. 
15 I do not limit the scope of this instinctual bond to the maternal breast, any caregiver 

providing nourishment necessary for survival would receive the same strength of 

connection. The classic example of baby ducks imprinting on Konrad Lorenz comes to mind. 
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was shaped by successful relationships of trust, but that point is conceptually 

different from equating trust and instinct.  

The first experience of trust in the lives of most human beings is that of feeling safe 

with a caregiver. The ongoing experience of this safety yields the expectation - 

often unstated verbally but felt viscerally - that this climate of safety will endure. As 

we noted in the chapter on child development, the infant is continuously learning 

and making generalizations about its environment, both physical and emotional, 

beginning with minutes after birth. 

As the nurturing continues, an “affective attitude of optimism”16 and expectation of 

continuance of nurturance develops in the baby (that sometimes assumes 

tyrannical proportions). Initially, this is a one-way relationship; the infant is 

demanding in multiple ways and the caregiver provides as much as possible. In this 

analysis of childhood, of necessity inferential and reconstructed even if based on 

memory and observation, the child experiences both care and sometimes absence 

of care, and learns about both empathy and vigilance at the same time. 

As childhood progresses, signs of both empathy and vigilance emerge. The 

empathy is easy to discern. Young children are known to offer comfort to a visibly 

distraught adult, sometimes offering their favorite “blankie” or Band-Aids for the 

“boo-boo”.  I would like to point to the observational capacity, the noticing the 

distress, the attention to detail, the vigilance that must precede before the caring 

                                       
16 Harking back to Jones’ analysis of the affective dimension of trust and the optimistic 

expectation of goodwill. 
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gesture can take place.  These are signs of seeing the other, of seeing beyond 

oneself. Now it is possible to begin a two-way relationship. Now is the time to talk 

of trustings. 

For modern humans the period of care needed for surviving and thriving extends 

beyond the period necessary for ensuring physical viability alone. The human child 

needs to trust the caregiver beyond the period covered by instinctual behavior and 

often does so. There is an innocence to this experience of trust that is not often 

observed beyond childhood, as questions of trust become fraught with real and 

imagined dangers and the increasing awareness of those real and imagined 

dangers. Adolescence in human beings is a time of testing and retesting bonds of 

trust, with family and friends, of trying to understand the dangers and risks of trust 

and learning to navigate them, of gaining experience.    

The example of parent-child trust, or more precisely the mutually trusting 

relationship between parent and child, is itself a complex example, given that the 

relationship typically lasts over decades and undergoes many of the changes that 

can occur in trusting relationships. It exhibits the complex intertwining of thinking, 

feeling and willing that constitutes trust and the balance between empathy and 

vigilance, when present, that serves to maintain a relationship of trust between 

them. I will continue to point out how the example of filial trust exemplifies all the 

points that I intend to make, but I will use the example of friendship between 

adults as my prototypical example.  It is not hard to see that friendship is a process 

of slow or fast accretion of thinking, feeling, willing and acting. I choose the 

example of friendship, not because Aristotle considered friendship to be the highest 
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virtue, but because in all successful trustings, the flavor of friendship is surely 

detectable, be it subtle or intense. 

An Example of Trusting as a Process: Friendship 

In contrast to Baier’s infant trust, my prototypical example of trust is taken from 

later in life, the formation of a friendship between adults. The reason for this choice 

is that the issue of trust is more pressingly present, and more recognized as a risky 

yet valuable decision, in the lives of adult humans. I have tried to make my 

example as general as possible, yet capable of being recognized in other 

relationships of specific types of trust. I have chosen the development of a 

friendship as an example because friendship, or the germ of a friendship, seems to 

be a precursor component in many different relationships of trust. Additionally, all 

the points that I would like to underline about trust as a complex process are 

present in the history and story of any friendship.  

How does one make a friend?  The very phraseology is revelatory; one makes a 

friend.  We fall in love, find partners, but we make friends.  It is often said that it is 

easier to make friends in childhood and youth, that “best-friendships” are made 

early, in neighborhood playgrounds, at schools, or colleges at the latest. Yet, some 

fortunate people make friends all through their lifespan. Are these people just 

superior spotters of good friend-material, akin to the questors of trustworthy 

individuals? Or do they interact with the world around them in a different manner? 

Is it a question of locating a characteristic designated as “friendly” or creating a 

relationship that stands the test of time in a friendly manner?  It is commonly 
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agreed that not all friendly people are good candidates for becoming lifelong 

friends.  

How does one make a friend?  A quick glance over one’s experiences gives us the 

outline of the process.  Some life circumstance, random or semi-random, often out 

of one’s control, introduces us to another person. The life circumstance could be a 

random coincidence like sitting next to each other on a long flight, or a semi-

random occurrence like being in the same class or working at the same place.  An 

interaction takes place between two people; they are not friends at this point. It is 

clear that not all who fly together, or attend class together, or work together 

become friends.  Hence, it is not the mere fact of an interaction or even a sequence 

of interactions that results in the formation of a friendship, but a particular kind of 

sequence of personal interactions, embarked upon voluntarily that heralds the 

beginning of a friendship. Here is the element of choice that O’Neill found to be 

central to her analysis of trust.  

Depending on the mutuality of context, shared interest (or value), further 

interactions are sought, or not. Indeed, the very decision to extend the initial 

interaction to a second occurrence depends on the individual’s prior life-history. 

Some people are attracted to cheerful talkative persons; others prefer a second 

interaction with a more reflective thoughtful person. Being a cheerful talkative 

person does not preclude being a reflective thoughtful person, any more than being 

a reflective thoughtful person precludes having a cheerful talkative aspect under 

the right circumstances.  One would never find the hidden qualities of the other 

person without continuing the sequence of interactions on an incrementally 
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personal level.  The real question is how does the sequence of interactions continue 

at this incrementally personal level? How, and when, does the first interaction, 

which may have been random or semi-random, lead to subsequent interactions, 

which may when voluntarily embarked upon lead on to friendship? At this point, 

sufficient knowledge about the other person is not available, so that the person 

extending the “hand of friendship” is not making an informed choice, but is taking 

risk, albeit a small one.  In the absence of much information, the friendly move 

comes from a “gut feeling” that this particular risk will pay dividends in friendship. 

Here we notice “feeling and willing” resulting in an action.  

One answer is that our culture and society gives us a generalized manual of moves 

to make in the situation, but in the context of a philosophical examination of this 

“moment” of choice, that fact is true but irrelevant.  Of interest philosophically is a 

portrait of the mental activity that precedes such a decision. It may be conscious or 

sub-conscious, rational or emotional, but it results in an action, a willingness to 

take the risk and move towards the other person. It is hardly ever the consequence 

of an argument with premises and conclusion, even if it can be recast in legitimate 

inferential form post facto. 

A more accurate analysis of this “gut feeling” is indicated by the analysis of tacit 

knowing.17  Knowledge of commonality of interests may be present at a conscious 

level of awareness, a group membership perhaps, but an additional recognition of a 

                                       
17 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension.  
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gestalt received at an emotional level impels the person to seek a closer connection 

through sustained and repeated interactions. 

The description of the first moment of embarking on a future friendship is 

reminiscent of the analysis of the “Method of Care” laid out by Dalmiya in her paper 

“Knowing People”18 with the difference that in her analysis the “ethical moment” in 

which one decides “to care” is an aware, intellectual commitment.  Living up to this 

intellectual commitment may require emotional commitment, but the beginning is 

described as an intellectual moment in which we choose and commit in an aware 

fashion.  My description of the first movement towards friendship is much more 

nebulous, consisting of a mixture of conscious and sub-conscious, a blend of 

thinking, feeling and willing and acting on that willing.19  

Subsequent to the first invitational step, a friendship progresses on the basis of 

mutuality.  At this juncture I would like to recall pairs of concepts encountered 

previously namely, self-interest/altruism, and empathy/vigilance. The course of a 

friendship is described and circumscribed by movements between these seemingly 

opposed sets of concepts. 

Friendship may begin as a self-interested action, for example, I may need a friend 

to share my favorite interests, leisure activities or child care. Hence I seek out a 

“promising”20 person.  Shall we go hiking together?  Shall I invite the other to join a 

                                       
18 Dalmiya, "Knowing People." 
19 This groping towards friendship is reminiscent of Polanyi’s description of a scientist 

groping towards a hypothesis or a discovery. 
20 Already, some selection has occurred; some inferences as to commonality of interest. 
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book-club?  Shall I ask her to be part of my baby-sitting cooperative? It increases 

one’s enjoyment of the leisure activities of choice, or it reduces one’s burden of 

need. As the number of interactions increases, sometimes friends must be altruistic 

on a given occasion to ensure continuance of the friendship.  Altruism in this 

context is defined as an act that results in a cost to the agent with no definite 

assurance of reciprocity. One friend may need assistance in getting to the meeting 

spot for the hike or the book-club, or need to trade baby-sitting duties.  Thus 

begins the give-and-take, the mutuality that is characteristic of a good friendship 

that is sustainable over time. 

It might be objected that small social inconveniences do not constitute altruism, it 

is merely prudential that one engages in those in the service of one’s own self-

interest.  In this objection prudence is seen as a variety of self-interest. Arguments 

have been set forth that altruism is a self-interested act that we engage in because 

doing so makes us feel better about ourselves and perhaps gains us future 

advantages.  It makes an indulgence out of altruism. Reciprocal altruism is still 

altruism and enables cooperation. To my point of view, this only serves to underline 

the relatedness of concepts that appear opposed; self-interest and altruism are 

interrelated.  

The other pair of concepts that is exemplified in the burgeoning friendship are 

empathy and vigilance. Some natural empathy had to be present for the series of 

interactions to even begin.  As mutually satisfactory pleasant events are engaged 

in, or increased assistance with a need received, this empathy deepens and the two 

future friends begin to share more personal details (beyond communication 
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pertaining to the shared interest). Thus far, all has been as expected in the 

development of friendships, but the course of friendship, no less than the course of 

true love, does not run without obstacles.  Misunderstandings will occur and with 

the best of intentions some promises may get broken. A little vigilance along with 

the empathy would avert a negative outcome. In order to elucidate this central 

point, I will devote attention to a more detailed account of empathy and vigilance. 

Empathy and vigilance in trust as attention to detail 

The notions of empathy and vigilance were encountered as part of our biological 

inheritance.  Both empathy and vigilance have played a critical role in ensuring our 

survival.  At first glance empathy and vigilance appear to be opposite in nature.  

One conjures up images of kindness and care; the other conjures up images of 

suspicion and danger.  Yet, both have demonstrated adaptive value and are present 

in living creatures to this day. 

I employ “empathy” in the now commonplace sense of “feeling” the feelings of 

another.  There is an emotional and personal element to the experience of 

empathy, and the knowledge of another mind it lays claim to, in so far as the 

empathizing individual speaks of “I know how you feel”. Empathy has been recently 

contrasted with sympathy, a “feeling with” or “for the other”; as when one may 

express sympathy for another person’s plight without ever having been in that 

unhappy situation oneself.  Examples would be the expressions of sympathy that 

pour forth for the victims of a natural disaster, or for homeless families or people.  

One need not have experienced either misfortune to be sympathetic and charitable 

towards others in dire need.   
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For the purposes of this dissertation, the finer distinctions between empathy and 

sympathy may be set aside.  Even though the term “empathy” was coined as 

recently as 1909, as a translation for the German “einfuhlung”, it has enjoyed 

popular usage in evolutionary theory literature in both animal and human contexts.  

I employ “vigilance” also in the commonplace sense of being aware of one’s 

surroundings, being watchful for dangers.  The adaptiveness of vigilance in the 

ancestral environment is abundantly clear.  Dangers were physically imminent and 

real.  Predators abounded and preservation of one’s life was often a matter of “kill 

or be killed”.  The adaptiveness of empathy is also quite clear.  A single individual 

could hardly expect to withstand all the rigors and dangers of the ancestral 

environment. More importantly, the raising of the vulnerable young required that 

others in the tribe or in-group, actively assist the mother in the procurement of 

sufficient nourishment for herself and her infant. Collecting into families, bands and 

tribes through the mechanism of empathy-induced co-operation was an adaptive 

response. Both kinds of adaptive responses, empathic and vigilant, have persisted 

as our evolutionary inheritance to this day. In other words, both feel extremely 

“natural” or instinctive, and can be observed at fairly early stages of child 

development, mediated presumably by mirror neurons. 

However, from a philosophical point of view, the adaptiveness of empathy and 

vigilance is less interesting than the intricate conceptual relationships between the 

two concepts.  From an experiential point of view, it may even appear that empathy 

and vigilance are completely different, even opposed. It seems like a real 

conundrum to classify both empathy and vigilance as being essential components of 
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the same process, trust.  What could they possibly have in common?  My claim is 

that the commonality shared by empathy and vigilance consists in careful 

observation21 of the many facets of human experience. 

We lay claim to an intimate knowledge of our own experiences and sometimes lay 

claim to knowledge of other people’s experiences, either through direct observation 

or by listening to a self-report of their experiences. I hasten to admit that many 

philosophical difficulties are inherent in that statement; laying claim to knowledge 

of oneself or another may well be just that, a laying of a claim, and may not be 

accurate or complete. Hence careful observation must be accompanied by reflection 

on those observations, checking with other previously known facts and an 

assessment of probabilities of future occurrence or recurrence of what one has 

observed. 

A pair of examples might illustrate the attentiveness to detail, both cognitive and 

affective detail, required in both empathy and vigilance. I will choose my examples 

of trusting relationships from a variety of human situations, usually experienced by 

both men and women. The analysis of trust presented herein is constructed to 

apply across gender differences. When a given example describes a situation with a 

male protagonist, as in the soldier example, it could be retold with a female 

protagonist, and vice versa. In a following example, I write about a mother, but the 

                                       
21 A tool common to all scientists, natural and social, and to existentialists and 

phenomenologists too! Careful observation is central to many human epistemological 

activities, even kindness. 
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caregiver could be a father just as well.  The preference to tell a story simply, sans 

repeated reminders of generality, is purely stylistic. 

Empathy appears to be the more inclusive concept - a kinder, gentler, and caring 

attitude to another person.  A typical example of empathy can be found in the 

midst of suffering, where fellow sufferers comfort each other, understanding full 

well what the other is feeling and being able to offer just the right kind of comfort.  

Sometimes an individual from a helping agency, with high levels of empathy, is also 

able to “enter into” the suffering of the other and offer just the right comfort.  It is 

at times when most people do not know what to say that empathic individuals are 

able to find the right words or are able to comfort sufferers wordlessly. A heartfelt 

exchange of emotion does not always require linguistic formulation, nor does 

trusting. 

Vigilance, on the other hand, appears to be an exclusionary concept – a suspicious, 

watchful, emotionally neutral at best, attitude to another person. A typical example 

of vigilance can be found in the armed forces: a sentry guarding a gate or a border. 

The soldier is expected to watch all activity in the surrounding space, scanning for 

all and any dangers.  If emotion is present, it is expected to be of one of courage or 

fear. Courage is not absence of fear, only the overcoming of it. Vigilance too does 

not require linguistic formulation; although the sentry may issue a “Quo Vadis” 

challenge (Who goes there?), for identification purposes. 

Now to combine empathy and vigilance in one example. Imagine a mother looking 

after a sick child. She watches the child for any and all signs of need, discomfort or 
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any other change.  The child trusts her for fulfillment of his physical needs and 

experiences the emotional comfort of a loving human presence, and is very vigilant 

about her presence.  The child’s vigilance is easily observed and accepted, but if the 

child is old enough he may even empathically recognize the mother’s distress at his 

illness. The empathy that the mother feels towards her child is easily observed and 

accepted.  Present in that watchfulness is also a serious vigilance for any signs of 

deterioration or improvement.  It is a deeply affectionate watchfulness and a deeply 

watchful affection.  An empathic and vigilant relationship of trust obtains between 

her and her child.  She is a trustworthy mother and he is a trusting child; she is a 

trusting mother and he is a trustworthy child. She needs her child to tell her about 

his discomfort or pain, he is a trustworthy child who does exactly that. A good 

relationship of trust combines empathy and vigilance and trusting and 

trustworthiness in both directions.  

My claim here is that neither true empathy nor true vigilance are possible without 

careful observation of the other person.  A self-absorbed act of apparent kindness 

does not comfort the other person; the other needs to be seen and heard in her or 

his own right, as her or his own person. Even as the soldier watches for an enemy, 

s/he acknowledges him. To be properly empathic is to step out of one’s own self 

and see the other; to be properly vigilant is also to step out of one’s own self and 

see the other.22 It is in this essential aspect of attending to the cognitive and 

affective detail required in properly “seeing the other” that empathy and vigilance 

                                       
22 The paranoid person sees only his or her fears, and not the other person or the world as 

it really is. Paranoia is appropriate vigilance run amok.  
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work together to constitute and sustain appropriate trust. Careful, meticulous 

observation is not a component of scientific method alone; it is essential both to the 

proper expression of empathy and to the proper performance of vigilance, and to 

trusting. 

Back to making and keeping friendships  

It has been remarked about marriages that they may be made in heaven but must 

be lived out on this earth. Similarly, friendships may begin through random or 

semi-random factors, but they are strengthened and sustained through the ongoing 

efforts of both. A friendship, like a marriage, valued by one individual alone, soon 

becomes a nightmare. Trust may metamorphose into betrayal; friendship into a 

deceit. 

We left our exemplary friends of a few pages ago, getting to know each other 

through common interests and activities. Thus far, in the recipe metaphor, we have 

just begun to mix the ingredients. Questions of trust have not as yet arisen, the 

friendship has not been tested. True friendship is not merely a matter of regularly 

engaging in the same predictable activity, even if it is pleasurable, over a long 

period. If that were true then all members of a hiking group, a book club or a dance 

class, would be equally good friends. Such is never the case in any grouping of 

people. People aggregate in smaller units, dyads or triads, usually on the basis of 

personal attraction or compatibility. The beginning of a true friendship is signaled 

by the sharing of personal details. The other is seen as safe enough to share 

personal information, risk is perceived to be minimal or absent. This process may or 

may not be at a conscious thinking level; the confidences may flow as a natural 
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part of an ordinary conversation as “tacit knowing” functions as a gentle nudge 

towards deepening intimacy by way of providing a feeling of security.  

To recap the recipe metaphor, the necessary biological equipment is assumed to be 

present, the adults are competent to enter into a relationship of trust; the context 

is one of collegiality or in-group membership, the value is friendship. The procedure 

is that of slowly accreting cognitive and affective familiarity issuing in an optimistic 

expectation of goodwill.23  Initially, small confidences are exchanged like one’s taste 

in food, books and music. A sense of camaraderie develops and riskier confidences 

are exchanged. Perhaps, stories of previous personal disappointments or betrayals 

by others, retailed in an “entre nous” fashion. If criticism of one’s deportment in the 

drama leading up to the negative experience is not voiced, further secrets get 

revealed and an emotional connection is established between the two friends. Now 

all the pieces are in place for the process of trusting to deepen and continue, or for 

a betrayal of confidence to halt it temporarily or permanently.24  

The story will be a happy one or an unhappy one for our exemplary friends, 

depending on their ability to stay both empathic and vigilant, towards each other 

and towards themselves. Empathy towards the other serves to signal that one must 

not repeat a confidence, but it is only vigilance of one’s own behavior that ensures 

that the confidence is not repeated. The confiding friend in turn needs to engage in 

empathy towards the other and be vigilant of herself or himself in order to not 

                                       
23 Jones’ definition of trust included the optimistic expectation of goodwill. 
24 All three modes of brain functioning, the cognitive, affective and conative have been 

employed by this juncture. 
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burden the good friend with too many confidences,25 however self-empathic such 

an action may feel. 

Responsibility is assumed jointly and severally by both parties, for the continuing 

practice of both empathy and vigilance. This dual maneuvering of empathy and 

vigilance has two consequences: that of increasing the chances of the success of a 

trusting relationship by the device of signaling the need for a tending and mending 

of the relationship in timely fashion or alternatively signaling a move towards 

terminating the relationship if the breach is too severe. When the issue of the 

resumption of a trusting relationship arises, empathy and vigilance will play a 

central role in the re-establishment process as well.  It is simple to see the 

parallelism between the cultivating of trust and the re-establishment of trust.  The 

whole process would be undertaken with great care and awareness, engaging both 

feeling and thinking by turns, empathy and vigilance by turns. 

Balancing as a metaphor for trusting 

Before I conclude the exposition of the trusting process, I would like to describe a 

metaphor central to this analysis of trusting, namely, balancing ourselves as we 

propel ourselves through space. The analogy with physical balance spells out the 

relevant similarities. Human musculature that works, through exerting opposing 

forces to keep us balanced as we move through space, is an illuminating and 

illustrative example of antagonistic yet cooperative forces issuing in the 

maintenance of a desired outcome – balance. Empathy and vigilance too function in 

                                       
25 Both Baier and Jones speak of unwelcome trustings.  Confidential matters bring with 

them a heavy burden of responsibility and potential conflicts of many kinds. 
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cooperative tension resulting in a desired outcome, a trusting relationship, and 

signal changes when necessary, for mending or ending. This dynamic nature of 

trusting relationships, including a sensitivity to feedback and course corrections 

makes them properly describable as “complex adaptive systems”. That an ongoing 

relationship of trust exhibits all the necessary characteristics to be called a complex 

adaptive system enables us to specify an ecology of trust in the final chapter of this 

thesis. 

Trust: An Initial Taxonomy 

In this half of the chapter I describe an initial taxonomy of trust. The taxonomy is 

deliberately labeled “initial” as other taxonomies employing different principles of 

classification may be possible, perhaps even more comprehensive.  The goal is to 

show that the proposed analysis of trust can be applied across varying situations, 

even though most typical examples may remain binary in composition. Trust is an 

interpersonal matter; other people matter.  It does not make sense to speak of the 

centrality of trust on the proverbial desert island with only a single resident.  

Every taxonomy presupposes some principles of classification to bring organization 

to what may otherwise look like a rambling list of objects. Even a grocery shopping 

list benefits from a low level organization along categories of breads, cheeses, 

meats, vegetables, condiments and other items to be purchased. 

Quantitative and Qualitative Axes: Number and Emotional Intimacy 

I propose to organize the taxonomy of trust or trustings along two axes of 

quantitative and qualitative dimensions. I choose only two axes in the interest of 
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parsimony and simplicity. The quantitative axis refers to the number of people in 

the given relationship of trust. Is the trusting relationship limited to two people or 

does it include a larger number of people in its purview? 

Structurally speaking, the quantitative dimension can be further subdivided along 

relational lines: Is it a relationship of one-to-one, one-to-many or many-to-one? 

Logically an example of many-to-many relationships needs to be considered, even 

though it seems difficult to think of a good example. A friendship is a one-to-one 

relationship. A marriage starts out as a one-to-one relationship and then 

complicates into a one-many or even many-many, as more family members enter 

the picture. A professor teaching a class can be viewed as an example of a one-

many relationship, with the reverse being a many-one relationship.  A judge relying 

on twelve members of the jury to be the arbiters of fact is another example of a 

one-to-many relationship.  A possible example of a many-many relationship of trust 

would be the trust between two groups of people – two separate agencies of 

government cooperating on a common goal. 

As I multiply these examples beyond the simple example of the dyad of trustor and 

trustee that I have examined thus far, I have a sense of unease about the meaning 

of “trusting an aggregate”. Even when two agencies, state or private, cooperate 

towards a common goal, it frequently is the case that the actual work of 

cooperation occurs between individuals who come to know each other as 

individuals, or those who have already worked together on a previous project. What 

exactly is meant when I say “I trust the faculty to do the right thing”? Do I trust 

one or more of them individually in variable fashion and somehow arrive at a 
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summation of my level of trusting the faculty? There must be a step of 

generalization to the in-group that takes place somewhere along the process of 

trusting, from the one to the many.  

The qualitative dimension refers to the emotional intimacy experienced and/or 

expected between them by the parties involved. By emotional intimacy I mean the 

commonplace meaning and assessment of “closeness”. The usual expectation is 

that friends are emotionally closer than acquaintances, lovers are emotionally closer 

than friends, and spouses are emotionally closer than lovers. That the usual 

expectations are not always met makes for the joys and sorrows of life and renders 

a treatise on trust of some relevance and interest. Families exhibit great variability 

in emotional distance or intimacy inter-family and intra-family, but are usually 

closer to each other than to other people who in turn are members of their own 

families with their own family culture of emotional intimacy. 

