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PREFACE







This book contains the following ten core arguments:




	Trusting and being trustworthy are the sovereign human virtues we need today


	Trust is not just about today’s relationships: ‘trusteeship’ extends it into the future and past


	Trust is natural: we were born trusting and the state of nature is to be trusting


	A ‘presumption of trust’ rather than a ‘presumption of mistrust’ helps individuals and organisations flourish


	‘Blind trust’ is lazy and damaging: we need ‘active trust’, which is informed


	We must distinguish trust in honesty and trust in competence


	We cannot force people to be trusting: it develops intrinsically, not by being overseen


	Government in Britain will gain trust if it promises less and devolves/trusts more


	To create a trusting world we must start with ourselves: we cannot look to others


	The duty to be trusting and the responsibility for being trustworthy are incumbent on all: no one can opt out





The emphasis in this book is on practical proposals: there have been many books on trust, and the arguments on either side are mostly quite well established. What we lack, however, is a working trust model demonstrating how trust can be applied in practice. The introduction sets the crisis of trust in context. Chapter 1 examines the meanings of trust and proposes our own trust model, Chapters 2 and 3 examine the factors that lead to the loss and to the building of trust, while the remaining seven chapters examine specific areas, looking at the following questions: has trust been lost, why might that be, and how can trust be rebuilt or built further? The conclusion discusses how we can rebuild trust in the most important constituent of all, ourselves.


The cumulative impact of the recommendations in this book may seem at best overly optimistic, and at worst naïve or foolish. We call for nothing less than a revolution in thinking: a shake, not a nudge. We do not imagine all these trust-based proposals would be executed within a single government’s life: but we are serious about governments in the future putting the ‘quality of life’ agenda much higher than the ‘quantity’ agenda, as we explain in the introduction. The former is about being optimistic and making the best happen, as in positive health, positive policing, positive education and positive employment policy: the latter is reactive, and supportive of the status quo. The 21st-century battleground in British politics will not be socialism against free-market capitalism, nor progressivism against conservatism, but between exponents of the quantity and the quality of life agendas.


Anthony Seldon


August 2009



















INTRODUCTION


ARE WE AT A TURNING POINT FOR TRUST?







2010: Worst crisis of trust?


The last year has filled the pages of books and newspapers with stories of greed, corruption, incompetence and misconduct. A succession of failings have involved almost everyone from politicians to policemen, from bankers to the BBC, from social workers to sportsmen, leaving the population in a state of anger, confusion and disillusion. The public feel mistrusted by government and in turn find government to be unworthy of their own trust. The professions similarly feel no longer fully trusted by a public which questions its every decision, and which is unsettled by the media and lawyers which probe trust in every corner, sometimes justifiably, sometimes not. If one was to highlight a single moment to encapsulate the ‘year of mistrust’, it would be in July 2009, when widely loved writers Michael Morpurgo and Philip Pullman refused to undergo ‘insulting’ checks that they were not paedophiles and said they will not be speaking any more in schools.1


Many commentators concluded that trust in British politics especially had never been so low. Philip Webster, political editor of The Times, talked about ‘the worst year for Parliament that anyone can remember’,2 a comment mirrored by Michael White of the Guardian, who thought it was ‘one of the worst years in living memory for British politics as a whole’.3 The former editor of The Times William Rees-Mogg described it as a ‘tarnished age’, and said that ‘the contrast between the House of Commons in 1954 and the House of 2009 is a painful one’.4 Vernon Bogdanor, the leading authority on the British constitution, said that Britain ‘was at a defining moment’.5


Britain is nevertheless a more trusting country than many. It has a judiciary and a civil service almost totally free of corruption, and even our much-berated politicians are rarely guilty of no more than greed, rather than the buying of influence. But it would be complacent not to recognise that trust has taken a severe knock in Britain, that it is damaging the quality of our public life, and that much needs to be done to rebuild trust. Onora O’Neill highlighted the importance of trust in her seminal 2002 BBC Reith Lectures,6 and in the decade (almost) since she wrote her plea for trust to be taken more seriously, it has eroded in almost every sphere of British life.


The country still reels at the irresponsibility and self-indulgence of those who wrought the greatest economic crisis in nearly a hundred years. Sir Fred Goodwin, the former chief executive of the Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS) and still adorned with his knighthood for services to banking, rightly or wrongly became a particular object of hate after he walked away with a large annual pension, despite his bank recording corporate losses of £24 billion.7 RBS is not alone. Bumper bonuses continued to be paid to bankers throughout 2009 and 2010. Whilst Lloyd Blankfein, chief executive of Goldman Sachs, congratulated himself for ‘doing God’s work’,8 Rolling Stone magazine lambasted his company as the ‘vampire squid wrapped around the face of humanity’.9


In contrast to the swift response to the financial crisis shown by the government, politicians found themselves wanting in moral leadership in clearing up their own patch. Week after week through the spring and summer of 2009, the Daily Telegraph regaled us with tales of MPs claiming for anything from a bathplug to a duckhouse. All politicians, not just those from the governing party, as had been the case in most previous scandals, were the subject of public ire. The money mattered less than the principle. As the accused scurried behind the defence of parliamentary privilege, the public felt that the guilty had evaded justice. Anger had been simmering for a long time; the expenses scandal was a lightning rod for years of growing voter disenchantment and distrust in politicians.