The two axes are distinct but can intersect. A relationship between two individuals 

could be personal, professional or both26 depending on the context of the 

relationship or the value shared while pursuing a common goal. The context of a 

trusting relationship can also be viewed as its functional aspect. Staying with the 

simpler example of when it is one or the other, the number of relata remains the 

same, but the expectations of intimacy can be vastly different. In the complex case 

of a dyad with both a personal and professional relationship, an appeal to the 

relevant context and shared value in that particular context could separate out 

                                       
26 Some professions have rules against dual relationships, but not all professions adhere to 

this standard of conduct. 
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appropriate expectations in each specific sub-relationship of trust. What is 

separable in concept may not always stay separated in the living reality, but that is 

a difficulty quite different from the attempt to delineate axes for an initial taxonomy 

of trustings. 

An interrelationship between the two axes is discernible; as the number of relata 

increases, the depth of emotional intimacy is expected to decrease over the group 

taken as a whole. In common parlance, we recognize the change in the “chemistry” 

of a group as some individual joins or departs. Imagine that a host or hostess is 

drawing up a list of guests to be invited to a dinner party. Names are added or 

deleted not only with reference to the quantitative axis i.e., the number of chairs 

available (more can be brought in from other rooms), but more importantly with 

reference to the qualitative axis i.e., the social component of personal or 

conversational compatibility (one does not want an acrimonious argument at a 

dinner party). The quantitative axis interacts with the qualitative axis in so far as a 

smaller group retains an intimate quality such that conversations can be more 

personal and stay within the narrow interests of the small group, but a larger group 

acquires a more public feel and conversation remains superficial and general. I 

would suggest that this change in personal “chemistry” reflects the variability of 

trust levels within the group; the decrease in trust is in the group taken as a whole. 

Previously existing high levels of trust between dyads, triads or “in-group 

members” remain stable as reflected by some “knowing looks” exchanged between 

good friends, co-workers or spouses at dramatic points during a social event. 
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Power differentials and trusting relationships 

It can be argued, quite reasonably, that power differential between people deserves 

to be treated as a third axis. Power differentials exert a great deal of influence over 

the emergence or submergence of trust between any two or more people. I have 

chosen to treat “power differentials” as part of and as affecting the emotional 

intimacy axis and to address the issue separately and briefly. 

The whole topic of power differentials is possessed of an explosive amount of 

political associations that serve to cloud any reasonable philosophical enquiry into 

the workings of a relationship of trust between two people with a significant power 

differential. There are power differentials between sets of power differentials, just 

as there are many different kinds of power and different opinions about what kind 

of power is the most powerful.  The subject of power and related power differentials 

is very important and deserves detailed exploration sufficient to create its own 

dissertation; in this particular project I will not treat of the matter of power 

differentials in any great detail. 

I subsume power differentials under the notion of emotional intimacy, where it 

exhibits paradoxical behavior.  Some power differentials may result in emotional 

distancing, such as when a young woman gets her first faculty position while 

continuing to live at the dormitory with her old friends who are still completing their 

degrees.  Her old student friends may now distance themselves from her, since now 

she is one of “them”, the feared professors. She would need to show empathy for 

their “fear” and make extra assurances of continuing friendliness.  In-group and 

out-group considerations always seem to apply in relationships of trust. On the 
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other hand, we can think of the lottery winner, whose financial power has suddenly 

increased, and she finds herself suddenly inundated with “friends” who claim a 

much closer intimacy than ever before, and shower her with attention and great 

empathy.  She would be wise to exercise a little vigilance in her selection of trusted 

friends from this bonanza of friendship. 

Bertrand Russell wrote a book entitled Power27 in 1938, a date of great interest 

because the book pre-dates the second world war, making some of the insights 

expressed in the book chillingly accurate. He writes with wit and the historical 

insight of his time, of the varieties of power: kingly, priestly, economic, 

revolutionary and naked power among others.  

The power of one person over another or many others is not a desirable state of 

affairs but such situations do exist. Russell’s first chapter is entitled “The Impulse to 

Power” and he begins by comparing man to other animals and by pointing out that 

a “chief emotional difference is that some human desires, unlike those of animals, 

are essentially boundless and incapable of complete satisfaction.” He obviously has 

the human impulse to power in mind.  His last chapter is entitled “The Taming of 

Power”. In that chapter he states that “The psychological conditions for the taming 

of power are in some ways the most difficult. In connection with the psychology of 

power we saw that fear, rage and all kinds of violent collective excitement, tend to 

                                       
27 Bertrand Russell, Power (New York: Routledge, 2007). 
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make men blindly follow a leader, who in most cases, takes advantage of their trust 

to establish himself as a tyrant.”28  

Russell wrote in very broad and abstract terms of world governments, world history 

and religion. Most of his analysis of power is not directly relevant to my narrower 

concerns of trustings between smaller number of particularized individuals in 

specific relationships, but the comment about the psychology of power and its 

relationship to “fear, rage and violent excitement” is of explanatory use. In Russell’s 

example, the fear and rage are towards a supposed common enemy and not 

towards the leader who is in the process of using this fear and rage to transform 

himself into a tyrant, but the fear and rage can just as easily be injected into the 

relationship between leader and follower.  

In so far as power differentials introduce fear or rage into a relationship, a 

relationship previously characterized by trust, the element of risk that is ever-

present in any relationship of trust increases dramatically; or worse yet, is 

perceived to be riskier.  Now trust has begun to evaporate.  Along with deception, 

perhaps even more than deception, fear and rage are the enemies of trust. It is not 

hard to see the evolutionary underpinnings of this phenomenon; fear and rage are 

responses to one’s safety and self-interest being threatened. At this point, the 

balance of power may well change; the previously “powerless” person may act 

uncharacteristically, reacting with an unexpected powerful response. The most 

                                       
28 Ibid., 242. 
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familiar example of this is the quiet child who one day answers back in the most 

assertive fashion and parents realize that s/he is a child no longer.  

I have explored the relationship of power to trustings sufficiently to state that to do 

this topic justice would require another book and therefore I will stop after having 

made the point about the paradoxical effects of power differentials on relationships 

of trust between persons of unequal power. 

Variety of Trust vs Plain Trust 

Baier attempted to organize the “variety” of trust relativised to the variety of object 

entrusted. Her analysis of trust was based on the model of “entrusting”, to reprise, 

“A trusts B with valued object C”. Towards the end of her article, she speaks of the 

“trust as entrusting” analysis as being not quite satisfactory, because we would not 

entrust unless we first trust. She poetically refers to it as the “ghost of plain trust” 

haunting her analysis of fancy goods-relativised trust.  I trust that my analysis of 

trust (as trustings or relationships of trust) is that of the basic “plain trust” between 

people, and that it can apply across all manner of fancy relativisations or contexts, 

goods, projects, secrets, hates and loves. There is a singular process of human 

trusting, and many applications of that ability to enter into relationships of trust 

across many contexts. Some of these contexts may not be considered moral. Baier 

wryly observes that “Criminals, not moral philosophers, have been the experts at 

discerning the different forms of trust.”29 I am not sure if criminals are experts at 

discerning different forms of trust or that they are especially good at acquiring 

                                       
29 Baier, Moral Prejudices, 98. 



 

204 

 

loyalty through need or greed on the part of the participants and maintaining it 

through shared hate or intense fear. Moral or immoral, trust always serves the 

perceived self- interest of the trustors and/or trusteds. As the perceived self-

interest changes, loyalties shift and the stage is set for change - betrayal from one 

perspective and courageous action from the other. The most famous cry of pain at 

betrayal is Caesar’s “Et tu Brute?”, but Brutus must have been convinced that the 

assassination of Caesar was necessary to bring down a tyrant, that he was being an 

“honorable man”. 

Is cyber-trust a case of trusting? 

The variety of trustings ranges from the personal to the professional to the 

institutional. In contemporary times it may even make sense to ask if cyber-trust 

should be included in a taxonomy of trust. My computer actually asked me the 

following question: “Trust this computer?”, and following an affirmative response 

from me, accepted the information from the other computer as accurate and non-

dangerous. In this case, cyber-trust between computers is mediated by human 

agency.  Apart from my permission to my computer to trust the other computer, 

there do exist complex protocols for certifying certain critically important computers 

as trustworthy, all employing human agency with distributed knowledge and 

responsibility.  

Another sense of cyber-trust is the trust human beings place in computers. Jones 

would say that we can rely on computers but we cannot be said to trust them. 

Computers cannot exhibit good or ill will towards anyone or anything. On the other 

hand, contemporary computers have come a long way from the totally obedient 
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morons they used to be; now computers can learn much like a human baby does. 

The field of Artificial Intelligence has progressed a great deal, and a new field has 

appeared to study the possibility of Artificial Life. This new life-form would be 

silicon-based and not carbon-based like most life on earth. It sounds like science 

fiction, but may become science fact sooner than most of us think possible.  How 

complex this novel life-form can become and how it would relate to our own species 

is already a matter of serious concern to leaders in science, cybernetics and 

robotics. Given that pushing the limits of what can be thought of at all, and in how 

many different ways, seems to be the essence of doing philosophy, I will speculate 

on the possibility of the establishment of trust between the new and old life-forms 

at a later date. For purposes of this work, I will turn away from this interesting and 

speculative prospect, the project of trustings between humans is intriguing and 

complex enough. 

Trustings in a personal context: familial and romantic 

When we think of personal trustings, the examples of trust between mother and 

child, growing trust between friends, and trust between lovers and spouses come to 

mind very quickly.  The first two examples listed were described in detail earlier in 

this chapter and will not be repeated. In the analysis of parent – child relationship, 

and a growing friendship, the “recipe” shown to be present and the process of 

trusting was revealed. Here we look at other trustings that would fall into the 

personal trust category, and see that the same process is at work in these 

relationships in similar fashion. The specific concrete detail may differ, but the 

abstract process remains the same. Before I embark on an analysis of romantic 
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relationships, I would like to mention another type of personal trustings that span a 

lifetime.  

Familial Context: Trustings between siblings 

Somewhere between the immediate biological closeness of a mother and infant, 

and the acquired cultural closeness of friendships, lie the dyadic, triadic, quadratic, 

pentadic (or larger) relationships of siblinghood. This cluster of trustings deserves a 

more detailed treatment than it will receive in this work, given its biological roots, 

cultural nurturance and the familiar familial politics of varying power differentials 

and shifting alliances. Patterns of trustings will vary as a function of shifting 

alliances, “He was Mother’s pet” and “She was Father’s favorite” to a desire to be 

the one best loved of all. Yet, as misfortune befalls a set of siblings, perhaps the 

loss of a parent, they come together in a shared grief and trust that cannot be 

compared to that shared with the closest friend or partner. A level of trust that may 

range from the minimal assured by the biology of shared genes, to the maximum 

assured by the addition of culturally strengthened bonds of shared family history, is 

present even as some siblings dislike, despise or bicker with each other.  

Romantic Context: Is it trust that is gained or lost? 

If one were to catalog complaints about trust, distrust and betrayal, the longest list 

would be comprised of romantic love imagined, gained and lost, in reality or in the 

imagination, during courtship or marriage. More novels, poems and songs have 

been written in the name of romantic love than any other human emotion, including 

mother-love. The evolutionary roots of this strong urge are obvious, and may 

explain the peculiar “blindness” that affects lovers resulting in pairings some of 



 

207 

 

which do not last in the context of current human expectations of life and life-

mates. Can it be that pairing has occurred but that trusting has not? Are there 

different kinds of love and trust that lead on to success? 

Let us take some examples of romantic love celebrated in literature. I am hard-

pressed to find one that has a true happy ending. Whether it is Anna Karenina or 

Madame Bovary, both of whom had extremely romantic love affairs that ended in 

suicide or the tragic ending of Romeo and Juliet (a double suicide), intensely 

romantic love that is portrayed in literature seems too melancholy and tragic after 

the initial exhilaration of falling in love. The examples of romantic love in Far from 

the madding crowd, Sgt. Troy and Fanny Robin, Bathsheba and Sgt. Troy, Farmer 

Boldwood’s love for Bathsheba, all end in tragedy. Other cultures have their own 

stories that echo the same theme that romantic love ends in tragedy.  

Are we a species doomed to tragedy and loss of love? Obviously not.  Even from my 

meagre knowledge of literature, I can think of a couple of example of romantic love 

that ended happily enough. The sonnet that lends it first line to the title of this 

chapter was a celebrated example of romantic love that ended happily. Gabriel Oak 

does marry Bathsheba at the end of Far from the madding crowd, Elizabeth Bennet 

does marry Darcy at the end of Pride and Prejudice, and David Copperfield finds in 

Agnes his true “Angel” at the end of David Copperfield.  If literature is a reflection 

upon the current society of its time as well as a timeless reflection on life, love and 

the meaning of the universe, what is the message or moral that a diversity of 

novelists, dramatists and poets are trying to convey? What do they say about love, 

about trust, about enduring love and trust? 
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Just a little bit of reflection on the states of mind of fictional characters (as 

described by their authors) or introspection on one’s own state of mind in a similar 

situation in life, reveals the close connection between love and trust. The 

connection exists between love and trust in both cases, the fictional and the real, as 

lived-through experiences in one’s life and as concepts to be contemplated. It can 

be admitted without too much argument that falling in love gives rise to a strong 

feeling that the beloved can be trusted. We share personal details including 

weaknesses, secrets, and resources; finally committing our bodies and lives along 

with our hearts to the beloved. Why then does it sometimes end in desertion, 

divorce or even death?  

Some may claim that it was not true love, or real trust, or a good fit of 

personalities; the relationship was doomed from the start. Whereas that may hold 

true for some cases, I claim that it does not hold for all cases. True love, real trust 

or a perfect fit of personalities appears later in the relationship and not at the 

beginning.30 The apple tree does not bear fruit as a sapling. Love and trust are both 

processes and require tending and attending over a span of time. In this work, I will 

confine myself to delineating the course of appropriate trust and leave true love 

alone. 

Let us consider a fresh example of a romantic relationship. I include courtship and 

marriage under the label of a romantic relationship, also the analysis is gender-

neutral as to composition of couples. As in the example of friendship, people meet 

                                       
30 To quote the other Browning, Robert, “Grow old along with me, the best is yet to be.” 
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under random or semi-random circumstances, but the meeting enters into a 

relationship phase only after some common activity or interest has been 

established or noticed.  Sometimes, it is a physical characteristic of the other that 

attracts attention, or as the evolutionary theorists may put it, the “fitness” 

characteristics guide mate-selection. Fitness characteristics do not have to be only 

physical features.  As we noted earlier, evolutionary mechanisms apply to cultural 

phenomena as well.  Health, wealth and power are all markers of an individual’s 

“fitness” as a potential mate.  

However, the future couple notice each other and begin a series of interactions, the 

first step is taken in relative ignorance of the rich complexity of the other person’s 

life history, character, likes and dislikes, hopes and dreams, all the quirks that 

make both of them unique human beings. In a manner of speaking, each person is 

a world and a culture of its own, waiting to be explored. In this exploration, people 

typically set out a list of similarities first, in order to establish and strengthen the 

newly developing bond, almost fearing to state divergences lest they destroy the 

desired bond. 

Employing the language being developed in this work, in the early stages of a 

relationship, both parties are very empathic to each other’s needs, very vigilant to 

any variation in mood, very observant of all details. Each submerges in the other, 

creating an illusion of near-identity, experienced as reality. It is this fairy tale 

expectation that many couples carry into their long-term relationship. As time 

passes, with each secure in the belief that s/he knows the other as a “second self” 

to one, attending and tending falters. The real world intervenes in the form of 
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housework, grocery shopping, social and professional duties, and financial issues. 

Additionally, for some couples the central project of having and rearing children is 

present. Life is now a mine-field. Previously loved and trusted, the partner may now 

be either loved or trusted or neither loved nor trusted at all. Small missteps are 

experienced as betrayals of love or dereliction of domestic duty, and communication 

comes to a standstill, or is negative when it does occur. Trust has evaporated. 

Now empathy is solely directed at oneself, after all who best knows the troubles 

one has endured other than oneself. Vigilance is solely directed at the other, as the 

cause of all the troubles in the relationship.  Anything that one contributed to the 

mess is understood as necessary or excusable. After all, someone has to look after 

our future welfare?  I had to go to work that day even though the baby was sick. 

We really cannot afford a larger house; you are just trying to keep up with the 

Jones.  All that was contributed by the other becomes a matter of choice. You don’t 

trust me to look out for our future? You could have taken a day off - someone else 

would have done your work – no one is that essential! We really need a larger 

house, only you think that we cannot afford it. The situation is much like that 

encountered in the famous “conjugation” - “I am firm, you are stubborn, and he is 

pig-headed”. 

In appropriate trust that endures and overcomes such difficulties empathy and 

vigilance are directed at both parties. One is both empathic with the other and with 

oneself; one is both vigilant of the other and of oneself. When couples are able to 

make up after a quarrel, it usually follows the above mentioned pattern. Each sees 

the merit in the other’s point of view, and the error in his or her assessment of the 
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situation. With luck, the couple now know some of the less desirable aspects of 

each other and themselves, and are accepted by one another as the (flawed)31  

human beings that they are. Trust, like love, takes time. And effort. It takes 

thinking, feeling and willing issuing in action. 

Relationships of trust that involve our personal life and our hearts are the most 

complex. On the quantitative axis, the romantic relationship has only two 

individuals involved, but on the qualitative axis, the relationship runs the full gamut 

of none to near-complete emotional intimacy. It is expected to last a life time, a 

longitudinal relationship, encompassing a tremendous complexity of situations. It 

requires a notion and process of trust that is complex and flexible enough to meet 

all changes and challenges. A static and rigid notion of trustworthiness as a 

character-trait does not accomplish that; it allows people to dispense with other 

people as being flawed and untrustworthy.  The notion of trust as a complex 

process encompassing empathy and vigilance towards both parties by turns, with 

responsibility held by both, is able to accommodate the fluctuations of human frailty 

and enable success of the trusting relationship, (employing equally human 

strengths of love and kindness).  

Trustings in a Professional Context: Physician or Lawyer 

The range and variety of professional relationships of trust is not only large, but is 

growing as new professions continue to emerge. Today we can have professional 

                                       
31 I put the word “flawed” in parenthesis because in my point of view all human beings are 

flawed to some extent by virtue of being human. The interesting thing about the flawed 

human is that different aspects appear flawed from different perspectives! What makes a 

perfect employee, willing to work all hours makes for a very bad spouse or parent.  
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relationships (or at least expectations of professionalism) with physicians, lawyers, 

plumbers, electricians, house cleaners, flight attendants, pilots, taxi drivers, police, 

and salesmen of various ilk, to name but a few that come readily to mind. 

This is an excellent place to reiterate the distinction between trust and reliability. 

Simply put, the difference is indicated by the presence or absence of an affective 

expectation of goodwill. Baier’s example is a good one. One expects a plumber to 

just fix the faucet competently; there is no expectation of goodwill towards one. 

There is the minimum expectation of courtesy and personal safety from harm, as 

joint members of a community or society. So, it may be asserted that this is a case 

of reliability and not trust.  Reliability can be assured by asking friends for a 

referral, or checking credentials of the plumber or the company that s/he works for 

prior to engagement of services.  

One requires some professional services that are of a more personal nature, such 

as the services of a physician, lawyer or even a financial advisor.  In such cases one 

may wish for increased personal compatibility, and not only reliability and 

competence. Jones’ example of her expectations of her physician is a good 

example. She would prefer her physician to be favorably moved by the expectation 

that she is counting on receiving competent and compassionate care.  Jones would 

like her physician to care for her medical needs, and to care about the trust placed 

in her.  

It is often said that one needs one’s surgeon only to be competent, s/he does not 

have to be a “nice person”. True as that may be for many, it is generally true that 
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one wishes to have a warm, friendly and caring relationship with all of one’s 

doctors, the proverbial “bedside manner” matters even in the context of a 

consultation for surgery. The professional relationship between doctor and patient 

can include trust between them, beyond competence on the part of the doctor and 

medical compliance on the part of the patient. It is a far superior and beneficial 

relationship when trust and emotional connection are both present.  One does not 

need to love one’s doctor or be loved by them (though people often speak of loving 

their doctors), but the presence of an affective attitude lends optimism and 

cooperation to the medical enterprise. Even when the outlook is bleak, as in 

situations of terminal cancer, a caring and compassionate doctor and a patient 

capable of receiving emotional comfort, can overcome seemingly insurmountable 

obstacles.32 

Returning to the recipe-metaphor for trustings, even in the case of a professional 

relationship, the balanced presence of empathy and vigilance is key to a good 

relationship of trust. It is easy to see that a good physician must be vigilant 

because a correct diagnosis depends on spotting relevant symptomatology and 

ignoring irrelevant details. It is equally important that s/he be empathic as well in 

order to elicit necessary and relevant information from the patient. Exactly the 

same holds true of the patient. A bit of empathy for the doctor’s plight, and one’s 

own, elicits a precise and concise recital of symptoms and complaints; a bit of 

vigilance of the doctor’s demeanor and of one’s own responses to that particular 

                                       
32 An excellent book on this matter is Siddhartha Mukherjee’s Emperor of all the maladies. 

Or Bernie Siegel’s Love, Medicine and Miracles. 
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“bedside manner” enables detection of proper “fit” between doctor and patient-to-

be. 

Establishment of rapport is considered an important part of a psychiatric or 

psychological interview and treatment; it is actually an important part of the 

relationship of all the caring professions.  The process of establishing rapport may 

last longer and be more nuanced in the mental health setting, but it is of no less 

significance in all health settings. 

That the establishment of rapport is the first step towards establishing a 

relationship of trust, between any two or more individuals, can be generalized to 

any setting even that of a lawyer’s office.  Whether the consultation is for personal 

injury litigation, a divorce or the drawing up of a will, lives are laid bare and 

personal details are on display.  Secrets that one may have kept from family and 

friends have to be spoken of in the presence of someone newly met. Sometimes it 

is easier to tell our darkest thoughts to a stranger who has agreed to be on our 

side. It improves the working relationship if true trusting is possible, even if only for 

a short period; however, in all honesty, sometimes a facsimile of trust suffices, 

particularly when backed up by the assurance of licensing procedures if the 

professional relationship is to be strictly time limited (unlike that with a primary 

care physician).  

A good lawyer, like the good doctor, engages both empathy and vigilance in the 

service of the work s/he does for clients. It works best, if clients are also equally 

empathic and vigilant. Professional codes of ethics are protective of the interests of 
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both parties to this time-limited but real relationship of trust. Self-interest and 

altruism are kept in a fair balance by professional codes of ethics.  

Institutional or collegial trustings: workplace relationships or public services 

In this last section, I turn to examples of trustings (or distrustings) that take place 

in the public domain. On the quantitative axis of number of relata, these 

relationships can be dyadic, triadic or exist among larger numbers of people.  On 

the qualitative axis of emotional intimacy these relationships of trust can range 

from hostile to partial; the best one can hope for is that elusive ideal, neutrality 

comprised of impartiality and objectivity. 

A list of examples of trust in local public institutions can contain a college for 

educational purposes, a police force for protection purposes or the bus system for 

transportation. There can also be a similar list of national institutions that one 

trusts, the defense services for national protection (at least theoretically), the fabric 

of a government for looking after the welfare of its citizens, young and old, able-

bodied and disabled. There are also commercially run institutions that we interact 

with, grocery stores, private universities and financial institutions (banks and 

brokerage houses). These are examples of trust or the absence of it, between the 

institution and the people using the service, not examples of trust between the 

people functioning within that institutional setting. Those relationships would fall 

under the rubric of collegial trustings. 

Examples of collegial relationships of trust cover all manner of co-workers in 

diverse settings, functioning within their respective institutional settings. I have 
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chosen to include collegial relationships under the rubric of institutional trust 

because these relationships take place within the context of a particular institution. 

Relationships between policemen occur in the context of a police department; 

relationships between teachers occur in the context of a school and so on.  