It was also in 2009 that the spotlight, thanks to the Iraq War inquiry presided over by Sir John Chilcot, was shone on the issue which more than any other in the last ten years eroded public trust in government. Regardless of the rights and wrongs of the issue, and we will probably never know the exact truth, the public believed that Tony Blair had lied to them over the war in Iraq. They yearned for the Chilcot inquiry to skewer Blair and his cronies in Number 10. I do not believe that Blair did deliberately lie, but I do think that under intense pressure of events, and with his single-minded determination that Saddam had to be taken on, he made gross errors of judgement in the prosecution of the war and in the reasons he gave for fighting it. He damaged himself as well as the cause of public trust by not being more candid before Chilcot in January 2010.


Against such a febrile background, public servants fell under a distrustful gaze. With the fear of crime growing, and potentially explosive climate change and G20 demonstrations, the public yearned for reliable and proficient law enforcers. But the police showed themselves to be neither as proficient nor trustworthy as the public expected: a series of cover-ups and examples of incompetence culminated in excessive force on the part of the police at the G20 summit in London in early April 2009 and the death of an innocent bystander, Ian Tomlinson. Within itself, the police force was damaged by accusations of racism, corruption and incompetence by its senior officers. Further confusion was caused in February 2010 when Ali Dizaei, who had been a champion of minorities in the police force, was jailed for false arrest and fabricating claims of assault. Dizaei himself was revealed as little more than a ‘criminal in uniform’.10


Social workers came under attack when in Haringey they overlooked the abuse of a young boy, ‘Baby Peter’, who eventually died at the hands of his mother and her boyfriend. The same London council had been responsible for the failure to protect Victoria Climbié from a similar fate several years before. While these council workers neglected their role, others teamed up with the police to spy on people through Britain’s vast network of security cameras, abusing their powers to catch people for minor offences such as littering and dog-fouling.


In 2009 and 2010 we saw the trustworthiness of sportsmen increasingly called into question. The charismatic Dean Richards, coach of Harlequins rugby club, resigned in August 2009 and was subsequently banned from coaching in Europe for three years after his player used a blood capsule to fake an injury in a key quarter-final. At the end of the year, the world’s most famous sportsman, Tiger Woods, was stung for his litany of infidelities. His widely admired moral rectitude came to be seen as little more than a diligently crafted façade. The adoration and trust of his millions of fans was not restored by his mawkish attempt to apologise in February 2010. Closer to home, Chelsea and England captain John Terry’s infidelities seemed to confirm the perception of modern footballers as overpaid philanderers. At least the much-admired England manager, Fabio Capello, saw beyond technical ability to the virtue of good behaviour off, as well as on, the pitch, and removed from Terry the honour of the England captaincy.


Science, often amongst the most trusted of professions, faced a crisis of confidence with revelations of malpractice on the part of climate change scientists at the University of East Anglia. Hacked emails revealed the extraordinary deceit of a handful of scientists who selectively buried evidence contrary to their whim. Even the esteemed Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change fell foul of scientific rigour as its claims that the ice caps would disappear by 2035 were unmasked as conjecture. Despite the overwhelming evidence from other reputable scientific studies supporting the arguments of anthropogenic climate change, public scepticism is on the rise. A Populus poll in February 2010 found that 25 per cent of respondents did not think that global warming was happening, a 10 per cent increase on a similar poll in November the year before.11 Science, so often a bedrock certainty based in the honesty of its methodology, no longer looks as trustworthy as it once did. 