I must confess that I have been more colloquial than precise in my use of the word 

“trust” in this section; it was necessary in the interest of providing a complete, or 

nearly complete listing of how the label “trust” is applied and misapplied in 

everyday parlance. Many of the cases of trust in institutions resolve into cases of 

reliance rather than trust, for example the bus services of a given city. I do not 

expect the bus driver to have any specific goodwill towards me; I just expect him to 

look after his own job-related self-interest in staying as close to the timetable as 

traffic congestion allows.  My self-interest is served simultaneously. However, if I 

travel a particular route regularly and get to know the bus driver personally things 

can change.  Now the driver may begin to treat me differently, for example, 

delaying departure if I am late, knowing that I need to catch that particular bus to 

get to work on time. Pettit would call this a manifestation of the cunning of trust 

calling this special treatment a case of “interactive reliance”.33 To my way of 

thinking, much as I may enjoy the special treatment, there is something wrong in 

the driver’s behavior – it is not fair to all the other bus-riders. 

Before I proceed any further, it might be useful to think about what exactly do we 

mean when we speak of trust in an institution? Like the university that exists only 

                                       
33 Pettit, "The Cunning of Trust," 205. 
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in the form of colleges, and colleges that only exist in the form of the faculty that 

teach in the various departments that make up a given college, the “business end” 

of any institution becomes the face of a person, a particular person or persons. This 

explains the variability experienced by people as they interact with the same 

institution.  One may experience the police as helpful or harassing given the 

presence of some other personal characteristics. Additionally, if no choice is present 

about using the services of a certain institution, and I must drink the possibly 

polluted water from the tap34 does that qualify as a case of trusting the institution 

of the Board of Water Supply? I think the question of trusting of institutions needs 

to be recast in terms of a correspondence between what a citizenry needs and what 

an institution can and does supply. I think it is stretching the meaning of the word 

“trust”, at least as I have defined trust and trusting, to speak of trust in institutions. 

Reliance, perhaps is the more suitable word. We rely on the institutions of the 

country we live in, with varying degrees of satisfaction or dissatisfaction.  

Collegial relationships of trust, on the other hand, are between human beings albeit 

in the context of an institution, usually a culturally derived institution (unlike the 

family that can be said to have roots in biology, and has a head-start on trusting). 

In principle, these relationships of trust should work smoothly and ideally. The 

context of the relationship is clear, the value is shared and people are trained in the 

work that they are expected to perform. In reality, in every work-place there is 

                                       
34 O’Neill’s example. She insists on the presence of choice as a precondition of trust, and 

insists as well that one does have alternatives to drinking the water from the tap. Not 

everyone can keep up buying bottled water! 
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some conflict present even in the presence of avowedly shared values that should 

lead to co-operation towards a common goal.  

A pair of concepts from evolutionary theory is relevant at this juncture, namely, co-

operation and competition.  This is yet another pair with the potential for creative 

or destructive tension, depending on the use one makes of the opposing forces. 

Colleagues compete for similar resources and must also co-operate with each other 

to reach shared goals. We are now back in the crucible of human behavior, 

complete with subtle likes and dislikes, understandings and misunderstandings, 

emotion and prejudice, and the cognitive capacity to bend explanations to suit 

one’s own point of view. Must we admit, in the face of this daunting array of 

cognitive, affective and conative power, that trust will not be possible in collegial 

institutional settings? That the complexity of interrelationships is finally too great 

for trustings to bloom and grow? 

Perhaps, most trustings in a collegial setting will be just that, collegial at best. That 

may be sufficient for a given context, for shared values to be advanced. Applying 

the structure of the two axes (quantitative, qualitative and the interactive effects of 

each) there is room for trustings to bloom and grow at differential rates between 

different pairings and parties. Some colleagues go on to become life-long trusted 

friends and some colleagues can barely remember working together, or remember 

it with distaste. The process described in the section of friendship applies in the 

case of collegial trustings, perhaps with the presence of more vigilance than strictly 

necessary. A sharing of “rival” points of view in a context of the mutual safety 

provided by shared context and goals may increase the proportion of empathy in 



 

219 

 

relationships leading to increased trusting about professional matters. Finally, all 

trustings, even those within the safest of contexts, remain a matter of taking a risk. 

The question then becomes whether or not the project under consideration is worth 

the risk to be undertaken individually and jointly. As Benjamin Franklin is reported 

to have said, “We must hang together. Otherwise we will hang separately!” 

Cooperation, even within the context of competition, remains the most adaptive 

strategy for a group. 

Trusting: a complex adaptive process arising out of emotion 

In all cases, trusting retains its complex adaptive process nature. Whatever 

succeeds and to whatever extent it succeeds, it follows the recipe described earlier 

in this chapter. Trusting is a voluntary act, a choice; it cannot be forced, demanded 

or coerced. It begins between two or more people working in the context of shared 

experiences, views and values, and serving their mutual self-interest. It requires 

the active engagement of both (or more) parties in multiple modalities, cognitive, 

affective and conative issuing in action. It requires both (or more) parties to engage 

in the balance between empathy and vigilance towards self and the other (or 

others) over a chronologically longitudinal dimension.  

Like all recipes, this recipe too is a suggested course of action not a guarantee of 

success. If the proof of the pudding is in the eating of it, the guarantee of a recipe 

is in the execution of it.  Given the fact that affective attitudes lie at the heart of 

trustings, that human emotion is an essential element of this recipe, expected 

outcomes will be highly variable. This leads us to the heart of the matter of 
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trustings: only human emotion in a creative and constructive cooperation with 

human reason will ensure success. 

We turn our attention to this matter of human emotion (so long maligned), and its 

relation to human reason (so long praised), and the role of emotion as a way of 

knowing along with reason as a way of knowing, in the next chapter on “Knowing 

Trust”.  
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CHAPTER VI.  KNOWING TRUST 

 

After listing some of the ways in which we trust each other, it may now seem odd 

to raise the question of knowing trust. Would it even be possible to list a single 

instance of trust, let alone an entire, albeit initial, taxonomy of trust if one did not 

know what human trustings look like? This quandary has echoes of the well-known 

“problem of the criterion”1 in classical epistemology. The problem states that one 

cannot set up criteria for knowledge if one does not recognize (or “know”) instances 

of knowledge; but one cannot recognize instances of knowledge if one does not 

possess any criteria by means of applying which one can conduct the sorting 

function. How can one even get started in the epistemological enterprise? The 

problem of the criterion has not stopped the generation and accumulation of 

knowledge and of theories of knowledge. We know that we know (some facts) even 

if we are unable to produce complete or consistent criteria for knowledge. 

Analogous to the bifurcation of the “How” of the question posed in the title of the 

previous chapter (“How do I trust thee?”), there is an unintended but useful 

ambiguity in the title of this chapter as well.  Many senses of the word “knowing” 

are at work in the title. There is the immediately familiar sense of knowing of 

propositions, the “S knows that p” analysis from discussions in classical 

epistemology. In the case of propositional knowledge do we mean that the “p” 

refers to a knowledge that someone is trusting us, or that we are trusting her or 

                                       
1 Duncan Pritchard, What Is This Thing Called Knowledge? (New York: Routledge, 2014), 

20. 
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him? Is s/he trusting me? Do I trust her or him? Sometimes this knowledge is 

communicated directly in propositional form: “I am trusting you to keep my 

confidences to yourself”, said by us to another or by another to us. When we “know 

trust” in this manner we are recognizing specific instances of trusting. 

The other sense of “knowing trust” could mean that we know the answer to the 

question “What is trust?”2 and hence know what trust is, in so far as we 

comprehend its meaning and know the manner of its use. The expectation in this 

case is that we should now be able to recognize both its presence and absence 

unfailingly.  

Then there is the personally familiar sense of experiential knowledge.  The “know” 

of the “knowing look” exchanged between two intimates. This could be called an 

adjectival use of “knowing”. The “knowing look” is less an exchange of information 

than it is a reference to previously shared experience. It is an acknowledgement of 

a commonality of opinion and affective attitude (perhaps even propositionally 

stated summations of feelings), towards a situation, person or persons. “This is too 

embarrassing” or perhaps, “We knew it - here it comes”. In any case, a previously 

made evaluation, cognitive and/or affective, mutually known and felt, is shared 

without any contemporaneous exchange of words; just the knowing look is 

mutually sent and received in telegraphic form.3 The complete exchange of 

                                       
2 In this dissertation, this question has been changed to “What is trusting?”, but it remains 

useful to sometimes speak in the traditionally familiar mode of discussion. 
3 This “knowing look” unpacks into a rich variety of information, cognitive and affective, 

about beliefs and feelings. Accurate decoding of what is sent and what is received also 

happens more easily between long-standing friends.  
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information and evaluations, couched in language and accompanied by frankly 

expressed feelings has occurred earlier. This conversation either took place 

explicitly as a recognizable distinct event or was woven into their personal history 

of a shared social reality. What the phenomenon of the “knowing look” exhibits is 

the actuality of abbreviated communication between friends and intimates sharing 

common cognitive and affective perspectives.4 

How does one classify trust without knowing trust? Having classified cases of trust, 

do I not already know trust in many of its varied incarnations?  More precisely, for 

the theory being presented, do I not already know what human trustings feel like? 

The point of the preceding clarification was precisely this: that knowing trust 

centrally involves knowing feelings. Knowing one’s own feelings, and hopefully the 

relevant emotions of the partner-in-trust with as much accuracy and as little error 

as possible is critical.  The similarity to the philosophical problem of “other minds” is 

clear. 

That trusting another is the taking of a risk has been stated by philosophers writing 

about trust, and our own trusting experiences bear witness to the risk inherent in 

trusting. The taking of a risk indicates the absence of much solid evidence in its 

support, otherwise it would not be a risk. Why then does anyone undertake this 

risk? Human interdependence and the need for trust arises out of practical 

necessity; life, family and society would not be possible without trust. The case of a 

completely untrusting person is hard to imagine without some violence to the 

                                       
4 In evolutionary language, this could be described as speaking within an “in-group”, 

sometimes an in-group within an in-group. 
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notion of human happiness. We must take this leap of trust. What underwrites this 

leap of trust is both an emotional knowing and a knowing of emotions.  

The subtle difference between “emotional knowing” and a “knowing of emotions” 

needs to be spelled out briefly at this first mention, even though much of this 

chapter is devoted to showing how emotional knowing (or knowledge gained 

through emotions) underwrites trusting. In a moment of crisis, I make a snap 

judgement based on my “gut feelings” to trust a stranger or not. I could say that I 

have “emotional knowledge” of the stranger, even though I do not know any or 

many of his or her emotions.  Some of her or his emotions, of empathy or lack of it, 

must have appeared as a motoric overflow in a bodily gesture or an expression of 

the face in order to enable my “gut feeling”, but I could not really lay claim to 

“knowing” her or his emotions. There just is not enough time for that in a moment 

of crisis. 

Knowing of emotions, one’s own or another’s, takes time, evaluation and reflection. 

Antonio Damasio’s interesting analysis of emotion, feelings and the feeling of 

feelings5 illuminates these shades of meaning and will be addressed at greater 

length later in the chapter.  

What is known in knowing trust? 

In order to make the notion I have in mind a bit clearer, I must rehearse a number 

of questions that could be covered by the innocent-sounding query “What is known 

when we speak of knowing trust?”  Is trust known in the manner of knowing a fact? 

                                       
5 Antonio Damasio, The Feeling of What Happens (Mariner, 1999). 
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Can questions of the truth of a trust be meaningfully asked?6  Can I even ask about 

knowing trust per se? Is trust ever known? When I objected to the essentialism 

reflected in the use of the noun form “trust” and recommended the language of the 

gerund “trusting”, and proceeded to recast trust as a process, did I not give up the 

conceptual right to use the noun form? Do I have the right to pose the related 

query “What is known when we speak of knowing trust?” Or, “What is known when 

I know what it is to trust?” Should I not instead inquire into “knowing trust-ing”, 

given my fundamental view of trust as a process?  

How exactly would an epistemology of trust be distinguishable from an 

epistemology of trust-ing? What is really meant by an “epistemology of trust”, or an 

“epistemology of trusting”, phrases full of promise, but what exactly do they 

promise to deliver? After one has acquired the necessary expertise in the 

epistemology of trust, or trusting, what will one know more about? What are the 

questions about trust, or trusting, that an epistemology of trust, or trusting, does 

or can be expected to answer? Ideally, one would understand the relational nature 

of trusting, the conceptual structure of this relation, and the role that the relata 

play in the establishment and maintenance of this relation of trusting.  

                                       
6 If trust is a relation as asserted in “A trusts B” or an affective attitude, then questions of 

truth do not strictly apply.  Only if trust is viewed as a species of inadequately justified 

belief can the question of its truth be strictly raised. Yet, people persist in using the 

language of true and false in the context of trust. These considerations will be addressed 

later in the chapter. 
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What is known in knowing trust-ing? 

The conceptual shift from trust to trusting must be reflected in a parallel shift in the 

associated epistemology, or method of knowing. I propose that instead of knowing 

only the relevant characteristics of a person or persons,7 the additional knowledge 

sought in knowing trusting, is the knowledge of the future course of a proposed 

relationship. It is knowledge of a particular relationship of trust between two (or 

more) particular individuals in a certain context exemplifying trust as a process 

unfolding over time and circumstance. Hence, the epistemology associated with 

trust becomes necessarily contextualistic.  

At this juncture I would like to emphasize that I am not proposing that 

characteristics and dispositions of the persons involved do not enter into the 

trusting relationship; however, I am highlighting the relationship between the two 

that often gets overlooked in favor of the intense scrutiny showered on the 

characteristics of the trusted person from the point of view of the trusting person. I 

find it interesting and illuminating that insufficient attention is directed in the other 

direction. Human beings are typically quite flattered to be trusted. The question 

“Should I accept this trusting from A?” is hardly ever asked.  A few people do 

consider the consequences of accepting trust, or a secret trustingly confided, prior 

to assenting to a relationship of trust. Entering into a relationship of trust does not 

equate to the language of contracts, but a certain level of dependability and 

responsibility is implied and inherent in the accepting of a confidence.  “I am not 

                                       
7 Usually labelled “trustworthiness” but what is in actuality a constellation of characteristics 

and dispositions displayed over a period of time and different situations. 
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permitting you to trust me” does sound odd, but it does not sound at all odd to say 

“Please do not tell me about your problems with your husband who is also my 

brother”. One cannot stop another person from trusting one, but one can stop them 

from entrusting pieces of their life that only complicate trust in the long run.8 

Recalling the language of Baier’s analysis of trust as entrusting, her definition of 

trust as a three place predicate was encapsulated thus: “A entrusts B with valued 

object C”, where A is the individual placing the trust, B is the trusted individual and 

C is a valued object.  My analysis of trust as a relationship of trusting could be 

expressed simply as “A trusts B”. The first two terms remain the same, A is still the 

trustor and B the trusted, but C is no longer a valued object entrusted to the care 

of B by A; instead C, if anything, is the trusting relationship itself reflected in the 

verb “trusts”. Furthermore, implicit in the “A trusts B” when B accepts being trusted 

by A, is that B trusts A, (to not make unreasonable demands, for example). This 

renders the trust relationship, when embarked upon by mutual agreement (even a 

tacit agreement) between two persons, a bi-directional relationship. Thus an 

appropriate relationship of trust obtaining between two individuals is of value to 

both, and as such they may both be expected to act in ways that are trust-

sustaining.9  

                                       
8 The possible case of the unknown person that trusts one, without one’s knowledge or 

consent, had echoes of someone’s faith in a saint or God and is not covered by the current 

analysis of trusting relationships.   
9 This will be explored further in the next, and last chapter, “Lasting Trust: The Ecology of 

Trust”. 
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It can be queried that if A trusts B, but that B is not aware of that trusting, is it still 

a bi-directional relationship with all its attendant dual responsibilities? The simple 

answer is that there is no trusting relationship extant in the real world between A 

and B; there is one in A’s emotional world alone. Hence, the responsibility for 

consequences occurring attendant on this trusting falls on A alone. For example, A 

cannot properly accuse B of betrayal if B fails to live up to A’s expectations. 

The less simple answer includes a request for clarification of “B is not aware” of A’s 

trusting her or him. It is true that trusting relationships can and do range from very 

explicitly conducted ones, like professional trustings, to largely implicit relationships 

that exist between friends, parents and children or faculty and students. The 

question of awareness arises in the context of relationships functioning largely 

implicitly.  Since I do not adhere to the contractarian analysis of trust, I must 

address the possibility of such a confusion arising. Such a situation is unlikely to 

occur between strangers or in a “relational vacuum” so to speak. A pair of friends’ 

ideas of the depth of friendship with each other may vary from each other’s 

assessments. One person may think that they are close friends whereas the other 

considers them as good acquaintances. Besides the depth of the friendship may 

actually change over time. Not every detail can be anticipated. Hence, confusions 

and situations like the one described in the case of “A trusts B, but B is not aware 

of said trust” may take place in the context of an ongoing relationship. In the 

eventuality that B does “betray A’s trust” because s/he was not aware of being 

trusted, that lack of clarity would be made explicit as part of the ensuing 

conversation regarding the perceived betrayal. It could result in a weakening or 
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strengthening of the friendship. “I did not realize that you were banking on me to 

do that” or “This is how much I trust you”. 

One of the questions asked most frequently in the context of trust usually takes the 

form of: How do I know that I can trust this individual?  Will s/he be true to the 

trust I place in him or her? Is this an appropriate trust that I detect in myself? Or is 

it only my wishful thinking masquerading as trust? Responses to such queries 

typically list ways to identify trustworthy people via their presumed possession of 

identifiable trustworthy characteristics. In the context of my analysis of trust as a 

trusting, as a process, a complex adaptive system, the search for a trustworthy 

person transforms into a search for a trusting relationship. Hence the question 

asked of an “epistemology of trust-ing”, when trust is viewed as a process, 

becomes: “With whom can I have a successful relationship of trust?” or “Can I have 

a trusting relationship with this person?” 

This question is very close to the question asked by those who champion the 

detection of trustworthy characteristics in a trust-candidate, but it is not the same. 

The questions are close in that both relate to considerations attendant upon a 

contemplated placement of trust by one person in another person. The questions 

are different because of the difference in emphasis and focus.  I do not ask “Who is 

the best dancer, winningest tennis player, or smartest intellectual in the field?” but 

instead I ask “With whom can I partner most successfully?” in any specific 

endeavor requiring trust. 



 

230 

 

Unstated explicitly, but implicit in the preceding sentences, is the fact that the 

person is actually a dancer, tennis player or an intellectual, depending on what the 

context happens to be in a given instance of trusting. An examination of the 

requisite characteristics of the other is present, (and hopefully of one’s own self as 

well), but the “fit” between the two is the real focus of the epistemological search in 

my analysis. Similarly, I do not seek out the most trustworthy individual per se,10 

but do seek out the individual with whom I may enter into a successful relationship 

of trust within a particular context. Hence an epistemology of trust-ing must be 

able to accommodate knowledge of all three: the trustor, the trusted and the 

dynamic relationship between them. It is a knowing of the “fit” and its expected 

continuation over time. There is some present-time knowledge, but a future 

orientation prevails whilst trusting another person. Some “truth” is available for 

knowing, but the answer to the more pressing question “Will this relationship of 

trust last?” lies in the future. 

It is not difficult to see that the most successful relationships of trust, in almost any 

context, connect at multiple levels, the cognitive, the affective and the conative. 

One’s choice of a partner-in-trust depends on knowing not only the relevant 

cognitive compatibilities, but on knowing the affective compatibilities as well. This 

requires self-knowledge, not just in cognitive terms of the kind listed on a resume, 

but an emotional awareness of one’s prejudices and frailties; and a corresponding 

                                       
10 Is it is even possible to say that someone, anyone, is the most trustworthy person per se? 

Trust is contextual and thus trustworthiness too becomes contextual.   
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knowledge (or educated guesses) about the other’s cognitive and emotional 

prejudices and frailties as far as feasible. 

An example may help in making the preceding point regarding self-knowledge and 

other-knowledge less abstract, more lived-in. Suppose I meet a woman at a party 

and we discover that we enjoy a number of activities in common. We both love to 

read, hike, and are equally sociable. So far our resumes are on a positively parallel 

course and an excellent friendship including trust could be safely predicted. What 

we do not, as yet, know about each other are our emotional stances to many 

issues. Friendship is a sharing of emotions as well as of activities.  What rate of 

self-disclosure or intimacy is each one comfortable with? What secrets will she keep 

or divulge in order to make overtures to another possible friend?  What unspoken 

prejudices about race, religion and financial standing exist between us? How does 

each one of us view the place and role of friends in one’s life? The answers to these 

emotional considerations emerge over a series of interactions. Sometimes one finds 

out a prejudice of the other that becomes a “deal-breaker” for any further friendly 

relations. If I, as a woman of color, detect unstated, perhaps even sub-conscious, 

racist tendencies in the other, but still choose to continue the social interaction, the 

chances for a trusting relationship begin to evaporate. The blamed other may 

similarly detect some unconscious prejudice of mine in a similar fashion. 

More happily, it is equally possible, that as time goes by mutually satisfactory 

experiences accumulate. I come to know her actions and reactions in multiple 

settings, my appreciation of the nuances of her emotional stance towards the world 

may deepen. Now I begin to value her increasingly as a positive presence in my 
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life, and shift into an emotional place where I am ready to trust her.11 This shift 

may not rise to the level of awareness until a situation arises wherein a decision to 

trust or not to trust becomes the question.  

Sometimes, trust may even appear in a relationship that looked unpromising at the 

start because of insufficient commonality of interests between the parties, but if 

interaction were continued due to external reasons. Each one would have occasion 

to observe the other’s personality and “character” in action, and a perception of the 

other as a “diamond in the rough” may move them towards an unexpected yet 

trusting relationship. The infinite variety of human nature and culture allows for a 

wide range of turning points of trustings between people, as well as styles of trust-

placement. Hence, initial and continued self-knowledge and other-knowledge 

continue to be central to the trusting enterprise. 

This mutual knowledge serves to inspire in trustors the necessary will to enter into 

a relationship of trust, and more importantly, to put in the required effort to 

maintain it. This effort requires both empathy and vigilance towards self and the 

other, a monitoring of changing feelings and thoughts. An epistemology of trusting 

must be able to address questions of affect as well as questions of cognition, in 

order to assure conation and action. Therefore, knowledge of emotion and 

knowledge provided by emotion moves into a central role in the epistemology of 

trustings. 

                                       
11 What exactly constitutes this readiness to trust is a central question. Is it a recognition 

that she would not hurt my self-interest particularly? That I can expect goodwill from her? 
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Knowing the truth of trust  

“No discussion in epistemology is ever complete without a discussion of 

truth.”12 Following this sage advice, now I turn to considerations of truth in 

matters of trust, and quickly find myself besieged by questions of how to 

even formulate a question about the truth of trust. What would it mean to 

say that a trusting is true, or false at the outset?13 Do statements of trust 

possess a truthvalue? What is the relationship between truth and trust? Do 

they mutually inform and reinforce each other? Is there a relationship of 

priority between them? If so, what comes first? 

In the example of a relationship between a physician and a patient, it has 

been suggested, one can detect three ways that trust relates to truth.  

Suppose patient A trusts Dr. B to provide excellent care, three things have to 

be true. Firstly, it needs to be true that Dr. B is appropriately trained and 

licensed, and cares about the welfare of his/her patients, and does not view 

them solely as sources of income, such that the patient-doctor bidirectional 

relationship of trust can exist. Secondly, patient A must be able to trust Dr. B 

as to the truth of his or her diagnoses of the patient’s problem.  Thirdly, Dr. 

B must be trustworthy such that the proposition that patient A appropriately 

trusts Dr. B is true.  I would add a fourth condition as well, that it is true that 

patient B is trustworthy as a patient in providing a truthful account of 

symptomatology and exhibit appropriate medical compliance with Dr. B’s 

                                       
12 Chakrabarti, A. Personal Communication. 2011 
13 The belief that “This is a relationship of trust” can be true or false, but an explicit 

statement of that belief may or may not appear early in the relationship. 



 

234 

 

recommendations. Adding this fourth way that truth and trust are related is 

important in order to establish clearly the directionality and shared 

responsibility of any relationship of trust. In a manner of speaking, a 

relationship of trust actually unpacks into two relationships of trust with 

slightly different expectations and responsibilities. 

Looking into the etymology of the words, I find that “truth” is related to the 

old word “troth”, as in the old marriage vow “I pledge thee my troth” or the 

description of a fiancée as “my betrothed”. Trust is certainly involved in 

matters of pledging one’s troth! Looking further, I find that the notion of 

“fidelity” is at the etymological roots of “trust” and “troth”. Perhaps the truth 

of a relationship of trust is in that fidelity, in the preservation of a troth 

pledged, in a private or public utterance. Such utterances do not have to be 

limited to marriage ceremonies. “You can trust me” or “I am trusting you” is 

spoken or implied in many circumstances where questions of trust are 

invoked.  To invent a phrase, statements made in the context of trustings 

can be said to possess a “trustvalue” that can be treated as if it were its 

truthvalue.  

One may ask here why I do not just use the old reliable term “truthvalue”, 

since it is already at hand. The answer is that precisely because it is already 

at hand, it brings with it enormous epistemic associations and may not mean 

exactly what I want it to convey in the context of trust as a process. Even 

though a notion of truth as a limit to be aspired to, exists in scientific circles, 

it is extremely easy to slip into the habits of treating truth as monolithic, 
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incontrovertible and final.  I require the “truth” of my process of trust to be 

dynamic, flexible and responsive to changing circumstances. I require the 

“truth” of a trusting to matter to both parties as a living feature of a 

relationship of trust that needs tending and attending.  How to sustain 

fidelity in a relationship must be of interest to both parties, or to employ my 

newly-minted word, to nurture its “trustvalue” is the responsibility of both 

parties. 

To return to epistemological considerations, the notion of trustvalue also 

better captures the “probabilistic” nature of what is known when “trust-ing” 

is known. There is no final “truth” available to be ascertained as present or 

absent; most of the relationship lies in the future, unknown and even 

unknowable. It will be discovered and/or created by the partners-in-trust 

over time and circumstances. What then is the trust-value of a relationship of 

trust as it commences? Do the partners-in-trust begin with a “null balance” 

or is there an admixture of truthvalue in the trustvalue?  

What then is known at the time of trusting another? No one places trust in 

another, believing that it is unadvisedly placed, just as no one gets married 

in order to get divorced. “We trust what we take to be true – true friends, 

true love and of course true facts.”14 There is a ring of truth to this statement 

that echoes the ring of truth in Baier’s lament about the ghost of plain trust: 

we do not entrust where we do not first trust. We do not trust that which we 

                                       
14 Bontekoe, Ron, Personal communication reflecting Heidegger’s view of truth as 

“disclosure”, 2015. 
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do not first take to be true. In this order, a recognition of truth comes first 

bringing trust in its wake.  

What comes first is that which we take to be true, which may be different 

from the truth as it is both created and discovered over time and 

circumstances. Be that as it may, what we take to be true is all we have 

when we embark on a relationship of trust. 

Harking back to a personally remembered experience of seeing the truth of 

another person’s character and attempting to re-create the phenomenology 

of that experience is a daunting task. It would be much easier to describe 

physical objects like trees and clouds, but the knowledge (or 

acknowledgement) of the truth that precedes trust is not describable via 

external descriptors, because it is a complex mental process albeit one with 

physically observable consequences. 

 Engaging in the literary device of describing the imaginary phenomenological 

experience of a fictional individual placing trust will be false to the essential 

spirit of the phenomenological method as I understand it. Any 

phenomenological description of observing another person placing trust in 

me will by definition be, external, reconstructed and inferential. If I described 

how I knew that I was truly trusted in any given instance, it would be a good 

example of how it feels to be trusted-in-truth, the complement to trusting-in-

truth. But here we are speaking of elemental truth in the beginning of placing 

trust, not of receiving said trust. 
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Phenomenology requires description without explanation. “Describe, don’t 

explain.”15 Unless one is well-versed in the method of phenomenological 

description it is extremely difficult to attempt a phenomenological description 

of a complex mental event. With that apologia and caveat, I return to the 

moment of trust-in-truth leading to truth-in-trust. But I must “explain” the 

context first. 

I am in an elegant beachside restaurant with two close female friends and 

another male companion who figures in my life somewhere between 

acquaintance and friend. The celebratory breakfast is a farewell to one of the 

friends and a late birthday gift to me from all of them. The women do not 

know the man, he has not met any one of them before nor does he expect to 

meet them again. Yet he has brought all of us pikake leis. 

The table-setting is impeccable, the wait-staff unobtrusively effcient. The 

sunshine gently bright, the sea sparkles softly, the air barely warm, the 

breeze fragrant with pikake. I look at the male acquaintance who is 

conversing with my female friends. Now the conversation proceeds unheard, 

sounds of the restaurant recede and in silence and a sense of safety, I know 

that it is true that he is a good person. 

The cognition that I can trust him comes later, almost simultaneously but 

subsequently, as an afterthought. The grounds for the unexpected yet 

                                       
15 Don Ihde, Experimental Phenomenology (Albany: State University of New York, 1986), 

34. 
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compelling assessment of his goodness are all figured out at a much later 

time. Phenomenologically, in this case at least, trusting is an experience of 

comfort and quiet, a silent shift in the self that causes no “upheavals” 

although it does issue in a potentially life-changing assessment. 

That some form of knowledge or acknowledgement of truth is present in the very 

beginning of trust is true, but it is equally true that the truth of that moment must 

be nurtured over time and circumstances. The hermeneutic circle appears again, 

revolving around truth and trust, trust and truth, each informing the other in a truly 

successful relationship of trust. Thus emerges the notion of a flexible trustvalue as 

more relevant than the notion of monolithic unchanging truth in a relationship of 

trust. 

I would like to conclude this section with some final comments about the notion of 

trustvalue as distinct from truthvalue, but with some affinity with truth as fidelity. 

When a relationship of trust is successful, it is often described in words like “S/he is 

true to me.”  The opposite is also found in utterances like “S/he was false to me.” 

What can be encapsulated in true/false statements are moments-in-time 

evaluations. A relationship of trust, particularly at the beginning, cannot be thus 

evaluated. Only an optimistic or pessimistic forecast can be made.  

Akin to the notion of setting up a fiduciary trust16, at the outset of a trusting, it is 

almost as if the two parties are setting out on a joint venture, not as a formal 

                                       
16 Setting up a fiduciary trust is a formal venture that is preceded by a great deal of 

informal yet frank discussion between individuals and the professional advising them. 
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contract, but as a personally valued commitment to their own and each other’s 

flourishing. The trust between them is of value to both. This value can be added to 

or subtracted from as time and circumstances change, in the manner of a fiduciary 

trust; but it is not a business proposition, it is a personal matter.  Trust is an 

interpersonal matter, other people matter. Between them lies the relationship of 

trust that can wax or wane. 

What is known in trusting another? 

 What else is then known in the moment of trusting another? I return to the 

simple, perhaps even simplistic formulation, of “A trusts B”. As people who 

already exist in all their complex variety, A and B, are proper objects of 

knowledge,17 even if the relational term “trusts” can only be understood in 

terms of a pre-linguistic “gut feeling” and “tacit knowledge”. How then do we 

come to know self and other people? 

In an article entitled “Knowing People”,18 Vrinda Dalmiya outlines the “method of 

care”. This method of caring for another person connects with the process of 

trusting another person in an unexpected but interesting manner.19 From a 

completely different perspective, Polanyi points out “the structural kinship between 

knowing a mind and pursuing a scientific inquiry.”20 Coming to know other people is 

a quest that can be conducted with care and along the lines of a scientific inquiry.21 

                                       
17 Albeit not in the same way that one knows today is Monday. 
18 Dalmiya, "Knowing People." 
19 I will return to the connections between caring and trusting. 
20 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 31. 
21 Of course, without the trappings of a laboratory, associated with natural or social science 

research. 
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Polanyi’s explication of scientific inquiry allows for “picking out clues as such…many 

of the clues will remain unspecifiable and may indeed be subliminal.”22I am not 

suggesting that the experience of getting to know another is a sequence of 

hypothesis formation followed by experimental testing in any self-conscious or 

formal way, but that the natural human process of learning about another human 

being follows intuitively similar procedures. 

I will now try to set out the interconnections between caring and trusting that I 

hinted at earlier.  Dalmiya’s method of care has five steps: caring about, caring for, 

taking care, caring about caring, and finally an acknowledgment of caring from the 

person cared about, this fifth step labelled care reception.23 The description of the 

method traces the trajectory of a relationship of care between two individuals from 

the moment of inception, that Dalmiya calls the initial ethical moment when the 

commitment to care is made concerning an important person in one’s life. The next 

step introduces the shift to the other’s point of view, which I call empathy and 

Dalmiya calls “caring for”. The third step “taking care” maintains the caring 

relationship and the ongoing empathy towards the other’s projects and concerns; 

this step has echoes of what I call vigilance in so far as the care-giver tracks the 

interests and projects of the cared-for person. The fourth step maintains the health 

of the caring relationship in a reflexive manner; now the relationship acquires value 

in its own right. The fifth step outlines the desire on the part of the care-giver to be 

“seen”, for the delivery of care to be acknowledged. This places the cared for 

                                       
22 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 31. 
23 For greater detail see her article “Knowing People”. 
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person in the process of caring with a chance to participate in the relationship. I 

would add that also gives the recipient of care an opportunity to begin another five 

step process of caring, because when one experiences care-reception, it is a very 

reinforcing happy moment. One feels cared for and all the work of caring loses its 

burdensome weight and transforms into a joy. 

Borrowing for a moment Dalmiya’s terminology, the method of trust might very 

well traverse a similar trajectory. In a very real sense, caring for and receiving care 

are phenomenologically and emotionally close to trusting another and being trusted 

by another.  One trusts those that demonstrate a caring attitude towards one. A 

genuinely sympathetic listening ear elicits confidences in many contexts, personal 

or professional. The worry about the nature of the context is real and widespread. 

In its simplest form, it demands a distinction between the personal context of 

sympathetic listening involving as it does a prior history of shared experience and 

no fiduciary exchange, and the professional context of the ear “trained to listen” to 

strangers with whom no history exists but a fiduciary relationship is expected to be 

present. 

This is not as simple a distinction as it may sound. Sometimes the personal 

connection places restrictions on what may be confided because there may be 

repercussions later in the relationship, and the very absence of a personal or social 

connection with the “paid and trained” stranger is a liberating influence.  One can 

express ignoble thoughts and feelings with relative impunity. Of greater relevance 

to this dissertation is the question of trusting the other rather than that of sharing 
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confidences.  Trusting is a process that is sensitive to the genuineness and 

authenticity of the other’s attention, in all contexts.  

Physicians are in the business of providing care, and relative to the quality of care 

one has received from a particular practitioner, the level of trust increases or 

decreases. One also trusts those whom one cares for, like one’s family and friends. 

Trusting one’s spouse or children has a self-protective function as well. This is not 

to claim that mistakes could not occur, or that one may not be the object of a 

deceptive trusting as well as deceptive caring. On the positive side, if one is 

fortunate enough to have caring and trusting relationships in one’s life, however 

few in number, the results can be very eudaimonic. 

This method of knowing people may be difficult to put into practice for all people 

whom we meet in the course of our personal and professional lives. Yet it is a good 

example of a method for getting to know people that are of significance in our lives, 

namely the ones with whom we may embark on a relationship of trust. The 

dynamism and mutuality implied in this account are also critical elements of a 

successful trusting relationship. 

Now to turn to the other part of the relationship of trust, oneself. The project and 

process of knowing one’s own self is life-long. Some experts maintain that such a 

goal is impossible to attain. I refer not to the metaphysical goal of liberation 

through self-knowledge, but a more anatomically generated difficulty. In a book 

entitled Why everyone (else) is a Hypocrite24 Robert Kurzban makes a compelling 

                                       
24 Kurzban, Why Everyone (Else) Is a Hypocrite. 
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case for the absence of a “self” that exists and can be known. I acknowledge the 

seriousness of the difficulties raised by these observations especially with regard to 

self-deception, but am agreeable to working with a naturalistic, everyday notion of 

self-knowledge whilst keepings these warnings in mind. Once again, empathy for 

the self needs tempering with some vigilance about one’s own potential for fooling 

oneself. 

Knowing “plain trust” 

Baier “contextualized” trust to the object entrusted, which enabled her to specify 

varieties of trust, relativised to the entrusted object.  In the end, she found trust-

as-entrusting quite unsatisfying as a complete analysis. She says that the “ghost of 

plain trust and plain distrust”25 haunted her analysis of “goods-relativized or “fancy” 

trust.”26 At the risk of being repetitious, I endorse her statement that one would not 

entrust where one did not first trust. The temporal and conceptual priority of 

trusting over entrusting appears correct to me. In my analysis of trust as a process, 

as a dynamic relation between two persons, I attempt to capture the “ghost of plain 

trust” and give it its due place.27 Thus are ghosts exorcised, I am told. 

Baier has clarified how “fancy trust” became fancy – via her move to analyze trust 

as relativised to the variety of goods entrusted.  One can ask the same question of 

“plain trust”- what makes it plain trust, and of such critical importance that fancy 

                                       
25Annette C. Baier, A Progress of Sentiments (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 

1991), 128.. I have not spoken of plain distrust explicitly as yet, but the analysis that 

applies to plain trust will apply to plain distrust as well. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Its place is between the two persons A and B, in the expression “A trusts B”. Varieties of 

trust are clustered around the nuances of a given relationship of trust. 
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goods-relativised trust cannot even come into existence without some level of 

“plain trust” being present. “We want to say that unless we first trust them we will 

not trust them with anything.”28 I agree with this general statement and am willing 

to say that even in extreme circumstances, like natural or man-made disasters, 

where trust must arise quickly between strangers, a split-second decision is made 

to trust before entrusting, be it goods or personal safety. Necessity may be the 

mother of trust as well as invention. The necessity-driven short-term relationships 

of trust do not resemble the long-term trustings that I have been addressing all 

along, but one could say that the difference is merely temporal. 

I suggest that plain trust exists at a basic, pre-verbal, emotional level, the gut 

level, if you will. The most convincing cinematic example of basic trust in action is 

in “Zorba the Greek”, in the scene where Zorba is trying to get hired by Basil, the 

author with an inheritance and writer’s block. Zorba makes his request and then 

asks intently, “Zorba up or Zorba down?” A second or two of the two men “sizing” 

each other up follow, and then Basil smiles, and Zorba “knows” he has been hired. 

The scene works as well as it does not merely due to the skill of the actors 

involved, but because we recognize something of ourselves in both Basil and Zorba.  

We too have sometimes acted based on only a “gut feeling” and arrived at an “up 

or down” decision about a person or a circumstance, moving towards or away. 

I will not ask for complete acquiescence in a cinematic depiction, however evocative 

and convincing, but will adduce evidence and argument in support of my claim that 

                                       
28 Baier, A Progress of Sentiments, 127. 
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“plain trust” can be equated with an emotional, pre-linguistic evaluation of 

dispositions (to behave in particular ways in the future, namely, trustworthiness). I 

suggest that the role emotion plays in such pre-linguistic evaluation can be usefully 

summarized as a variant of experiential knowledge. 

Human emotions, communication and social cohesiveness 

In an intriguing book entitled On the Origins of Human Emotions,29 Jonathan Turner 

puts forward the thesis that the primacy of biologically based emotions is the 

foundation of human bonding,30 which enabled us, rather than one of the other 

Great Apes, to evolve to a position of dominance in the natural world.31 In contrast 

to the more prevalent view that language and culture are what render us uniquely 

human, Turner argues that “our ability to use a wide array of emotions evolved 

long before spoken language and, moreover, that expanded emotional capacities 

among early hominids represented a preadaptation for spoken language and culture 

among later hominids.”32  

I do not find it difficult to accept this priority of gestural communication over 

linguistic communication; instances of successful gestural communication can be 

observed amongst children from different countries, or for that matter even 

between adults travelling in foreign lands.33 That gestural and emotional 

                                       
29 Jonathan H. Turner, On the Origin of Human Emotions (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 2000). 
30 Recall at this juncture the analysis of the importance of co-operative mothering and allo-

mothering as pointed out by Hrdy in Mothers and Others. (Hrdy, 2009) 
31 Here Turner is referring only to the lineage of Homo Sapiens. He does not address the 

question of the rise of emotions in other animals, for example, chimps. 
32 Turner, On the Origin of Human Emotions, xi. 
33 Often abbreviated as “body language”. 
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communications were the circumstances under which sociality increased among 

early hominids has interesting implications for the role of emotion in matters of 

trust. It can be said that trust precedes language. That precedence of trust over 

language renders a certain kind of trust fundamental and a candidate for being the 

referent of “plain trust”. It also connects to the philosophical issue of knowledge by 

testimony. 

 Knowledge, Testimony and Trust 

Arindam Chakrabarti writes about knowledge by testimony (abbreviated as K.T.), in 

his paper entitled “Telling as Letting Know”.34 Trusting is built into the very origin of 

knowledge by testimony: trust in the person, persons or network that testifies and 

is the simpler cognitive activity. This position is reflected in Chakrabarti’s remarks 

that: 

…trustless uptake or mere understanding should be regarded as the 

more complicated attitude (necessary, for instance, for accounting for 
our appreciation of fictional utterances or jokes) rather than as the 

simpler core compared to direct derivation of knowledge that p from 
an honest and informed utterance to the effect that p.  The picture 

suggested would be that the so-called beliefless grasp of the content 
of an assertion is K.T. minus trust, rather than K.T. being 
understanding plus trust.35 

 

The picture painted in this analysis is borne out in human life as reflected in the 

developmental trajectory followed by all human epistemic agents from childhood to 

maturity.  A child will usually believe all s/he is told and consider it true.  Cultures 

have enduring traditions of storytelling to children, at bedtime and on many other 

                                       
34 Chakrabarti, "Telling as Letting Know." 
35 Ibid., 137. 



 

247 

 

occasions. This introduces the developing mind to the distinction between reality 

and fiction, comprehension and belief, truth and falsehood – all necessary for 

appropriate trusting. Some children learn it quicker than others.  Some learn it only 

after experiencing personal emotional distress. 

Even in adult life, we trust other people’s testimonies about their experiences with a 

certain person or co-worker, in addition to forming our own opinions from direct 

interaction. Trust is involved not only in knowledge by testimony from another. 

Naomi Scheman statement that, “our epistemic dependency, and the implication 

that knowledge rests on trust as much as it rests on such epistemological staples as 

perception reason and memory”36 reflects the same interconnectedness of human 

knowing and the primacy of trust in the same.  

Usually, when a good friend makes a comment about another person or service, we 

tend to engage in trusting uptake, moving to the more complex attitude of trustless 

uptake only subsequent to a negative experience of discovering that not all his or 

her information or interpretation of circumstances are reliable. A few among us, 

prefer to be self-reliant and take very little on testimony. In spite of the possible 

rational arguments in favor of such a disposition, such people are liable to be 

viewed as suspicious characters themselves, and are unlikely to be trusted by those 

                                       
36 Naomi Scheman, "Epistemology Resuscitated," in Engendering Rationalities (Albany: 

State University of New York, 2001), 30. 
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who know them. On the other hand, a reputation as a trusting person might not be 

viewed as a recommendation for others to trust one either.37  

After examining the relationships between testimony, trust and knowledge, 

although expressed linguistically, rely on previously existing non-linguistic 

experiences as well, I return to the exposition of pre-linguistic communication. 

These non-linguistic communications nevertheless signaled the presence of 

trusting, mistrusting or distrusting. Emotions were expressed through the medium 

of bodily postures, gestures, facial expressions and other such non-verbal forms of 

communication with others (and by Turner’s account all these are pre-verbal). It is 

his claim that it is “the neurological wiring of the brain for these emotional 

languages that represented the key evolutionary breakthrough”38 in the dazzling 

social and subsequent survival successes of the Great Apes that were our 

ancestors. Some of our “older ape core” still remains, and “we are individualists 

who chafe against organizational constraint, but we are also an animal that can use 

a highly attuned emotion system to create social bonds and to sustain tight-knit 

social structures.”39 

This description of the human animal rings true: that we are at once individualistic 

and affiliative. Hence no solution that embraces only one end of the polarization 

present within the human being is sustainable in matters of importance to human 

beings. One can take as an example the bifurcation of cultures into those that 

                                       
37 A distinction must be made between trusting and gullibility. All gullible people are 

trusting, but not all trusting people are gullible. 
38 Turner, On the Origin of Human Emotions, xi. 
39 Ibid., xii. 
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emphasize rights over duties, and others that emphasize duties over rights. Each 

side of the solution leaves something out of the spectrum of human desires, 

creating unhappy citizens yearning for the gifts of the other culture. Once again, a 

balance between polar opposites remains essential to any effective solution for 

human challenges and difficulties. A balance of opposites is reflected in the 

inclusion of empathy and vigilance in the present account of trust for this very 

reason – to make it compatible with human nature. 

Moving onto the savannas in a bipedal upright posture resulted in a variety of 

evolutionary selection forces and resultant adaptations. Primary amongst them is 

the “rewiring of the brain for visually based communication of affect among 

hominids”40 that is detailed in Turner’s account. For my purposes, it is enough to 

note that the evidence has been assembled and argued for within the parameters of 

evolutionary theory. 

What interests me most, is his claim stating the primacy of emotions for 

communication and even for the development of language in early hominids. He 

says that 

 what are often seen as humans’ most distinctive characteristics – 
rational thought and language – were built on another of our most 

unique characteristics: our ability to be so emotional. Again my point 
is that memory and thought cannot take place without the capacity to 

tag thoughts, experiences and emotions with affect. And the more 
affective variety possible, the more complex and subtle the cognitive 
abilities.41  

 

                                       
40 Ibid., 62. 
41 Ibid., 60-61. 



 

250 

 

Not all of this affective tagging takes place at a conscious level. “The brain can 

store emotional memories subcortically – that is outside of the neocortex where 

conscious thought and deliberation occur.”42 This bypassing of the cortex had 

survival advantages in the ancestral environment where dangers came with dire 

consequences and “run first and think later” was a useful maxim. Taking the time 

to stop and think of alternatives could result in death or destruction. Even today, 

individuals are often unable to precisely account for their choices in a reasoned 

linguistic formulation. This is because “subcortical, emotional memory systems are 

mixed in with cortically controlled ones. Thus rationality is often a mix of emotional 

valences, some capable of being articulated to self if need be and others remaining 

outside of full self-awareness.”43  

The most significant conclusion from the above multi-faceted and complex 

discussion, ranging as it does from readings and placings of trust in ancestral times 

to the unnoticed but ubiquitous placing of trust in contemporary times is the 

primacy and centrality of emotion for human beings. The ancients may have only 

communicated and hence trusted each other only regarding presence of food or 

danger, whereas we place our trust in others’ testimony about graviton waves and 

solar neutrinos; yet, for my purpose the two distinct discussions underline the same 

phenomenon: of human trust as a basic beginning point for communication, be it 

gestural or linguistic. In different ways the two discussions point to the centrality of 

a positive emotional attitude in trust. Finally, the fact that some parts of our 

                                       
42 Ibid., 61. 
43 Ibid. Italics mine. 



 

251 

 

rational-emotional memory systems remain outside of full self-awareness has 

critical implications for the epistemology of trust being proposed herein. 

Bodily systems involved in emotion 

Current knowledge in neuroscience accepts the four-system analysis of emotion set 

forth, at a very elementary level of exposition, by Antonio Damasio in his book 

Descartes’ Error (originally published in 1994).44 The four systems are the 

autonomic nervous system, neurotransmitters and neuroactive peptides, endocrine 

responses and musculoskeletal responses. These systems function independently 

and interdependently, with feedback to each other and to the limbic system (that 

then makes all of this information available to the neo-cortex).  

It is very important to note that at this juncture, the discussion so far is at the level 

of emotion, and has not as yet arrived at the level of feeling. The distinction 

between emotion and feeling relates specifically to conscious interpretation of the 

experienced emotion. The increased heart rate, the shallow breathing, the tightness 

in the chest, the butterflies in the stomach are evidence of physically experienced 

emotion; “I feel anxious and wish that things would change” is a statement of the 

accompanying feeling as interpreted by the mind45 of the person experiencing the 

physical manifestations of anxiety. 

Turner makes an interesting point from an epistemological point of view that 

sometimes others can “see” the physical manifestations of emotion and “read” the 

                                       
44 Antonio Damasio, Descartes' Error (Penguin Books, 2005). 
45 Or brain of the person, along with the mind. 
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feeling associated with the manifested emotion even before the individual who is in 

the grip of that emotion can acknowledge or know it. After all I do not see my face 

tensing with anger or suppressed anger. I need to be acutely aware of my 

musculoskeletal system to know that tension is even being expressed. I need to 

remain acutely aware of the flow of the conversation and remember the history of 

how such conversation affects me. Accomplishing this task of dual and distributed 

attention and awareness takes a great deal of detached observation. Such detached 

observation is challenging to maintain in the face of mounting emotion. 

The present account of emotions as bodily-based is in general agreement with the 

older James-Lange theory of emotion which housed emotion firmly and securely in 

the body.  “We run and then we feel afraid” is the usual way of summarizing the 

James-Lange theory. Evolutionary theory asks the question of why we run in the 

first place -  the answer being that a threat to the organism was perceived at a 

subcortical level and was met with a quick physical response. In the main, the 

housing of “emotion” in the body and the defining of “feeling” as an awarely made 

conceptual, sometimes linguistically expressed, interpretation of certain physical 

changes, is similar across theories.  I will take this account to be applicable and 

most likely true. 

I would like to clarify a matter of nomenclature here.  I have used the language of 

the authors while describing their views, and there is a tendency to slide between 

“emotion” and “feeling” as almost interchangeable words. Such is certainly the case 

in common parlance.  The word “feeling” is also susceptible to some semantic 
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sliding between the physical sense and the emotional sense.  My silk dress can 

“feel” soft as I can “feel” beautiful wearing it. 

For the use of the word “emotion”, my preference is to follow the usage 

recommended by Damasio,46 and refer to the physical manifestations of emotion in 

the four systems of the body as “emotion” and reserve the word “feeling” for the 

interpretation attached to it by the person experiencing a given emotion. It may not 

always be possible to delineate this distinction strictly at all times, because 

traditions of common parlance may intrude in the writings of others or in my own. 

As a very simplistic formulation, I would offer this: “The body has emotions, the 

mind has feelings.” The silk feels soft because the body experiences the 

smoothness that the mind interprets as pleasurable.  

In a subsequent book entitled The Feeling of What Happens,47 Damasio refines his 

analysis of the relationship of emotion and feeling further into three levels: “an 

emotion, the feeling of that emotion, and knowing that we have a feeling of that 

emotion.”48 This further refinement is of great help in making the argument for the 

biological underpinnings of trust but it also underlines and explains the need for 

trustings to be conducted at a conscious level. It exhorts us to remain mindful of 

the subconscious workings of the brain as it weaves together emotion residing in 

the body, the feeling of that emotion as registered by a certain portion of the brain 

and then the last step of consciously knowing that we have that particular feeling. 

                                       
46 Antonio Damasio, Looking for Spinoza (New York: Harcourt, Inc., 2003). 
47 The Feeling of What Happens. 
48 Ibid., 8. 



 

254 

 

Damasio concurs with evolutionary theorists that “Having feelings is of 

extraordinary value in the orchestration of survival. Emotions are useful in 

themselves, but the process of feeling beings to alert the organism to the problem 

that emotion has begun to solve.”49 The beginning of the solution suggested by the 

emotion may or may not be the final solution that we enact, after the intimations of 

emotion have been experienced and known as feelings, have been integrated with 

the rest of the individual’s experience and goals through the mediation of 

thoughtful reflection, but it remains the start of a solution.  

Everyday experience also serves to support the view that emotion resides in the 

body and effects bodily changes.  It is commonplace in psychotherapy circles to say 

that “the body keeps score”, usually in the context of traumatic events in a person’s 

life. Even mainstream medicine is much more sensitive to the “body-mind” 

connection and care is no longer limited to the soma, the psyche is evaluated as 

well in general health consultations. 

Role of emotion in human knowledge and reasoning 

The literature on this topic is vast and complex. Different authors have approached 

the role of emotion in human knowledge and reasoning from many different 

perspectives.  I will not even attempt to summarize the different accounts or judge 

amongst them.  Instead, I will set out the point of view that I find persuasive, 

convincing and possessed of explanatory power for my question at hand, that of 

knowing trust-ing.  

                                       
49 Ibid., 284. 
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Damasio asks about our self-applauded higher cortical functions, “But how did the 

complex species evolve the smart reasoning system? The new proposal in 

Descartes’ Error is that the reasoning system evolved as an extension of the 

autonomic nervous system, with emotion playing diverse roles in the reasoning 

process. For example, emotion may increase the saliency of a premise and, in so 

doing, bias the conclusion in favor of the premise. Emotion also assists with the 

process of holding in mind the multiple facts that must be considered in order to 

reach a decision.”50 

It is easy to point out that emotion negatively influences the objective processes of 

reasoning via its ability to direct attention and bias inferential outcomes. The 

surprising fact is that “When emotion is entirely left out of the reasoning picture, as 

happens in certain neurological conditions, reason turns out to be even more flawed 

than when emotion plays bad tricks on our decisions.”51 Damasio describes a 

patient with perfect abstract reasoning capacity (because his higher cortical 

functioning was intact) but who committed social blunders constantly. The only 

significant impairment he had was in his capacity to experience or understand any 

(emotional) feelings and it impacted his ability to reason well about social 

situations.52 Trusting is a social situation, and it would have been impossible for him 

to navigate the territory of trusting for lack of the ability to experience any 

(emotional) feelings. 

                                       
50 Descartes' Error, xii. 
51 Ibid. 
52 There is an entire body of literature and practice in the area of “non-verbal learning 

disabilities” expressed most typically as deficits in social skills. 
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Damasio’s theory of emotion is called “the somatic marker” theory, because it 

states that emotions mark certain aspects of a situation or choices between action 

alternatives. This marking can be called a “gut feeling” or a mark of saliency.53 

Emotion plays a role in intuition too, intuition being – “the sort of rapid cognitive 

process in which we come to a particular conclusion without being aware of all the 

intermediate logical steps. It is not necessarily the case that the knowledge of 

intermediate steps is absent, only that emotion delivers the conclusion so directly 

and rapidly that not much knowledge need come to mind.”54 In Damasio’s account, 

and in mine, emotion is not set against reason, it is to be seen “as assisting reason 

and at best holding a dialog with it.”55 His theory does not oppose emotion and 

cognition, but views emotion as “delivering cognitive information, directly and via 

feelings.”56  

It is this storehouse of direct and indirect information, gleaned from intuitions and 

feelings, that undergirds an act of trusting that on the surface may appear as a 

mere “gut-level” response.  The products of tacit knowing get added to the source-

mix and knowing trust, knowing that a given trusting is appropriate becomes a 

conceptually defensible activity. The image of an iceberg comes to mind.  Much 

more is submerged than is seen by the eye. In the case of trust, the mind’s eye 

does see more. 

                                       
53 Martha Nussbaum’s analysis of emotions as pointing out salient features of a person’s 

emotional topography echoes this view. 
54 Damasio, Descartes' Error, xiii. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
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What is known in knowing emotion? 

If Martha Nussbaum were to answer the question that sets off this section, she 

would say “matters of value and importance” to those whose emotions are being 

known. “If emotions are suffused with intelligence and discernment, and if they 

contain in themselves an awareness of value or importance…We cannot plausibly 

omit them, once we acknowledge that emotions include in their content judgements 

that can be true or false, and good or bad guides to ethical choice.”57 With this 

analysis, emotions can become objects of “knowledge proper” and can reasonably 

be included in epistemological discussion. 

Agreeing with, and very likely inspired by Damasio’s analysis,58 Nussbaum employs 

the language of “saliency” when she speaks of emotions as marking what is 

important to us in our lives. Emotions are classified as a form of judgement, 

namely, judgments of value and importance. Emotions are not just “non-reasoning 

movements” as some people characterize them. Among features of emotions that 

need explaining in any good account, she lists “urgency and heat”, their ability to 

move us to action, and their connection to important attachments in one’s life, so 

much so that one may feel helpless before them. 

Nussbaum maintains that emotions are a form of judgment, because they are 

usually “about” someone or something.  That someone or something is interpreted 

as the object (she, he, they or it) figures in the world of the person experiencing 

                                       
57 Martha Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2001), 1. 
58 Damasio makes a reference to her work as extending his ideas to Philosophy in his 2005 

preface to a reprinting of his 1994 book Descartes’ Error. 
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the emotion, (it is thus an intentional object). Emotions also “embody not simply 

ways of seeing an object, but beliefs – often very complex – about the object.”59  

When anger is aroused, Nussbaum continues, there exists a complex set of beliefs 

that cover the area of the damage done to the angry person, including the belief 

that the damage was done willfully. If the angry person’s set of beliefs is found to 

be in error, the revised set of beliefs is likely to shift her or his experienced emotion 

to a different emotional state.  Differences in the content of thoughts yield different 

emotions. Nussbaum asserts that it is the inspection of differences in thoughts that 

help us discriminate the nuances of fear, grief and pity, when the emotional 

experience may be one of generalized agitation. Finally, emotions contain 

information about value, the value the intentional object held for the person 

experiencing the emotion. Given all these characteristics that are constitutive of the 

experienced emotions of a person regarding a valued intentional object, Nussbaum 

concludes that emotions are judgements of value and importance. For her 

knowledge through emotion is belief-based and can be said to have propositional 

content. 

Nussbaum does not wish to stop at this point; she would go further and argue for 

the position that would “make emotion itself a function of reason, rather than a 

non-rational cognitive movement.”60 She says “we are conceiving of judging as 

dynamic, not static. Reason here moves, embraces, refuses: it moves rapidly or 

                                       
59 Martha Nussbaum, "Emotions as Judgements of Value and Importance," in Relativism. 

Suffering and Beyond (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1997), 237. 
60 Ibid., 244. 
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slowly, surely or hesitantly…The recognizing and the upheaval belong to one and 

the same part of me, the part with which I make sense of the world.”61 This 

description of reason is quite consistent with an evolutionary conception of reason 

as an adaptive response. 

Nussbaum begins her book Upheavals of Thought, subtitled The Intelligence of 

Emotions in much the same way: “Emotions, I shall argue, involve judgments about 

important things, judgments in which, appraising an external object as salient for 

our own well-being, we acknowledge our own neediness and incompleteness before 

parts of the world that we do not fully control.”62 The calm tenor of this opening 

sentence of the first chapter,63 is very different from the opening sentence of the 

Introduction to Upheavals of Thought that states that “Emotions shape the 

landscape of our mental and social lives. Like the “geological upheavals” a traveler 

might discover in a landscape where recently only a flat plane could be seen, they 

mark our lives as uneven, uncertain, and prone to reversal.”64 Even the very title of 

her book reveals her estimate of emotions as upheavals, albeit intelligent 

upheavals, that can be construed as judgments with salient informational content. 

Her examples of emotions are of the intense variety. 

In all fairness, Nussbaum does draw a distinction between background and 

situational emotion-judgments, but that distinction relates to the issue of 

                                       
61 Ibid., 245. 
62 Upheavals of Thought, 19. 
63 The text of the first chapter is very similar to her article in Relativism, Suffering and 

Beyond. P. Billimoria and J.N. Mohanty Eds. Oxford University Press, Delhi. 1997, 
64 Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought, 1. 
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persistence over time as different from an episodic appearance when the situation 

calls for it; it does not raise the question of differences in intensity of emotion. To 

stay with her metaphor of a geological upheaval, the earthquake may be 

experienced in an instant or a series of instants, but was in the making for a fairly 

long duration as a sequence of smaller, hardly detectable shifts. It would be 

incorrect to say that only the final earthquake was a geological change and that the 

smaller shifts were not, even though they preceded and culminated in the 

spectacular event that receives the appellation upheaval. The words of Alison 

Jaggar underline this point very well: “But lack of awareness of emotions certainly 

does not mean that emotions are not present subconsciously or unconsciously, or 

that subterranean emotions do not exert a continuing influence on people’s 

articulated values and observations, thoughts and actions.”65 

Nussbaum too addresses the issue of conscious vs nonconscious emotions in the 

case of background and situational emotions. “Background emotions need not be 

nonconscious, just as episodic or situational emotions need not be conscious; but 

frequently they will be,66 since they are persisting conditions that are often 

unnoticed partly on account of their pervasiveness. We may also be unaware of the 

many ways in which they shape our situational emotions.”67 

My interest, as distinguished from Nussbaum’s, is in emotions that are far less 

dramatic, that may remain quietly unnoticed yet shape our actions. Trusting, or 

                                       
65 Alison M Jaggar, "Love and Knowledge: Emotion in Feminist Epistemology," in Women, 

Knowledge and Reality (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1989), 139. 
66 I think the “they” here refers to background emotions. 
67 Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought, 71. Italics mine. 
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even betrayal, come to mind as cases in point, as actions that may be 

consequences of small hardly perceptible “psycho-tectonic”68 shifts in a relationship. 

These emotions may even be subconscious for the most part, as are the small 

interactions that give rise to them; but just as a slow and gentle drip of water can 

create stalagmites and stalactites, the small subconscious emotions too have 

effective and influential consequences. Nussbaum shrinks back from discussing 

these subconscious background emotions, not for Freudian reasons says she,69 but 

for philosophical reasons; it would be difficult to fold them into her analysis of 

emotions as judgments, an account that relies on pointing to similar linguistically 

communicated experiences of other people.70 This reliance on language, perhaps 

philosophically necessary, places limits on what information her analysis of emotion 

can acquire. 

Happily, for my theory of “plain trust”, its reliance on emotion is primarily on 

emotion of a different sort, not that linguistically expressed emotions are 

considered irrelevant or ignored. The inclusion of emotion expressed gesturally or 

not at all, yet quite embodied, such as emotion must have been when emerging as 

a socializing force in ancestral times,71 enriches the explanation of how trusting 

functions even in contemporary times - full as these times are of torrential linguistic 

communication of emotion. Damasio calls these “background emotions”.72 I rely on 

more than just the background emotions, but I emphasize their importance above 

                                       
68 Coined in parallel with plate tectonics.  
69 Nor would I hold anything back for reasons Freudian.  
70 Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought, 71. 
71 Turner, On the Origin of Human Emotions. 
72 Damasio, The Feeling of What Happens, 286. 
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linguistically formulated assurances of fidelity.  The famed silver tongue lies most 

convincingly.  

In the contemporary cacophony of communication some significant emotional 

information remains unheard, unseen and unfelt.  The words “unseen and unfelt” 

are deliberately chosen in order to re-orient the discussion back to Polanyi’s 

analysis of the function of visual and tactile cues as sources of personal knowledge. 

Their role as subsidiaries, perceived peripherally when something else is in the 

focus of attention, is an important part of perceiving the complete gestalt relevant 

to a situation of trust. I would add visceral cues to the list of sensory modalities 

being attended to in the pursuit of a phenomenological theory of knowledge of 

trust. I would also like to draw attention to the subtly shifting hardly perceptible 

emotions that are early warning signs of a gathering storm, and are knowable only 

with sufficient care and attention to non-linguistic phenomenological modalities of 

human experience and expression.  

A question could be raised about what these subtle emotions “grasp” and are they 

to be viewed as “judgments”, perhaps in the manner that Nussbaum argues for the 

upheavals of emotions she describes in her paper. Leaving aside for the moment 

the obvious requests for definition that arises in the wake of such a query,73 and 

proceeding with a measure of cooperative understanding, I view the subtle 

emotions as possible pre-cursors of the undeniable upheavals of emotion. To move 

                                       
73 Clearly “grasp” is not meant in the physical sense of grasping an object and judgements 

do not always have to be formulated linguistically, though they are often expressible 

linguistically.  
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away from the geological example of hardly felt tremors and the final earthquake to 

a neurological example, neurons fire after the arrival of one large action potential or 

after an accumulation of several smaller action potentials. The same can be said of 

the deniable subtle emotions and the undeniable upheavals.  

What do the subtle emotions grasp? Perhaps they grasp just the presence or 

absence of undesirable danger or desirable safety, much the same as our pre-

linguistic early hominid ancestors did, a moving away from or a leaning into the 

current circumstance. A judgement is present in the subtle emotions in the sense of 

an emerging evaluation not yet linguistically formulated, but usually capable of 

being formulated in language. Sometimes, an evaluation can remain ineffable, 

inexpressible in language, and yet remain a judgment of a situation. “It just does 

not feel right though I can’t tell you why”. 

I do not disagree with the “salient” points of Nussbaum’s analysis that emotions are 

markers of salience: they are about persons and values dear to us, and there is “an 

intentionality about this aboutness”. There are also associated beliefs, sometimes 

complex belief-sets that affect nuances of felt emotion. I am happy to have respect 

restored to emotions as judgments of value and importance, and for emotions not 

to be viewed as irrational or anti-rational. Emotions contribute to our thinking as 

well as to our feeling existence; it is good for that “work” to be philosophically 

acknowledged.74 

                                       
74 Not that emotions have not been acknowledged for the work they do, but not in quite the 

fashion that Nussbaum does. 
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Perhaps the difference between our perspectives is best brought out by appeal to a 

botanical image, that of the lotus flower as it emerges from the watery depths of a 

pond. The bud remains below the surface, visible only to those who look beneath 

the surface, it gets larger as it grows towards the surface, breaks through the 

surface to bloom in its fullest glory and is visible to all. I wish to see both the bud 

and the flower. 

So, what is known in knowing emotion? A great deal as it turns out. We know our 

inclinations to trust or not to trust through knowing our affective leanings towards 

or away from another, based on an unspoken grasp of the truth of the prospective 

trusting. We gain access to our feelings and learn about what is of real value and 

importance to us, in case we did not realize it before. With sufficient care and 

attention, we may even learn to detect the smaller shifts and changes in our 

emotional landscape before they surprise and overwhelm us with an upheaval. In 

terms of trusting relationships, we may be able to avoid the pain of betrayal, and in 

the best case scenario, cultivate and maintain healthy75 relationships of trust with 

chosen others. 

Knowing trusting, knowing feelings, knowing a process 

It is noteworthy that discussions of feelings (or emotions for Nussbaum and many 

others) easily evoke intense weather imagery.  References to gusts of wind, 

storms, lightning, and earthquakes fill the pages of such discussions.  I am sure if I 

                                       
75 Notice that the word “healthy” includes the word “heal” within it.  The conception of being 

healthy allows for interruptions by “illness”, as long as healing can occur to restore” 

wellness”. 
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were to locate descriptions of experiences of broken trust or betrayal portrayed in 

the literature I would find similar intense and jagged weather imagery, laced with 

some violent images of a knife through the heart. Even some positive feelings 

evoke intense weather imagery; one falls in love, is swept away by it, one showers 

kindness, and looks at the sunny side of things. 

Gentler images come to mind when one thinks of being safe, or having a friend. I 

wonder what weather image would be appropriate to a sense of safety experienced 

in a successful relationship of trust? The image of a full moon lighting a path over a 

calm body of water comes to mind, elicited by the phrase “ala moana” in Hawaiian. 

On the other hand, lest I leave the impression that trusting only occurs in calm and 

quietude, I would like to offer an example of trust that is recognized as present in 

the midst of intense negative emotion. Using the human experience of the death of 

a parent, (that Nussbaum has so bravely detailed in her personal narrative), the 

person to whom one turns for comfort, or is able to receive comforting from is very 

revelatory of whom one trusts. Only to the trusted do we show our inner wounds. 

So, even though my account has largely focused on quiet moments when we can 

more easily feel messages sent by the body, it remains true that in the midst of 

intense emotion, the actions that we take, the people that we turn to reveal whom 

we truly trust. We trust the people that we believe care for us. 

Happily, for me, this coincidence of imagery is fortuitous. Meteorology is the most 

workable model of a knowledge of complex processes. It will do as a model for the 

epistemology of trusting. It is not the epistemology of ascertaining the fact that it is 

raining by means of perception and experience; it is the epistemology of forecasting 
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the behavior of a weather system through complex probabilistic calculations 

coupled with human judgment and experience. It is a dynamic knowing process and 

it is equally fortuitous for me that Nussbaum’s view of emotions as judgements can 

accommodate a dynamic process. She writes: 

I have begun to respond to this point by stressing the fact that we are 
conceiving of judging as dynamic not static. Reason here moves, 

embraces, refuses; it moves rapidly or slowly, surely or hesitantly. I 
have imagined it entertaining the appearance of my mother’s death 

and then, so to speak, rushing towards it, opening itself to absorb it. 
So why would such a dynamic faculty be unable to house, as well, the 
disorderly motions of grief?76 

Here we find an instance of knowing a complex adaptive process (the process 

of grieving the loss of a mother), a knowing that is dynamic and interactive.  

Reason and emotion work in tandem in productive ways to accommodate the 

notion that emotions are to be viewed as judgements of value and 

importance. 

There is a dynamism in the act of trusting as well. Trusting is, as Baier 

observed, an act of making oneself vulnerable to another. It is a movement 

towards the other, an invitation to tread a common path. Hence a similar 

dynamic epistemology will work for knowing trusting, where the knowledge 

sought is knowledge of the future course of a proposed relationship unfolding 

over time and circumstances, much like mapping the course of an 

approaching storm. Interestingly enough, the forecasting of weather systems 

improves in accuracy by 25% when a human being “eye balls”77 the data in 

                                       
76 Nussbaum, "Emotions as Judgements of Value and Importance," 245. 
77 Silver, The Signal and the Noise. 
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addition to the calculations of numerical models. I do not suggest that actual 

numerical calculations are involved in the matters of trust but wish to 

underline the fact that the inclusion of human judgement enhances accuracy 

of prediction. 

In fact, the epistemology of trusting may actually be more complex than the 

epistemology of storms.  In the case of a trusting relationship, some 

knowledge about the human beings entering into a relationship of trust is 

also required.  Given that I view trust as a bi-directional relationship, it is not 

sufficient that one person possesses the requisite knowledge. Both (or more) 

persons contemplating the relationship need to have some self-knowledge 

and some acquaintance with the other’s ways of being in the world.78  

“Character” is an old fashioned way of succinctly describing the kind of 

knowledge that would be helpful.  

It might be objected that these are pragmatic considerations and perhaps 

define Baier’s fancy goods-relativised trust. You would not trust the care of 

your cat to a person who was allergic to cats. Contextual details matter when 

there is a context. What was promised, or at least aimed for, was an analysis 

of plain trust without which fancy trust cannot even occur.  

For an account of what is at work in plain trust, I must return to the previous 

discussion of the emergence of emotional communication in pre-language 

                                       
78 A phrase familiar to me from the practice of family therapy.  The phrase may well have 

philosophical origins and connections. 
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hominids. Brain-language “speaks” in the form of gestalts first and words 

later. This analysis is consistent with Polanyi’s analysis of tacit knowing. This 

is what we know in knowing trust. 

The chain of connection goes as follows. We have evolved to store memories 

of our previous experiences in our brains, in our bodies.  A distillation of 

these experiences, perhaps in the form of a general emotion of “leaning into” 

or “leaning away from” is what is offered up for examination by the neo-

cortex (reason if you will), when a question is posed in the inquiring mind, 

regarding a specific action to be taken. This emotion (of leaning into or 

leaning away) is now up for interpretation as a feeling, pro or con, “Zorba up 

or Zorba down”. The mind makes the “judgement of importance and value” 

and the person feels positively or negatively inclined in accordance with the 

recommendation sent up by the accumulated storehouse of old information, 

experiences and feelings. This is plain trust - the oldest form of trust known 

to man, more precisely the trust known to the ancestors of man, the trust 

that increased sociability in our ancestral species by re-wiring the brain for 

emotion.  

Is it possible for errors to occur? Surely. Is it possible for prejudices and 

earlier traumatic events to affect current evaluations? Certainly.  After all, 

emotions as judgements of value and importance point out what is salient to 

our emotional geology by way of checking our emotional history. Is there any 

other alternative if is one is human?  
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There is no alternative as a starting point – the starting point must be felt, 

gently or fiercely, but primarily felt. A subsequent step, that can be an 

operation of reflection or reason, can shore up or tear down the initial 

impulse to trust or not to trust. This is the role of self-trust in trusting 

another. This is how, in the ultimate analysis it is trust that guarantees trust; 

self-trust guarantees other-trust by providing the strength it takes to make 

oneself vulnerable to another, to take the risk inherent in trusting another. 

Self-trust in knowing trust 

Recall that we are descended from the Great Apes, individualistic and chafing 

against restraint, that the ability to stay in emotional attunement with its 

fellow creatures was added to the “ape-core”. This individualism at the heart 

of a cooperative species enables self-trust and the capacity to examine one’s 

own choices, examine one’s own prejudices and frailties. The best one can do 

is to isolate the “emotional leaning” or “tacit feeling”, and examine it for any 

signs of influence from prejudice or left-over trauma from past experience (if 

applicable), and then decide on a course of action. One can accept the 

recommendation from “tacit feeling” (a distillation of previous experiences) 

or decline it. Reason has the final vote, or at least the experience of having 

the final vote. 

I am here referring to the modularity model of the brain that informs the 

analysis in Kurzban’s Why everyone (else) is a Hypocrite.79 He writes, “One 

                                       
79 Kurzban, Why Everyone (Else) Is a Hypocrite. 
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modular system in the mind is the press secretary, designed to communicate 

with other people…in Machiavellian fashion.”80 Frequently, we believe our 

own press releases about our integrity, intelligence and independence. 

Kurzban extends the argument from the modularity of the mind to question 

the very notion of a “self” in behavior like self-control or self-interest.  For 

him, all human behavior is the result of evolutionarily adaptive modules 

functioning as evolved with no real interconnection or coordination with each 

other.  The modular model accommodates the inconsistencies and 

contradiction of the human mind and behavior quite adequately, however 

inadequate it might make us feel as we think of ourselves as efficacious 

agents. 

To offset Kurzban’s modular view, we can turn to Damasio’s account of the 

evolution out of an organism’s emotions of a feeling that he equates with the 

emergence of consciousness, and then a feeling of that feeling that begins 

the process from whence the “autobiographical self” eventually emerges. 

This short version covers evolutionary time on the one hand, and individual 

identity development in most human infants. 

It is possible that both theories have merit in different ways. One allows us 

to know our feelings as feelings of emotions that signal a problem and the 

start of a solution, the other cautions us against relying too much on our own 

notion of a self as an independent integrated knower. Once again, the 

                                       
80 Ibid., 57. 
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tension between opposites makes an appearance akin to the tension in our 

very nature as a species descended from the Great Apes and yet learned to 

communicate. 

That we learned to communicate gesturally and emotionally, banded together 

to develop co-operative child-raising practices, and yet maintained the “ape-

core” of individualism, evokes the tension between empathy and vigilance. 

Even in plain pre-linguistic trust as exemplified in human beings, creatures 

with the complex evolutionary history described above, the recommendation 

of deploying both empathy and vigilance applies. 

In contemporary times, with our ability to communicate in complex linguistic 

ways that mask more than they reveal, in truth and in deception, self-trust is 

the center from whence we interact with the world, even if the self of the 

self-trust is a construction of an autobiographical narrative. In this account of 

trusting, it may be remembered, any given individual’s self-trust developed 

out of infant and childhood experiences of other-trust. 

One can even say that one’s notion of one’s self develops out of interactions 

with others. On the one hand we have the phenomenon of the “wolf child” 

sometimes found in a forest, raised by herd animals, that behaves like the 

animals he or she grew up around and does not exhibit a sense of self, 

certainly not a sense of autobiographical self. On the other hand, in typical 

children raised by humans, “Baby want juice” precedes “I want juice” for a 

child called Baby. Learned first is the label that others employ to identify one, 
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only later does Baby realize that Mommy or Daddy use varying labels to 

identify themselves in different contexts.  

 Whatever theory of self that one finds persuasive, the experiential fact is 

that we act as if we have a singular thread that connects our memories and 

life-experiences as happening to one agent – one self. This is true even when 

we say “The music was so beautiful, I forgot myself”; we imply a self that 

was forgotten.  It is from the center of this experiential self, autobiographical 

self, narrative self, a self that is capable of error, that we relate to the rest of 

the world, that we trust, mistrust or distrust.  Noticing communications from 

emotion, so often expressed viscerally or gesturally, requires empathy; 

evaluation of it by reason for prejudice and irrelevant memory-associations 

calls for vigilance. Even in self-trust the dualism of empathy and vigilance is 

present. I would make a stronger claim: it should be present.  

Knowing trust Revisited 

Returning to the discussion of epistemology that introduced the goal of this 

chapter, we know that we know even if we are unable to produce complete 

or consistent criteria for knowledge within the context of a single theory of 

knowledge. In similar fashion, we know when we trust and when we distrust. 

The way of knowing trust, as described in this chapter, has several features. 

First and foremost, as was stated in the very beginning, knowing trust 

centrally involves knowing feelings. This truth of this claim was established 

through detailed discussions of 1) the early use of gestural and emotional 
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communication in early hominids, 2) Damasio’s somatic marker theory that 

points out the importance and salience of emotion, 3) his extension to the 

role of emotion in the emergence of human consciousness culminating in the 

emergence of the “autobiographical self” and 4) Nussbaum’s use of the 

information contained in Damasio’s  somatic marker theory combined with 

the philosophical position of the Stoics to argue successfully that emotions 

are judgments of value and importance, that some kinds of knowledge are 

obtainable only through emotional channels.  

Trusting involves many kinds of knowledge, but since trusting possesses a 

strong affective component, central among them is the knowledge of one’s 

own and hopefully the feelings of the partner-in-trust as well, along with 

other relevant information. 

In knowing trust, we begin with the “truth that we take to be true” arising 

from a tacit knowing of a visceral “gut response”. Added to that visceral 

knowing, so reminiscent of the way early hominids “knew and 

communicated”, is awarely stored information about self and the other. In 

the mix is also knowledge gained through our emotional response (to the 

person or situation), including an awareness of our self-interested goals in 

the context that should be balanced by an empathic evaluation of the other 

person’s self-interested goals. 

Secondly, the epistemology of trust requires a pooling of cognitive and 

emotional sources and resources. This is the lesson of the tale of the five 
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blind men and the elephant that Don Ihde uses to critique their 

phenomenological acumen, as reflected in his comment “From the outset, 

their descriptions are sloppy and based primarily on simile and traditional 

beliefs rather than on a careful analysis of the phenomenon before them.”81  

In the original telling of the tale, a sighted man arrives and describes to them 

how they are speaking of the same elephant, just focusing on different 

aspects. The phenomenological method appears to be opposed to such an 

interference from the outside, as suggested by the use of this example in 

introducing the intensely subjective phenomenological method. Trusting 

requires intersubjectvity and that might be a problem with the 

phenomenological method as introduced by Ihde.  

What I prefer to infer from the tale of the five blind men trying to gain 

knowledge of an elephant, needing the sixth sighted man, is a that a form of 

humility becomes enquiry.  Had the five blind men pooled their “pictures” of 

the elephant together, they may not have been able to “see” what the 

sighted man saw, but might have come closer to the true shape of the 

elephant with some cooperation amongst them. The “sighted man” is not 

always available, but pooing of sources and resources is always available.   

Thirdly, the epistemology of trust possesses a significant social dimension as 

seen in the discussion about trust and testimony. Frequently we have 

collateral knowledge about the situation or person from others that we know. 

                                       
81 Ihde, Experimental Phenomenology, 30. 
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It is not an entirely solitary enterprise epistemologically speaking A mutual 

balancing of self-interest and altruistic cost allows one to assess the 

goodness of “fit” of the proposed trusting relationship. Now we are ready to 

take the risk to trust the other using the confidence of self-trust. 

Fourthly, the epistemology of trust is also a very complex process. The 

analogy with meteorology is apt. The different contributory threads are 

difficult to separate out, and not all of them may be present in any given 

instance of trusting. The complexity and variability within human nature and 

cultures allows for varieties of decision-making styles. 

Fifthly, and finally, for maintaining the trusting both parties share the 

responsibility jointly and severally, in a mutuality of self-interest and 

altruism, with empathy and vigilance extended to self and other. Thus can a 

trusting be sustained over time, if the trustvalue of the trusting matters to 

the partners-in-trust equally. We turn to a consideration of “lasting trust” in 

the next and final chapter that will specify an ecology of trust that if suitably 

employed will increase the probability of successful and sustainable 

relationships of trust. 



 

276 

 

CHAPTER VII.  LASTING TRUST:  AN ECOLOGY OF TRUST 

 

Last, but not the least, in this last chapter, I address the question of lasting trust, 

defined as a relationship of trust that endures over time and circumstances, whose 

trustvalue may be variable with intervening changes, yet generally remains stable. 

Why “stable” and not “constant”, proponents of trust as an unchanging constancy, 

may enquire? To them I say, how can a relationship of trust, a trusting between 

people living a particularized situated life, endure over the changing circumstances 

of human life with perfect constancy? I introduced a tentative and elastic notion of 

“trustvalue” in the previous chapter and in this final chapter I intend to explore its 

moral aspect and to integrate it with the epistemological aspect. 

Lasting Trust: a dynamic process 

Given the fallibility, frailty and fragility of human reason and emotion, can lasting 

trust between human beings actually mean a never-strained or never-broken trust? 

What happens if a relationship of trust is strained, or indeed is actually broken? 

How does the incidence of a betrayal or a discovered deception affect the course of 

a trusting relationship? Does that, or more importantly should that, signal a move 

to an immediate termination of the relationship -  never to be resumed again? 

Onora O’Neill answers the question in the negative, drawing a dis-analogy between 

the course of trustings and the cognitive fate of scientific hypotheses,1 stating that 

“To withdraw trust after a single lapse, as if we were rejecting a scientific theory in 

                                       
1 O’Neill’s view of how science works may be outmoded in light of current thinking in 

Philosophy of Science, but the reference to the fact that trust may not be withdrawn even in 

the face of “decisive contrary evidence” remains interesting.  
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the face of decisive contrary evidence, would often be suspicious, even paranoid.”2 

In the main we would tend to agree with O’Neill, while reserving to ourselves the 

option to terminate trust on the basis of a single incident that is quantitatively 

negligible, if its qualitative nature and severity were extreme and egregious. Losing 

one’s life savings in one fell swoop, as has actually happened to many individuals in 

the recent past, is one such example.  Along with stealing, murder of a loved one 

comes to mind as an event that could (justifiably) terminate trust after a single 

occurrence. 

Extreme examples aside, returning to the “garden-variety” relationships of trust, 

Jones maintained in her article3 that such trust is resistant to evidence, at least 

initially. We resist giving up trusting those whom we already trust, though the 

resistance is not total. Sufficient evidence of deception or betrayal does result in a 

change in one’s thoughts and feelings about the relationship of trust under 

consideration. As one goes through the very painful experience of broken trust, one 

undergoes a veritable kaleidoscope of thoughts and feelings, many of them of 

counterfactual regret.4 

Descriptions of broken trust sometimes compare betrayal to a “little death” – the 

sorrow and grief being similar, the felt-loss is as real. Some descriptions compare 

being betrayed to feeling ill and report experiences of actual physical manifestations 

of illness. Images associated with broken trust are of distress, disease and even 

                                       
2 O'Neill, A Question of Trust, 24. Italics mine. 
3 Jones, "Trust as an Affective Attitude." 
4 Colloquially speaking the “shoulda-woulda-coulda” thoughts. 
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death. Is broken trust never to be mended? Unlike bones that mend after a 

fracture, is the proverbial “broken heart” to remain forever broken? I would offer 

that much like the fractured bone that after healing is stronger than it was before 

the fracture, the trustings that fracture and heal, are actually stronger for their 

trials and tribulations. 

Having survived a storm, confidence in the ability to manage and survive another 

storm by the partners-in-trust is increased. Examples of such long lasting 

relationships are to be found in close friendships, happy marriages and successful 

partnerships in science and the creative arts. Examined honestly and in longitudinal 

detail, all relationships of lasting trust reveal marks of experience, be they 

scratches or scars, of conflict that has been resolved with joint and mutual effort 

over time.  

Reestablishing broken trust is often possible.  

That trust is betrayed is human; that it is possible to reestablish trust is also 

human. The journey from broken trust to mended trust lies through a period of 

distrust culminating in resilience and healing. The paradoxical seeming polarities of 

self-interest and altruism, co-operation and competition, empathy and vigilance 

underlie all processes: trust placed, trust cultivated, trust lost, trust regained. 

Previous chapters outlined a great deal of knowledge and theorizing about the 

rootedness of the psychology of human beings in the biology of human beings. In 

particular, the pairs of notions listed above were highlighted as playing a crucial 

role in the context of the formation and evolution of human societies and cultures. 

Previous chapters also contained relevant information about the evolution of the 
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organization of the human brain in general, and that of the development and 

organization of an infant human brain in particular. All this background information 

was essential to identifying the separate elements that enter into an explanation of 

the human experience of trust between two persons.  

Analysis of the different processes of mistrust and distrust has not been undertaken 

in any detail, other than in passing references to their much-lamented presence 

and persistence amongst human beings. If trust is the “atmosphere in which all 

things thrive”, then mistrust or distrust must be the atmosphere in which all things 

decline. Baier stated her reservations about the positive value of all things that 

could continue to thrive in an atmosphere of trust (for example, criminality). Can 

we hazard a parallel conjecture about the positive value of some things that may 

decline in an atmosphere of mistrust or distrust (gullibility, for instance)?  

The words “mistrust” and “distrust” are used almost interchangeably, but there is a 

difference in meaning between the two words. Mistrust is meant to refer to a 

general sense of unease towards someone or something; distrust is based on a 

particular experience of, or reliable information regarding, someone or something. 

The word “untrust”5 is being suggested as a way to refer to the place between trust 

and distrust. In a human context, the word “untrust” could be used to refer to the 

emotionally neutral zone that most of us inhabit (for the most part, except for our 

known and unknown prejudices), before we trust or distrust another person. The 

                                       
5 Stephen and Dibben Marsh, Mark, "Trust, Untrust, Distrust and Mistrust - an Exploration of 

the Dark(Er) Side" (paper presented at the Third International Conference on iTrust Vol 

3477, Paris, France, 2005). 
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emotional neutrality happily changes into trust as we begin to trust another, and 

then transforms into an anguished distrust after the experience of an actual or 

perceived betrayal resulting in broken trust. Distrust of the particular person that 

“wronged” us ensues; possibly a distrust of other unknown persons of the same 

group also ensues. “Put not thy trust in Princes” is the most poignant of examples 

of an exhortation to distrust, all Princes known and unknown, after a severe 

betrayal by one specific Prince. Racial prejudice, misogyny and misandry, all are 

examples of similar over-generalizations. Some of these prejudices persist over 

generations, passed on uncritically. 

From the above comments it would appear that I am advocating for an 

acknowledgement of the useful role that can be played by judiciously employed 

mistrust or distrust in the conduct of human affairs, in addition to the useful role 

played by trust that has been explored and advocated for, all through the 

dissertation. What I am actually advocating for is a balance between opposites, 

both sides of which opposition are necessary for an ongoing successful relationship 

of trust, between self-interest and altruism, cooperation and competition and 

empathy and vigilance. Perhaps, I could even be seen as arguing for a balance 

between trust and distrust (as commonly understood). My notion of trust includes 

bi-directional mutual empathy and vigilance, and dual responsibility for the 

sustainability of the relationship. This dynamic balance is needed also in the context 

of healing a relationship of broken trust. I will return to an example of a process of 

healing broken trust after some comments on deception and distrust. Both 
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deception and distrust (real or believed to be real), are usually involved in 

experiences of broken or betrayed trust.  

Role of Desire, deception and distrust in relationships of trust  

Sartre is credited with the now clichéd aphorism that “Hell is other people”. To that 

statement, unfortunately frequently true, I would add that “Heaven is other people 

(also)”, fortunately frequently true as well. Certainly, trust is an inter-personal 

matter; other people matter. Sometimes other people, usually one particular other 

person, matters so much, that the desire to trust her or him overrides any 

considerations of prudence or judgement.  These are the cases that give emotion 

its ill-reputed place in epistemology. 

Desires are expressions of emotion and can bias and/or cloud one’s judgment. Just 

as wishful thinking does not make a statement true, the desire to trust someone 

does not endow that particular trusting with any positive trustvalue. The desire to 

trust someone must be tempered with some knowledge of the character of the 

potential trustee (or behavioral dispositions), an examination of the context of the 

proposed trust and the anticipated shared value. In a situation like this in which 

desire for a relationship with another is a strong force, self-vigilance may save a 

person from an error in trusting an untrustworthy other. 

Baier made a wry but true comment about criminals being the ones who possess 

the greatest knowledge of trust.6 Criminals are experts in the art of deception; they 

are also superb detectors of deception within their own ranks, perhaps because 

                                       
6 Baier, Moral Prejudices. 
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they know the many faces of deception and trust. Why is deception, the “enemy of 

trust” according to O’Neill, so successful? Is it only because its victims are gullible 

and willing?   

To return to the evolutionary theory that informs this dissertation, it is theorized 

that deception evolved as a means of “free-riding”, of gaining an unfair share of the 

resources without any or minimal cost to the cheater. The practice of the cuckoo 

bird that lays its eggs in another bird’s nest is the most popular example of such 

free-riding behavior.  It constitutes gaining “the advantages of theft over toil” as 

Russell wrote in another context; but, thieves do get caught and cheaters are not 

always successful in their nefarious persuasion. Leda Cosmides and John Tooby 

argue for the presence of a “cheater detection module” that has evolved in the 

human brain as an adaptive response to the presence of cheaters in the social 

world.7 We do have gut-level mistrust of some people, not always right but not 

always wrong. Much like the “arms race” between viruses and antibiotics, deception 

strategies too continued to evolve in response. Sometimes deception by others is 

successful for the same reason that some lies are quite credible: the liar actually 

believes what s/he is saying. Here deception dissolves into self-deception, a mirror 

of the desire to trust that was a result of the self-deception of the willing victim. 

Hence, vigilance towards the self is as important as vigilance towards the potential 

trustee. This statement has implications for the epistemology of trusting – that the 

epistemology of trust involves self-knowledge as much as other-knowledge.  The 

                                       
7 L. and Tooby Cosmides, J, "Neurocognitive Adaptations Designed for Social Exchange," in 

The Handbook of Evolutionary Psychology (Hoboken NJ: Wiley, 2005). 
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epistemological searchlight must be trained on the rocks that the lighthouse sits on 

as well as the surrounding seas. 

In a book, tantalizingly though misleadingly, entitled Why everyone (else) is a 

Hypocrite,8 Robert Kurzban makes a case for the existence of widespread self-

deception based on recent research on the organization and functioning of various 

separate systems in the human brain. The very real possibility of self- deception, on 

both sides of a trusting relationship, really complicates the issue of deception.  It 

seems impossible to peel away all the layers.  Herein lies the inescapable risk of 

trust. 

So, is a universal setting of mistrust or distrust the answer to the problem of the 

inescapable risk involved in trust, that of deception including self-deception? Apart 

from the evolutionary answer that human beings are social creatures, do not thrive 

in isolation, must and do trust one another, there is the fact that a universally 

mistrustful or distrustful epistemological stance, even if defensible from a rational 

point of view, culminates in the world of the paranoid person, a reductio ad 

absurdum of reason if you will. It would reduce the world to that of a universe with 

pre-established disharmony! In the depths of despair, the world does often feel like 

that; the only antidote is to be able to trust at least one another. 

If neither considerations of desire9 nor considerations of mistrust or distrust are to 

be decent guides in matters of making the risky decision that is trusting another, 

                                       
8 Kurzban, Why Everyone (Else) Is a Hypocrite. 
9 Some may characterize desire as a dictate of instinct or emotion, to be unequivocally 

distrusted. 
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what lodestar can we look towards? Self-trust is a guide that is almost always 

available to us.10 My view of self-trust is that, as fundamental to trusting and to the 

project of knowing self-trust is,11 it is a reflexive application towards the self of the 

“other-trust” experienced during early childhood. The beginnings of self-trust are 

nurtured (or not), from emotional experiences with significant others. Levels of 

initial self-trust vary from person to person as a consequence of experience of 

other-trust in their world. In so far as experience grounds all philosophical 

concepts, particularly those governing human interaction, other-trust and self-trust 

are empirically and causally connected; but a conceptual connection is also 

discernible in the very semantics of the phrases. This conceptual connection 

between self-trust and other-trust is difficult to explain further in a philosophical 

manner: how to explain philosophically that which is essentially a pre-philosophical 

experience? 

Self-trust as a risk-management strategy 

Once acquired, self-trust is decreased, maintained or increased as a function of the 

individual’s life experiences. Limited, strained or fallible as our self-trust may be, it 

remains the best starting point and the original “philosophers’ stone”, a place to 

start from, but not necessarily the place to terminate inquiry. One may nor may not 

agree with Polanyi, that all knowledge is personal knowledge; it is surely 

                                       
10 Your friend, philosopher and guide may not always be available, be they your parents, 

spouse or best friend.  
11 At least to the practice of virtue epistemology. Without it the epistemological project 

could not even begin as Lehrer argued. 
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undebatable that all trust is personal trust.12 The development of self-trust as a skill 

was discussed in a prior chapter from the different yet complementary points of 

view of Polanyi13 and Lehrer. The grand architecture of autonomous Reason that 

Lehrer builds is not incompatible with the gentler tacit knowing model of Polanyi 

based on delicate perceptions of gestalt based on intimations from the body. The 

human brain, that magnificent and mysterious product of evolutionary time, is an 

organ in the human body that processes both rational arguments and emotional 

feelings, and is directly involved in the projects of knowing and trusting. 

Trust needs the firm direction of reason undoubtedly, but it also needs the gentle 

assurance of an understanding of emotions to allow it to weather the difference of 

opinion inherent in all human relationships. Trust needs the gentle assurances of 

emotion undoubtedly, but it also needs the firm direction set by reason to weather 

the differences of emotion inherent in all human relationships. The hermeneutic 

circle of emotion and reason does not challenge reason, it strengthens reason and 

enables us to trust in trust. 

The course of a trusting relationship is predictable in small steps 

Echoing the title of an influential text in philosophy, I would like to state that the 

course of a trusting relationship is a curious mixture of fact, fiction and forecast. 

                                       
12 Ultimately based on self-trust, acquired in the crucible of other-trust in the original 

relationship of trust with mothers and others. A circular relationship of other-trust and self-

trust is present even within the structure of self-trust.  
13 Polanyi discusses the acquisition of a motor skill, such a bicycle riding as instilling and 

increasing self-trust in our ability to execute that particular skill.  From that analysis, it is 

but a small step to view self-trust itself as a skill that can be developed with practice and 

use. 
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Jones wrote in her article “Trust as an affective attitude” that trust is more like a 

hope than a prediction. Hope is certainly present in trust, but if one keeps in sight 

also the change that a living relationship brings in its wake, it is possible to forecast 

and affect the course of a relationship of trust, instead of passively hoping that all 

will be well. Having made a simple, perhaps simplistic statement, some 

clarifications and caveats must be made, but they will not destroy the essence of 

the claim. 

The first clarification is that predictability claims are relativized to the time 

dimension; meaning thereby both the instant of time when a forecast, or prediction 

is made about the future course of a trusting, and the duration of time over which 

this forecast is held to be true. To take an example from meteorology, when the 

‘weatherman’ forecasts an approaching storm, s/he does it within certain specified 

parameters and on the basis of probabilities derived from numerical models from 

meteorological science, “eyeballed” by an experienced meteorologist.14 The 

forecasts are revised as the storm system unfolds in real time over real land and 

real sea. These forecasts are not as reliable as the law of gravity, but neither are 

they always unreliable.15 For the most part they are helpful to the populations they 

serve. 

In similar fashion, one can make predictions about the imminent course of a 

trusting (encapsulated in the simplification “A trusts B”) that may be accurate 

                                       
14 Silver, The Signal and the Noise. 
15 If they were always wrong in their predictions, that would be an odd and interesting way 

of being reliable. 
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enough, provided that “meteorological monitoring” of the status of the actual 

relationship of trust, as it unfolds over personal and interpersonal life-events, is 

maintained and shared within the relationship. Of course, only thoughts and 

feelings that one is aware of can be shared. It is easy to see how so many trusting 

relationships run into trouble due to this human limitation on interpersonal 

communication. 

 As we stated in an earlier chapter, not all that is active and effective in the 

workings of a relationship of trust is at a conscious level of awareness, available to 

the knowing subject through autonomous reason. Difficulties are present not just in 

inter-personal communication but even in intra-personal communication. We often 

speak of someone’s not knowing his own mind, or say that she lacks awareness of 

her true feelings.16 Tacit knowing and knowing through emotion and feelings play a 

significant role in knowledge relevant to trustings. Hence, all sources of knowledge, 

personal and social,17 rational and visceral, must be pooled together and examined 

with empathy and vigilance, from both points of view, the trustor’s and the 

trustee’s. Only then should the assessment be shared with the other and a mutually 

respectful conversation may result in the ability to repair and maintain a lasting 

trust. 

 Philosophically, the above described scenario can be represented as three 

interdependent feedback circles: the self-trust of A, the self-trust of B and the 

                                       
16 Self-knowledge, true self-knowledge remains an aspirational goal in many systems 

devoted to human flourishing, both philosophically and psychologically.  
17 Here I make a reference to knowledge from testimony from others in one’s social context.  
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trusting relationship between A and B. The interconnections among these three 

circles can be described as hermeneutic.18 What I add to the working of the 

traditional hermeneutic circle is that the feedback looped back into the system is 

not merely informational and cognitive, but includes a recognition of contribution 

from emotional content.19  The Appendix contains a diagrammatic depiction and a 

description of the above hermeneutic circle. 

I will borrow an example from Kenneth Kipnis’ book Legal Ethics,20 although it is an 

example of trust in a professional context, (of bringing an airplane safely through a 

flight to an uneventful landing at the destination), to illustrate the joint and mutual 

efforts required for a complex venture, like a marriage, co-authorship or co-

piloting. He writes, “Consider two pilots flying a large aircraft over the sea. If each 

attends to the need for coordination, progress can be made in safety. But either 

can, through inattention, frustrate the good-faith efforts of the other, endanger 

third parties, and in general erode the trust that makes cooperation possible in the 

first place.”21 Usually, when an airplane takes off predictions are made for the safe 

progress of the flight through the atmosphere and for landing safely at the final 

destination. The same predictions of smoothly achieved success are made by 

parties entering into a relationships of trust. 

                                       
18 A more explicit and detailed analysis follows in a separate section. 
19 Nussbaum has argued most persuasively about the emotions as judgements of value and 

importance. Discussion was cited in the immediately preceding chapter entitled “Knowing 

Trust”. 
20 Kenneth Kipnis, Legal Ethics (Eaglewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1986), 5. 
21 Ibid. Italics mine. 
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I would like to analyze the flight example in greater detail and examine the ability 

and attitude (the competence and self-confidence), that enable a flight crew to do 

precisely what is expected of them. During the course of a flight, expected and 

unexpected meteorological changes occur. The pilot and co-pilot make course 

corrections and other necessary changes in the workings of the aircraft to allow the 

“course of the flying-the-airplane-relationship” to function smoothly. As a 

consequence, the passengers are able to report having had a good flight home, and 

the crew head out to a well-deserved rest. The point I wish to underline is that 

course corrections are a necessary part of even successful partnerships.  

It may be objected at this point that not all flights land successfully, some airplanes 

do crash. Once in a while, trusting passengers die in spite of heroic maneuvers on 

the part of the largely trustworthy flight crew,22 but not all forced landings or 

crashes are destructive and fatal to all crew and passengers. Might such “crashes” 

occur in other relationships of trust as well? Sometimes, the interdependent 

workings of the above-referenced three interconnected circles can result in a 

unilateral or mutual decision to terminate a relationship of trust found to be less 

than satisfactory. Some of these “crashes” may terminate an individual’s capacity 

to risk another trusting relationship; induce a permanent “fear of flying”, to 

continue the aviation example. On the other hand, if the termination occurs early 

enough in the course of a relationship and with full awareness of both parties’ 

assessments of their own and the other’s abilities and needs, the emotional damage 

                                       
22 The qualifier “largely” refers to reality of the arrogantly drunk or depressingly suicidal 

pilots, fortunately they constitute a minority of pilots. 
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may be manageable and not impair either person’s ability to trust another human 

being in the future. 

Feedback loops in the trust relationship make it a hermeneutic circle 

Before the statement made in the sub-heading can be usefully or meaningfully 

understood, a brief exposition of what I understand by the hermeneutic approach 

and project is in order. This apparent digression is in the service of laying out as 

explicitly as possible the “flowchart” of the dynamics of a relationship of trust. It 

will also allow me to point out how the concepts encountered and introduced in the 

present work function within the complex adaptive system of a relationship of trust. 

Historically, hermeneutics arose as an organized practice of providing 

interpretations of the Bible. During the German Romantic period, the hermeneutic 

method was extended to humanistic and scientific disciplines. Today one can apply 

the method of hermeneutic interpretation to any process that is temporal, 

developmental and cumulative, across all disciplines. 

Understanding is the goal of Hermeneutics, given that interpretation, re-iterated 

interpretation resulting in a deepening of understating is the goal of hermeneutic 

efforts. Understanding proceeds over time in small increments or large leaps. We 

often speak of coming to understand a subject more deeply over time, or 

sometimes we “get it” in a flash of sudden comprehension. This progress is hardly 

ever linear, even though it may appear to be so at any given instant.  

Understanding bears an interesting and positive relationship to knowledge and is a 

fundamental and significant part of knowing academic content or another person. 
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Relative to what we know of a subject or person we claim to understand the subject 

or person; and relative to what we understand we claim to know the subject or 

person. When we review the same material again and over again, different layers of 

meaning, or even singularly different insights emerge that escaped our attention 

earlier and deepen our understanding of the subject matter even if our factual 

knowledge of the subject matter can be characterized as remaining constant by 

some definitions of knowledge. The parallel with the understanding required in the 

establishment and management of the course of a trusting can hardly have escaped 

the attention of the reader. 

Another way of illustrating the same point is the classic hermeneutic circle; wherein 

the whole is understood in terms of its parts, which in turn contributes to the 

understanding of the whole. The procedure is repeatable and hence the favored 

nomenclature of the ‘hermeneutic circle’.23 I prefer the image of the upward spiral, 

but that is perhaps less aesthetically pleasing, certainly less entrenched in the 

literature. 

It must be emphasized that the hermeneutic circle not only schematizes 

understanding, but also schematizes the integrative process of understanding. One 

pole of the circle may represent the “object of comprehension as a whole”24  and 

the other pole will represent parts of which the whole is composed. The “whole” 

provides a context within which the parts are to be understood; in turn 

                                       
23 Proponents of Hermeneutics speak of a ‘virtuous circle’ that enhances understanding 

rather than the ‘vicious circle’ that adds nothing to one’s quest for knowledge or 

understanding. 
24 Ron Bontekoe, Dimensions of the Hermeneutic Circle (Humanity Books, 1996), 3. 
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understanding the parts shows one how they “integrate” into the whole, which 

deepens our understanding of both the whole and the parts of which it is composed. 

The two poles are the limits of a process of mutual clarification, but in the process 

of moving from one pole to the other, new information and insight is acquired and 

incorporated into the circle. This introduction of new and relevant information is 

what renders the hermeneutic circle ‘virtuous’ and distinguishes it from the ‘vicious’ 

circle. This procedure can be applied recursively as often as needed until one 

reaches a level of complete understanding, or more realistically, a level that is 

necessary and sufficient for that time and for a given purpose. This underlines the 

fact that the epistemology of trust is a progressive process, always underway, 

never or hardly ever final. 

The example of a student (or even a scholar) reading a given article or a text within 

her discipline will work well to illustrate the hermeneutic circle.  On her first reading 

of an article or a text, she might glean the major conclusions of what she just read 

– a bird’s eye view of the whole.  It is understanding of a sort, but perhaps a 

superficial one.  After a second reading of the same subject matter, some of the 

parts, the building blocks of that support the final conclusion gleaned in the first 

reading become clearer. The comprehension of the detail and direction of the sub-

arguments adduced in support of the final conclusion of an article or text, deepen 

her understanding of the article as a whole.  Over several readings, the same article 

or text yields insights and interconnections to other academic issues not even 

noticed in an earlier reading. Scholars and students alike recognize this experience 

of reiterated readings deepening one’s understanding and the integration of a 
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particular article or text with the rest of the fabric of one’s knowledge of the 

subject.   

Recalling the affinity of this dissertation, enunciated at the start, with the 

epistemological stance of the scientist, even with the project of science, I will take 

this opportunity to connect the hermeneutic circle to scientific progress by 

considering the circle, or more precisely, a concatenation of circles involved in the 

acquisition of scientific knowledge. I am also motivated by Polanyi’s comment 

regarding the “structural kinship between knowing a mind and pursuing a scientific 

inquiry”.25 The prospect of building an analogical bridge between the delightful 

success of scientific enquiry and the frustrating project of understanding another 

mind is irresistible. It is acknowledged by natural scientists, social scientists, 

philosophers of science and some informed persons that science proceeds by means 

of hypothesis formation based on theory and previous experimental results and the 

checking of these hypotheses by further newly designed experiments. 

In this example, hypothesis and experiment will form the two poles of the circle. 

From the hypothesis (or theory) flow predictions that the particular experiment 

might confirm or not; from the experiment return expected or unexpected results 

that inform the decision to reject or fail to reject the original hypothesis. One can 

easily see the projected workings of prospective refinements. The process of 

hypothesis formation has its own hermeneutic circle that informs proper hypothesis 

formation. The deduction of implications or predictions from a given hypothesis can 

                                       
25 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 31. 
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be refined on the basis of a hermeneutic dialog with research design or statistical 

considerations. Without continuing to delve into excruciating detail, I will consider 

the point about the applicability of the hermeneutic circle as a description of 

scientific progress as having been satisfactorily made. The applicability of an 

analysis along the lines of hermeneutic circles to an analysis of a relationship of 

trust between two (or more) persons is of greater interest to the work at hand.  

I do not intend to claim that the progress of a trusting or a relationship of trust 

parallels exactly the process of scientific progress in all details of methodology, but 

I do intend to point out analogical parallels. Taking the example of a trusting 

between two people, “A trusts B”, the most general hermeneutic circle can be set 

up in the following manner. Trust and experience, or to use the gerund forms, 

trusting and experiencing, form the two poles of the most general circle. From 

trusting flow expectations (predictions) that experience may or may not fulfill 

(confirm). Depending on the information or feedback from experience, the trusting 

may maintain its “value”, increase or decrease. This in turn alters the expectations 

(predictions) of “experience” from the point of view of the trusting end. Thus, are 

both theory and trusting refined in the light of experience. How far one trusts 

another and continues to trust the other is based largely on one’s experience of the 

other.  

 A complete diagramming of “A trusts B” actually needs three hermeneutic circles 

that for simplicity we can label A, B and C (the trusting relationship). One pole in 

Circle A represents the beliefs, expectations and self-trust of A summed up as A’s 

personality (or character) – who he or she is; the other pole in Circle A is 



 

295 

 

experience in general and with B’s actions in particular affecting who he or she 

becomes as time goes on. The poles in Circle B are similarly arranged: one pole 

representing B’s beliefs, expectations and self-trust summed up as her or his 

personality (or character) – who she or he is, the other pole being experience in 

general and with experiences of A’s actions in particular affecting who she or he 

becomes. Circle C can be viewed as representing the relationship of trust between A 

and B, reflecting the waxing and waning of the trusting between A and B as a 

function of their interactions with each other and the world. (See the Appendix.) 

The first example that I examine will be of trust between a child and a parent. After 

all, my analysis of human trust is grounded in the mother-child-trust paradigm, 

with its mixture of biology and culture, of culturally induced expectations added to 

biologically inherited instincts and behaviors, all responsive to evolutionary 

influences. Circle A would represent the mother’s experience, circle B would 

represent the infant’s genetic predispositions and quick learning, and circle C would 

represent the growing and changing relationship of instinctive and learned 

relationship of trust between them, encompassing both empathy and vigilance. 

Even in infancy, the conflict of self-interest between mother and infant is apparent. 

The infant’s self-interest is best served by keeping close to its mother at all times, 

and mother’s self-interest is best served by being able to have periods of rest and 

adult company.  Child development experts and mothers of babies all agree that 

the infant has a vast repertoire of behaviors designed to keep mother enchanted 

and nearby. Infant trust at this point, if it could be put into words, might take the 

form of “She is always present”. 
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It takes the intervention of experienced allo-mothers to tear away the mother of 

the new-born to engage in self-care. Now the infant has the experience of the 

empathic warmth of the magic circle of being held maternal arms while being fed, 

but also the occasional disappointing absence of the mother. The infant learns to 

look out for the mother’s whereabouts, being vigilant, if you will. An infant’s crying 

for its mother that does not appear at the first whimper as before, can be 

characterized as the first experience of betrayal by a loved one.  A necessary part 

of child development is learning to self-soothe, experts say. 

Soon enough the mother re-appears and the magic of the maternal circle of warmth 

is restored. Trust is restored in a more refined form: “she may go away but she 

always comes back.” From the mother’s point of view, the refinement may take the 

form of “I can go away and the baby still thrives in the care of another.” Distance is 

tolerated by both without breaking the bonds of mutual affection; trusting is taking 

place. 

The infant example does not involve much active trusting by the mother towards 

the child. So, I will move to a few years later in the life of the relationship, when 

the child is a “willful adolescent” and demands trust from the parents. She wishes 

to expand her horizons by staying out late, asking for the family car or just 

choosing her own clothes and friends. The parents now must employ the “cunning 

of trust” and trust a little bit before they are actually comfortable with letting her 

stay out late, or letting her take the car or simply not commenting negatively on 

her choice of clothes and friends.  
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In this case, once the trust is “cunningly placed” and the child comes home safely 

without denting the car or incurring any harm to herself, that bit of information is 

fed back into the circle of the trusting and “cunning trust” becomes real trust. Next 

time she asks for the car, it will be given to her with actual trust in her abilities to 

look after herself, in short she is now seen as trustworthy. One can say at this point 

the hermeneutic circle is on its way to being a virtuous positive spiral. Circle C has 

been refined, but circles A and B have also undergone change subsequent to 

positive or negative experiences. 

On the occasion of a subsequent request for the loan of the family car, the parents 

actually trust, as a function of the earlier positive experience, and no longer need to 

employ the cunning of trust. The child also has increased confidence in herself (self-

trust) and trusts her parents (other-trust) to understand her point of view and more 

confidences may be forthcoming. The relationship is influenced in the positive 

direction and is now a relationship of trust on its way to becoming a sustainable 

relationship of trust. Yet more challenges remain. 

It is not always paradise in the world of parents and children; parents feel betrayed 

when “well-brought up” children turn to socially unacceptable behavior or do not 

fulfill their potential as envisaged by parents.  Children, particularly adult children, 

of course disagree.  Parents and children live in different physical and social worlds 

but are still connected by deep bonds of affection. It is at this time that making 

sure that communication is as clear as possible and no unwanted feedback is being 

returned to the trustor or trustee becomes critical. 
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Betrayal and recovery: balance between empathy and vigilance  

Human beings are no strangers to betrayals, yet, rare is the human being who 

realizes his or her role in the occurrence of said betrayal. Using the example of the 

assassination of Caesar by five conspirators including Brutus who dealt “the 

unkindest cut of them all”, I am certain that Caesar was genuinely baffled at the 

horrible betrayal and very likely had no idea of what role his own actions had 

played in his tragic end. If I remember the historical sequence correctly, the 

assassination of Caesar was politically motivated because of the increasing powers 

that he rendered unto himself and more power was expected to be given to Caesar. 

Brutus was convinced that assassinating Caesar was the right thing to do for the 

good of Rome and the good of Romans. 

There was to be no healing for this famous betrayal. Caesar was buried and Brutus 

ran into his sword held fast by Strato. Shakespeare’s last words from Brutus are a 

manner of accepting responsibility: “Farewell good Strato – Caesar, now be still! I 

kill’d not thee with half so good a will.”  The politically motivated assassination of 

Caesar brought out from Mark Anthony the equally politically motivated ironic 

refrain of the famous speech “For Brutus is an honourable man”, but the death of 

Brutus brings from Mark Anthony the highest praise – “This was the noblest Roman 

of them all”.  Trust and betrayal are very complex phenomena in the human heart. 

A diagrammatic representation of the Caesar, Brutus and Anthony relationships of 

trust would be even more complex that the simple three circles A, B and C, that 

have been used thus far. After the assassination of Caesar, Antony offers a hand of 

friendship to Brutus and the rest of the company of assassins, prior to obtaining the 
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right to speak the inflammatory funeral oration. Brutus gives his “reasons” for the 

assassination of Caesar that are accepted by the crowd of Romans outside the 

Capitol and leaves to Antony the opportunity to “bury Caesar not to praise him”. 

The tone of the burial speech is anything but friendly to Brutus. Trust and betrayal, 

betrayal and trust follow each other in a very complicated yet understandable 

fashion. 

Is there any hope for healing a rupture of trust that does not possess this level of 

finality? Will that healing take the same path that the establishment, cultivation of 

trust and maintenance of trust have taken? My answer to that question is largely in 

the affirmative and will be outlined subsequent to a consideration of another 

concept quite central to questions of trust, betrayal, distrust and healing after a 

betrayal: namely, responsibility. 

Returning to the far less dramatic, and far more familiar, example of growing trust 

between child and mother,26 I would like to summarize the philosophical concepts 

that were employed to make sense of the mother child relationship of trust. This 

relationship is seen as not only the very first experience of trust that a human 

infant encounters, but as a microcosm of the elements that enter into my theory of 

trusting.  First of all, the actions of a human mother of a human infant follow pre-

historic evolutionary “programming”, as do the actions of the human infant. In the 

analysis described above, the role of self-interest and altruism, empathy and 

                                       
26 Just a gentle reminder that the use of the word “mother” is a device of linguistic 

convenience; caregivers of all level of genetic connection including none, and of all genders 

are included in the extension of the term. 
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vigilance, held in a creative balance by the emerging relationship of trust between 

mother and child were underlined. In all relationships of trust there is always room 

for choice and hence error, but equally well there is room for growth through the 

mechanisms of behaving responsibly and gaining real trust from the other. It is my 

position that trusting is a dynamic human relationship, sensitive to changing 

circumstance of the present time while being grounded in pre-historic biological 

inheritance and still subject to evolutionary influences. 

The role of responsibility is always present but often overlooked (or assumed to be 

operational) by all parties in the happy or heady experience of locating someone 

whom they can trust with their home, work or secrets; sometimes the entrusting is 

that of their happiness, the most precious and fragile commodity of them all. Thus 

the epistemology, certainly the ecology of trust, would be incomplete without a 

consideration of the moral responsibility held by each partner in a relationship of 

trust. 

Trusting: a “sense of responsibility”  

It is quite natural and appropriate that discussions of trust lead into questions of 

responsibility.  To whom belongs the responsibility for managing the health of a 

trusting, the wealth of a trustvalue?27 The ecological answer would be that the 

responsibility is systemic and distributive, all concerned parties to the trusting 

should be concerned about its success and sustainability, and work towards such 

success and sustainability with equal zeal. Philosophically, the answer is 

                                       
27 Echoes of fiduciary trust are deliberately evoked, given that fiduciary trust is one of the 

early and still prevalent use of the word ‘trust’. Wills and trusts are written out to this day!  
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complicated and productive of further questions about the nature of responsibility 

itself.  

Without diving into the immense philosophical literature on responsibility, I will 

draw attention to some distinctions that will be helpful to the task at hand. The 

notion of responsibility makes sense only in a context, within an organized culture, 

however primitive appearing. It seems unlikely that the notion of responsibility is 

part of our evolutionary inheritance;28 however, it could have been the next 

conceptual step after the emergence of social structures. Graham Haydon’s article 

“On Being Responsible”,29 indicates a range of meanings associated with the notion 

of responsibility, but argues for the identification of a common core that can “bear 

the weight which an ethic of responsibility would rest on it, it must be understood in 

a less one-sided way than is common.”30 This discussion of the shades of 

responsibility may appear to be a digression, but I think it is an important 

digression. Subsequent to a betrayal or an experience of broken trust, 

recriminations are flung back and forth typically containing cruel accusations of 

irresponsibility in actions and/or falsity to the emotional connection between 

previously trusting parties. If there is to be a road back, a healing, the road lies 

through an understanding of distributed responsibility. 

                                       
28 We noted in an earlier chapter that emotions and trusting behavior emerged prior to 

word-language. Here I mean by notion the linguistic idea of trust (and its associated 

myriads of meanings); that notion, can arise only after the emergence of a certain level of 

linguistic sophistication.  
29 Haydon, "On Being Responsible." 
30 Ibid., 46. 
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Some of the varieties of responsibility, or the senses in which the notion of 

responsibility is applied in common parlance, include “virtue-responsibility”,31 a 

capacity sense, a liability sense, a causal sense and a role-responsibility sense. The 

capacity sense refers to the possession of the necessary capacities of reasoning and 

understanding so that any attribution of responsibility makes sense. One example 

of this sense is when an individual is evaluated with regard to “fitness” to stand trial 

for a crime. The liability sense follows after “capacity” has been established; now, 

an individual can be held liable for an action that s/he has committed.  The causal 

sense is similar to the liability sense, but without any attribution of blame or praise, 

just a statement of the fact of a causal connection. The role-responsibility sense is 

the most complex and interesting case of responsibility because it underlines the 

variability of responsibility as the roles that a person occupies change, but retains 

the invariability of the presence of responsibility for each person occupying any 

given specific role. 

Haydon agrees with H.L.A. Hart’s interpretation of virtue-responsibility as “taking 

responsibility seriously”,32 but wishes to detach this interpretation from its intimate 

connection to roles, and prefers to identify a core notion of accountability as 

common to all senses of responsibility.33 Simply put, Haydon’s responsible person is 

answerable to others for her or his actions, and will always be able to produce a 

satisfactory “account” of said actions. 

                                       
31 Virtue responsibility speaks of a person whose disposition is such that s/he will be 

disposed to be a responsible person by virtue of her or his own character. 
32 Haydon, "On Being Responsible," 47. 
33 Ibid., 48. 
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As he further discusses responsibility, quoting other scholars and commenting on 

their opinions, Haydon writes “In using ‘responsible’ as equivalent to ‘reliable’ or 

‘trustworthy’ we do usually have in mind, I think, that a person can be relied on to 

carry out – so far as it is in his power – the responsibilities of a job or some 

assigned task.”34 It is noteworthy that the words, ‘responsible’, ‘reliable’ and 

‘trustworthy’ are deemed interchangeable by Haydon, not merely interrelated. I am 

happy to concede the semantics are similar, yet I do not agree with the 

interchangeability of the terms. I recall here the distinction drawn in discussion of 

trust in Baier and Jones about how we “rely” on machines and “trust” people. The 

distinction between “reliance” and “trust” is drawn on the basis of the presence of 

goodwill in people and the absence, even the impossibility, of goodwill in machines. 

In short I do accept the relevance of the affective dimension in relationships of 

trust. 

What manner of responsibility is then involved in matters of trust? The notion of 

virtue-responsibility, wherein responsible people are considered as being possessed 

of a disposition to be responsible, comes to mind, because we do wish our partners-

in-trust to be responsibly disposed. The notion of role-responsibility is also a 

promising candidate, given that most trustings occur within a “context”; a particular 

role could be ascribable to each participant in the relationship.  This division is 

reminiscent of the distinction encountered earlier in Baier’s distinction between 

trust as “plain trust” and “fancy goods-relativized trust”.  In that case Baier 

                                       
34 Ibid. 
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suspected that it is plain trust that enables fancy trust to exist. Does virtue-

responsibility perform a similar task in ensuring role-responsibility?    

Perhaps, the work of “plain trust” in the context of responsibility is performed by 

another use of ‘responsibility’ that Haydon considers: when we say that someone 

has a “sense of responsibility”.35 This carries with it the implication that the 

responsible person is awarely so.36 Haydon goes on to state that an agent’s 

cognitive awareness of his responsibility does not constitute all that is involved in 

having a sense of responsibility; “there are conative and affective aspects to a 

sense of responsibility as well.”37 He gives the example of a person who claims to 

have a sense of responsibility towards work, but does not actually perform the work 

expected of her or him. S/he would not be considered either responsible or 

industrious. A cognitive awareness of responsibility, even an acknowledgment of 

that responsibility of and in itself are not enough; responsible action must ensue. 

Thus a responsible person, for Haydon, is aware of his responsibilities and “is 

generally careful to consider what it is that he ought to do, and careful to see that 

he does it.”38 The reference to awareness and carefulness resembles my proposed 

requirement of the presence of a double helix of empathy and vigilance in trust. A 

responsible (and trustworthy) parent has empathy for a child’s pain when the child 

                                       
35 Ibid., 55. 
36 In ceremonies that are could be called “performatives”, like a wedding or a citizenship 

swearing-in, the individuals are made aware, and are aware, of the responsibility associated 

with the commitment they are consenting to, being a spouse or a citizen.  
37 Haydon, "On Being Responsible," 55. 
38 Ibid., 51. Italics mine. 



 

305 

 

is hurt or sick, but remains careful (vigilant) about the proper road back to health 

and administers what bitter medicine is prescribed. 

Taking responsibility seriously combines very well with taking trusting seriously and 

both have similar trajectories in human experience. Being accountable for one’s 

deportment in a relationship of trust does not seem too much to ask from a 

partner-in-trust; although if the accountability only appears as a response to a 

demand for answers after a relationship has “gone sour”, it might feel like a battle. 

It is for this reason that ongoing empathy and vigilance by both, towards self and 

the other, is the responsible thing to do in a relationship of trust. I am not 

suggesting an obsessive occupation with keeping score, but gentle periodic 

assessments, to keep from drifting too far in the non-desired direction. 

Lasting trust: jointly held mutual responsibility 

A parent usually takes full responsibility for a child’s return to health by following 

directions and prescriptions from a physician, though it could be argued that by 

complying with the parent’s instructions the child becomes part of the responsible 

team. Such selfless devotion to responsibility and trustworthiness is not usually 

found in most other situations where trust is relevant and extant. Hence the 

question asked most frequently after a betrayal is: Whose responsibility? 

It was previously suggested that the ecological answer would be that the 

responsibility is distributed over all the participants in a relationship of trust, with 

each one being equally responsible. After reviewing some of the ways of 

philosophizing about responsibility, it seems that the philosophical answer is also 
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the same: that the attitude of taking responsibility seriously, being answerable and 

accountable, in any enterprise, but particularly in that of a relationship of trust, is 

held by each and every individual severally and jointly. 

The notion of being answerable raises the question of being answerable to whom? I 

maintain that that responsibility is multi-sided and interdependent, to self and to 

the other(s). Empathy and vigilance must extend both to self and the other(s). 

Sometimes we are very hard on ourselves and it becomes important to allow some 

mistakes in our decisions in the conduct of relationships in order to make room for 

apology and forgiveness. This is empathy towards oneself. A parent must look after 

her own self while taking care of a child in order to fulfill her duties best. This 

constitutes empathy towards self and child. Similarly, while being vigilant of a 

child’s proper behavior, the parent must remain vigilant of her or his own behavior. 

To speak, very briefly, to the issue of responsibility to others beyond one’s own 

inner circles, I can imagine concentric circles of trust and responsibility moving 

outward from an individual through connections of interdepence. Cultures evolve 

and the boundaries of the in-group enlarge over time and through contact 

extending our sphere of interdependence and responsibility. Boundaries do not 

enlarge without a certain amount of conflict as history shows us and politics 

continues to confirm. I find hope in the fact that solutions have been found over the 

course of history, however slowly, and will continue to be found. The circle of trust 

will enlarge at a slow rate, but I trust that it will continue to enlarge.  The cortical 

development that resulted in the dominance of Homo sapiens over the planet will 

continue to be the ‘kindly light’ that helps us find a way out of difficulties and 
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dangers in spite of the ‘encircling gloom’. To accomplish that, we will need to 

employ the total capacity of the brain and not value only certain abilities to the 

neglect of the rest. Neither reason nor emotion can achieve this complex task 

alone. 

Duties emerge from a desire to avoid danger for one’s in-group. The reward of 

eliminating or minimizing risks and dangers to our near and dear, will continue to 

mobilize some of us to accept responsibilities, as has happened in all of human 

history. Expanding the boundaries of the in-group comes from a moral sensibility, a 

moral imagination that is a complex operation of thinking, feeling, and the will to 

act. Reason can lead one to recognize a duty or responsibility, but it is emotion that 

moves us to act on that recognition.39 In both cases, responsibility and trust, 

thinking, feeling and willing must act in concert. 

The metaphor of ecology organizes the requirements of a lasting trust 

To recapitulate, ecology is the study of interactions between individual organisms, 

with each other, other species and with their environments. I do not mean to 

engage in the mathematical aspects of the discipline of the study of systems, only 

in its metaphorical possibilities. I use the notion of ecology in a broad sense, akin to 

Lorraine Code’s usage, as a “study of habitats both physical and social where 

people endeavor to live well together; of ways of knowing that foster or thwart such 

living”.40 Clearly I confine my enquiries to “social habitats” and am deeply 

                                       
39 Russell writes in his final chapter entitled “The Taming of Power” in Power: “But wisdom is 

not merely intellectual: intellect may guide and direct, but does not generate the force that 

leads to action. That force must be derived from the emotions.” P 248 
40 Code, Ecological Thinking, 25. Italics mine. 
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interested in the “ways of knowing” that “foster or thwart” the most important 

aspect of said social habitats – relationships of trust. In trust we thrive, in distrust 

we wither.41 

An example of an ecosystem was described in the first chapter - the systematic 

interdependence of artic foxes, lemmings and grass.42 Artic foxes eat lemmings, 

lemmings eat grass. A large population of lemmings decimate the grass, decreasing 

the number of surviving lemmings resulting in fewer prey for the foxes. This 

impacts negatively on the survival rate of foxes that need a plentiful supply of 

lemmings as food, but positively on the growth of grass.  A population of fewer 

lemmings allows the grass to grow back and once again support a larger population 

of lemmings. Plentiful grass ensures a large population of lemmings which in turn 

supports a large population of artic foxes. 

There is a predictable relationship amongst these three elements; the grass, the 

lemmings and the foxes. The grass and the foxes are the environment for the 

lemmings; the grass and lemmings are the environment for the foxes; the 

lemmings and the foxes are the environment for the grass. Ecology is the study of 

all these interrelationships as each systematically impacts and is impacted by the 

other in a “round robin” format. Ecology underlines the interdependence of 

phenomena that may appear as being independent at first glance. 

                                       
41 Here I mean appropriate trust when I speak of trust in the manner that one speaks of 

truth and not true truth. 
42 I would like to point out at this juncture that the description of this example of an 

ecosystem is made possible by the knowledge of the biology and botany of foxes, lemmings 

and grass.    
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Interdependence as a conceptual notion conjures up images of people depending on 

each other in a co-operative fashion and can hide the competition for resources 

inherent in interdependent existence. Evolutionary theory, arising from empirical 

evidence organized by ideas from Malthus’ population studies, points to the fact of 

competition between human beings for resources and the “survival of the fittest”.43 

Yet human beings have evolved to co-operate as well. Interdependence can be 

sustained by an acknowledgment of this inherent duality of competition and co-

operation that can occur amongst human beings spontaneously or in deliberative 

fashion. Thus, ecology in the human context does not have to be limited only to 

what occurs naturally, it can be directed by human desire and design. 

Recent discussion in ecology has shifted with regard to the point of view of the 

human agent in relationship to ecological systems.  No longer is the human agent 

an “objective observer” standing outside the system; now the human agent is an 

“insider” fully aware of the fact and extent of human participation and its role in a 

given eco-system.44 It is this conception of ecology, inclusive of the human agent 

within the eco-system, which is of relevance if one is to develop the metaphor of an 

ecology of human trust. It is recommended to speak of “circles of sustainability”. 

I am proposing to view trust analogically as an eco-system existing between 

participants in a given trusting relationship. Earlier chapters have reviewed 

                                       
43 Often misinterpreted as what has been called “Social Darwinism”. Darwin never intended 

such an application.  
44 Notes from the Uehiro Distinguished Lecture given in 2014 at the University of Hawaii by 

Mary Tiles.    
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information concerning the elements that constitute45 this “eco-system of trust” 

between A and B, encapsulated in the simple-sounding “A trusts B”. Like the placid 

waters of a lake that conceal a rich and diverse ecology of plants, fish and insects, 

the simple-sounding “A trusts B” conceals the complexity represented by each 

term.  Some of this complexity was indicated in the diagrammatic and word-

descriptions of trusting relationships.  

I would like emphasize that trusting is a bi-directional relationship; that risk 

attaches to the acts of both the trustor and trustee, and that amongst the 

resources that each person brings to the trusting are goodwill towards the other, a 

desire and a sense of mutual responsibility for the relationship to be successful and 

sustainable, the ability to honestly communicate thoughts and feelings, and the 

self-trust to be able weather any storms that may be encountered. The self-trust of 

each is generated by a combination of factors: evolutionary inheritances of self-

interest balanced by the rewards of altruism, empathy towards others (and self) 

balanced by vigilance towards self (and others), childhood experiences of trusting 

relationships with mothers and others and last but not the least, to act on the 

interactive fruits of reason and feeling. Philosophically, all this is made possible by 

the ability to be reflective and self-reflective. These are the epistemological and 

moral resources that partners-in-trust bring to a sustainable relationship of trust, to 

maintain and even enhance its trustvalue.  

                                       
45 The “elements” being person A, person B and possibly the relationship C. 
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Context, value and procedure as elements of an ecology of trust 

In order to set up an eco-system, even one as simple as an aquaponics tank to 

grow vegetables, one needs knowledge of the context (wishing to set up a tank), an 

agreed upon value (the growing of vegetables) and a procedure (the adding of 

requisite chemicals or biological organisms like fish).  To successfully “grow” a 

lasting trust between persons, or groups of persons, is a daunting task in 

comparison, but it can be accomplished within the framework of context, value and 

procedure.46  

In the case of human trustings, the context can be gleaned from the life 

circumstances of the parties to the trusting. Is this a personal, profession al or an 

institutional setting? The commonly-held value is also reasonably clear: creating a 

family together or happiness in life are shared values in a personal context.  

Achieving good health for the patient is a shared value between physician and 

patient. Overseeing the construction of a new home is a shared value for architect 

and builder. The acquisition of a graduate degree by a student is a shared value 

between professor and graduate student. A safe and an economically viable 

citizenry shares the value of good governance, academically achieving students 

share the value of diligence, or productive employees share the value of pride in 

their work, albeit all are in different institutional settings. 

The real challenge is in the specification of procedure. Is there one single procedure 

of successfully sustaining relationships of trust that can be followed with success in 

                                       
46 Kipnis, "Concept and Convention: An Essay in the Making of Sense." 
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all cases or are there as many procedures as there are relationships? The answer to 

both questions is in the affirmative.  There is a general procedure, a recipe, a how-

to, that can be borne in mind as one approaches issues of trust. The current work 

has been an effort to delineate just such an approach,47 grounded in all-that-we-are 

as members of the species Homo sapiens. This is the joint work of science and 

philosophy. There is also the infinite variety of specific circumstance and detail 

unique to every trusting that needs to be worked out in every singular instance 

focusing on different unique issues. This is the joint work of psychology and 

philosophy, self-administered or mutually worked out with one’s partner-in-trust, 

with or without the “listening ear” of a professional therapist, grounded in all-that-

we-become as individual human beings. 

Ecology is being employed as a metaphor for the interconnectedness, the 

interdependence and the mutual impact of all action undertaken by the trustor and 

trustee. Of interest in any particular relationship of trust, or trusting, will be the 

unique details of that particular human interaction.  The embodied, historically 

socio-politically situated individuals in all their cognitive and affective complexity 

and diversity, reside in their own ecosystems of trust and need to maintain a 

rational-emotive ecological balance in their particular systems. How is this to be 

accomplished? Perhaps even more importantly, if the balance of an ecology is 

disturbed, how can we restore it to a stable state again? Some natural ecologies 

may be self-correcting and self-sustaining, but in the case of an eco-system 

                                       
47 The general procedure or “recipe” was described in the chapter entitled “How do I trust 

thee?” 
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established between two or more people by mutual agreement, what measures can 

be taken to repair and restore?  

Ecology is ultimately about a mutually healthy balance between the needs of the 

various members of an eco-system. In the case of human trusting this balance can 

be effected by the active workings of empathy and vigilance by way of influencing 

interpretation of the actions of the other. These actions could be speech acts, 

expressed emotion or externally observable actions. A balance between empathy 

and vigilance, self-interest and altruism is able to modulate the reactions from one 

to the other and thus affect the course of the trusting and impact its ongoing 

trustvalue. 

Limitations and future directions 

It is customary in most academic works to exhibit intellectual honesty, if not 

intellectual modesty, and indicate the limitations inherent in any completed work. A 

completed work requires circumscribing its own scope in order to reach an end, an 

artificially designated stopping point, even if tempting never-before-glimpsed-vistas 

stretch out before one.48Hence I will indicate the limitations of this work that I am 

able to see; there may be many more limitations that I am blind to but that are 

glaringly clear to others from a different point of view.  

One obvious limitation is that I have limited my discussion to the natural world of 

human beings, even as they are considered continuous with the animal kingdom. I 

                                       
48 Particularly in the case of a topic as fascinating with far-flung implications as trust 

between humans. 
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do not address, in any significant way the subject of trust in God, the Divinity or 

multiple Gods and Goddesses. Many would consider this a significant oversight; but 

it is not as much of an oversight as an admission of my lack of theological 

knowledge. 

Another limitation is that most of my examples remain binary and personal. I have 

sketched out some ways in which my basic theory and analysis can be scaled-up, 

but not perhaps quite satisfactorily and not in sufficient breadth or depth to easily 

enable such a scaling-up. I must confess to a partiality to the personal micro-worlds 

that we inhabit intimately rather than the political macro-worlds that we inhabit 

distally. By that I do not imply any order of importance, because the distal 

influences and impacts the intimate. Perhaps, I will be able to stretch my 

imagination and intellect further in the future. 

Yet another limitation is that I have not spoken of cyber-trust at any great length. 

In cyber-trust I include discussions of trust between computers, trust between 

computers and human beings,49 and any issues about trust that may be relevant in 

the already emerging universe of artificial intelligence and artificial life. The two are 

distinct in very specific ways and raise entirely different and important questions. I 

have not addressed how my particular analysis of trust could accommodate those 

                                       
49 The issue of ‘self-driving’ cars and the reception of such a vehicle by drivers used to being 

in charge of driving decisions is one such example. Human drivers want a manual control 

option in order to exercise human judgment even though the data suggest that the rate of 

accidents increases when the human takes over decision-making.  
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cases of trust.  Could I even signify them as cases of trust, given my foundation in 

the evolution of carbon-based lifeforms? Could I redefine empathy? 

 Pessimism about the future is perniciously pervasive these days, and perhaps 

rightly so given the varieties of conflict and war that we witness all over the planet. 

It is impossible to listen to a news program without hearing mention of the lack of 

trust in some group, organization or government, different groups, organizations 

and governments depending on the new-source or channel of information. I do not 

believe even for a moment that this is the first time in history that ‘trust’ has been 

so invoked, yet, conflicts and wars continue at all levels of civility and incivility.   

My theory and analysis of trust is rooted in life-as-it-evolved on this planet up to 

the present time. What evolution holds for us in the near, or more likely in the very 

distant future (given the rate of evolutionary change), is unknown and unknowable 

at present. It may be a very different world with a different conception or many 

different conceptions of life. To borrow a very famous terminal sentence: Whereof 

one cannot speak, thereof must one be silent. 

Yet something in me does not like terminal sentences that end in silence. So I will 

continue to speak of future directions to be explored in a future that I can see and 

hear coming, in the faces and voices of young people that truly tend this planet 

today. As depicted in the story of Pandora’s Box, the disobedient Pandora opens the 

box and all manner of ills are let loose into the world. At the very end, emerges a 

delicate creature: hope. To the ending of that tale, I would add another twist. An 

invisible creature flew out in the penultimate moment – trust, practically invisible 
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like spider-silk, but just as strong. I would even argue that it is trust that makes 

hope possible. I would like to end this dissertation on a note of trust and hope, 

trust from the evolutionary past of humankind towards hope for the evolutionary 

future of humankind.
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 APPENDIX  

 

This appendix contains diagrammatic representations of the trusting relationship 

between two people. The diagrams are meant to represent the general case and the 

accompanying discussion contains a description of a specific event (or events) and 

responses to that event that could be mapped on to the diagram.    
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Figure 1 Trusting Relationship Time Slice 

 

The diagram above is a time slice representation of a value-laden or critical incident 

in the relationship of trust between two people. Taking a simple example, that of 

one person’s forgetting to do an errand (a value-laden incident), say forgetting to 

pick up the cake for a child’s birthday party on the way home from work. Given the 

quality of the previous relationship and influence from external events, like amount 

of time left to correct the oversight, the response to the fact of the forgetting will 

be different. This is the manner of acknowledging the incident’s influence.  It may 

range from an understanding response like “Don’t worry, there is still time to fetch 

the cake - it’s served at the end of the party anyway” to “How could you forget to 
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pick up the cake for your own child’s birthday party?” – a non-understanding 

response. This manner of acknowledging the incident’s effect in turn influences the 

course of the interaction towards a positive or negatively loaded ongoing interaction 

between the two people. 

This exchange also impacts on one person’s evaluation of the other person’s 

trustworthiness: usually in one of two possible directions, positive or negative.  

“Next time I’ll do everything myself, can’t trust you to do even one simple thing like 

picking up the cake” or “You can be so forgetful. Next time I’ll remind you before 

you leave work. It’s not that you don’t care about Timmy’s party, you just came 

home directly”. 

At this point the other’s claim about what s/he values also enters the interactional 

picture. S/he can respond in a manner that acknowledges the truth of the first 

person’s observation, (positively or negatively phrased), and make a claim about 

her or his own values (once again positively or negatively phrased). In the context 

of the example under consideration, this may take the form of saying “You are right 

I came home directly and did not remember, I’ll go right back and pick up the cake.  

You’ve set up a fun looking party for Timmy” or saying “So, you think I don’t care 

about Timmy just because I forgot to pick up the silly cake.  There is more to loving 

our son, and for that matter to fun at birthday parties, than having the cake be 

here right from the start”. The two statements express the value attached to the 

event under consideration by the person uttering them. One of them expresses an 

inclusive sharing of the value attached to the event by the other person; the other 

statement is challenging of the value attached to the event by the first person and 
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expresses a different value. That people may hold different values is not necessarily 

the problem in our simple example (although in the context of some fundamental 

values the holding of different values can be a serious source of conflict); however, 

how statements and claims about mutually or separately held values are expressed 

can and do feed back into the interpretation of the initial value-laden incident and 

subsequent ongoing interaction between the principals. The incident may be 

completely forgotten, or go into the family history as a story to be told in a fond 

manner or in a perpetually complaining manner.  Thus the hermeneutic circle 

moves and moves on to become a helix or a spiral. 

Before we arrive at the fully-fledged view of an ongoing trusting as a spiral, I would 

like to explore further the mutuality and interdependence or “intergeneration” of 

the trusting relationship.  This is depicted in the next diagram. This diagram can be 

viewed as paralleling the discussion in the text about the three hermeneutic circles 

required to properly lay out the intricately interactive nature of a dynamic circle of 

trust. One way to view the diagram is to see it as one figure-eight connected to 

another figure eight. 

 Starting at the top, one can see that the interpretation of the value-laden incident 

by B and subsequent reaction that is communicated to A by B, connects to A’s 

trusting of B, or put alternatively on the trustvalue of the relationship of trust as 

assessed by A.  
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Figure 2 Mutuality of the Trusting Relationship 

 

 

The middle circle depicts the interdepence and interweaving of the mutual 

assessments of the trustings. The central circle represents not only the hermeneutic 

poles of A’s trusting of B, and B’s trusting of A, but also that these trustings (or 

trustvalues) connect also to the circles of input from ongoing experience of the 

relationship, to the shared lives, depicted here separately of diagrammatic 

necessity. 

Now moving to the bottom of the figure, one can see a parallel movement from 

interpretation of value-laden incidents by A and subsequent reaction that is 
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communicated to B by A, having an effect on B’s trusting of A, or put alternatively 

on the trustvalue of the relationship of trust as assessed by B. 

To stay with the example of the birthday cake incident, as we noticed, the 

“offending party’s” response is also part of the conversation that either moves the 

relationship of trust forwards or backwards. These responses may range from “Oh, 

dear! I am so sorry I just hurried home so I would not be late for the party.  I’ll go 

right back now and pick up the cake” to “Why are you making such a fuss.  You are 

such a perfectionist! The kids won’t even notice that the cake is delayed. They will 

be so busy playing with all the new toys that Timmy’s got. Calm down.”  It is easy 

to see how one response shifts the interaction back into a constructive mode of 

conversation and how the suggestion to “Calm down” may well have the opposite 

effect, much like the invitation to “Trust me”. 

Present and influential in the conversation, along with the explicitly expressed 

verbal communications from one to the other, are the implicitly expressed non-

verbal communications sent and received with or without awareness on the part of 

the two conversationalists. This may remain at a level of “tacit knowing” but it 

remains active.  All of these “knowings” affect one’s assessment of the trustvalue of 

the trusting relationship. Also affecting one’s assessment of the trustvalue of the 

trusting relationship is an assessment of how much one is trusted by the other. This 

“perceived trust” of oneself on the part of the other also contributes to one’s 

trusting of the other. This holds true of the other person as well.  His or her 

perception of how and how much s/he is trusted does contribute to her or his 

trusting back and to the assessment of the trustvalue of the trusting relationship. 
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Put simply, trust begets trust, or at least trust tends to beget trust. This generation 

of its own “kind” appears to hold true of mistrust or distrust as well. Thus are 

“virtuous” or “vicious” circles of trust begun. The “cunning of trust” made use of 

this feature – the one who felt or “perceived” that s/he was trusted, responded or 

was expected to respond with trustworthy behavior.  

My objection to the mass deployment of the “cunning of trust” was that it depended 

on regard-seeking behavior that even Pettit, who recommends it, considered “a 

neutral or even shameful disposition – that is hard to shed”. Not that such regard 

seeking behavior is not present, or should not be present – very likely it is the basis 

of ongoing cooperation, but that it would be better to deploy the “wisdom of trust”. 

By using the phrase “wisdom of trust” I am shifting the discussion very slightly, but 

in a respectful direction that “sees the other” as an equal partner-in-trust; it is a 

more inclusive and hence less manipulative stance. When the mutuality of a 

trusting relationship is acknowledged, the other, with all her or his assessments of 

one’s own trustworthiness becomes part of the process. Recognizing the mutuality 

of the trusting relationship and recognizing that “perceived trustworthiness of the 

one by the other” contributes to the trusting of the other by the one, and vice versa 

underlines simultaneously, both the risk and the freedom that one has in any 

trusting of an-other. The wisdom of trusting consists in balancing self-interest and 

altruism, empathy and vigilance. Self-interest cannot serve one’s true interest 

without an element of altruism; similarly, empathy cannot function well without an 

element of vigilance in it. Altruism in turn needs to be informed by self-interest to 
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work well and vigilance requires the understanding of empathy to keep from sliding 

into destructive paranoia.  Appropriate trustings aim at this creative balance. 

The last diagram, shown below, is a simplified pictorial representation of the 

ongoing hermeneutic circle of trust, or of a trusting relationship between two 

people.  The spiral or helix like structure is meant to depict the longitudinal nature 
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of a lasting relationship of trust. Each circular turn of the spiral can be viewed as 

one particular value laden incident or event. 

 

Figure 3 A Trusting Relationship over Time 

 

 

The hermeneutic circle or helix is not depicted as proceeding “upwards” but as a 

helix laid on its side due to the convention connected with “Time’s Arrow”.  It 

should be noted, however, that “Time’s Arrow” will coincide with the “Increasing 

Trustvalue” arrow only in a successful trust relationship. If trust value is 
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decreasing, the trust value arrow will move in the opposite direction to that of 

“Time’s Arrow”. 
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