Just as trust is essential within nations, so too is it vital for international understanding. Bitter division and recriminations have followed the failure of the Copenhagen Summit in December 2009 to tackle climate change. Vested national interests, from East to West and South to North, militated against the formation of trust, with the Chinese delegation obstructing negotiations and representatives from the African nations storming out. Copenhagen was a display of paralysing distrust among nations in the face of a universal and common threat with the trusteeship of the world for future generations at stake. Trust is as vital for tackling nuclear disarmament as it is for climate change. With the lurking threat of new nuclear states, the success of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty depends on the trust between its signatories as much as on the threat of sanctions.12


Pouring fuel on these fires in Britain was the ‘feral beast’ of the media. Invariably the least trusted profession in Britain, journalism thrives on scandal and recrimination and is the chief progenitor of a distrustful nation. The media itself displays no higher ethical or proficiency standards than those it derides. The News of the World hit the headlines in 2009 after allegations that it had tapped the phone lines of large numbers of people in the public eye. Conservative leader David Cameron’s press chief, Andy Coulson, came under fire, as he had edited the News of the World at the time. Questions were asked as to why Cameron had gone so downmarket for his press aide, especially after Coulson was believed responsible for the Conservatives unleashing a brutal negative campaign in February 2010. But Gordon Brown was in no position to sling mud. One of his press advisors, the belligerent Damian McBride, resigned in April 2009 after it emerged that he was involved in a plan to disseminate scurrilous material about other politicians. After the departure of Alastair Campbell in 2003, who had taken media manipulation and spinning to new heights, the public had hoped that their top politicians would employ higher-minded media managers.


This widespread mistrust inevitably fed its way into opinion polls. The influential 2010 Edelman Trust Barometer revealed a continued collapse in trust in banks, with only 21 per cent of respondents considering them trustworthy, 20 points lower than in 2007.13 Likewise, trust in politicians had also plummeted. According to the 2009 Ipsos MORI Trust in the Professions poll, trust in politicians and government ministers collapsed 8 per cent over the previous year.14 Some 82 per cent of respondents now do not trust politicians to tell the truth, the highest negative proportion for politicians in the twenty-six years the poll has been running. Journalists, presumably buoyed by the expenses fillip, had a minor surge in trust, but still weigh as an anchor in the trust league table, with only 22 per cent of respondents considering them trustworthy.




Table 0.1: Levels of trust in various professions 1983–2009
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These polls confirm our contention that beyond politics, and elements of media and corporate life, talk of a crisis of trust across the board is less justified. Despite showing dips in ratings over the last six months, opinion polls do not reveal any longer-term institutional decline. Table 0.1 shows remarkably consistent levels of trust in different professions over twenty-five years, with doctors, teachers and judges at the top, and politicians and journalists at the bottom.


We lack the quality and consistency of opinion polls to tell us about long-term trends, and we have no polls at all before 1937, so we cannot talk with certainty about this being the ‘worst’ crisis of trust. Nor can we say that Britain is a broken society: at the end of the millennium’s first decade, the lives of many people in Britain are positive, and are better in many ways than they were in 1990 or 2000. What we can say is that there is a short-term crisis of trust in politics, the media and finance in particular in 2010, but a much deeper and more widespread trust malaise, which has been building up for several years.


Everybody is talking… about trust


The growing literature on the subject of trust over the last fifteen years has analysed what trust is and why it is important, but has had less to say in practical terms about how we are to re-build it in Britain today. The most important single contribution has been Onora O’Neill’s Reith Lectures, subsequently published as A Question of Trust (2002).15 Some of O’Neill’s principal concerns are to examine what trust means in practice, how organisations are held accountable, how far transparency boosts trust, and trustworthiness in the press. Francis Fukuyama, better known for The End of History and the Last Man (1992),16 has written the other principal contribution, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity (1995),17 which analyses how levels of trust have affected economic performance. He concludes that strong economic growth is intimately connected with high trust. Barbara Misztal broadens our horizons in Trust in Modern Societies (1996) to demonstrate how trust makes social life more predictable, creates a sense of community and makes it easier for people to work together.18 In seeking to explain the emergence and decay of trust cultures, Piotr Sztompka in Trust: A Sociological Theory (1999) focuses particularly on the collapse of communism and the post-communist world order, notably in Poland.19 Robert C. Solomon and Fernando Flores argue, in Building Trust in Business, Politics, Relationships and Life (2003),20 that trust is a skill, not something innate, which must be constantly built up by integrity, with good communication imperative to building trust. Russell Hardin in Trust (2006)21 builds on his earlier work, Trust and Trustworthiness (2004).22 He offers a theoretical assessment of the rising distrust of politicians and argues that we can only trust others when we feel that their interests ‘encapsulate our own’. We refer to many other authors who have written on the subject, notably two prominent academics, the sociologist Anthony Giddens and the historian Geoffrey Hosking.23,24 The latter argues that trust is now based much less on family, friends and neighbourhood, and has become much more legalised, underpinned by accountants, lawyers and state bureaucrats.25


The 4564799710 sequence and a new paradigm


This sequence refers to the core dates of British governmental performance since 1945. All governments try to make a difference and change the agenda of British politics. Since the Second World War, only two have succeeded (and earlier in the century, just two also: the Liberal government of 1908–14 and the National Government of 1931–5). After 1945, Clement Attlee and the Labour government introduced the modern welfare state and full employment, and, for better or worse, nationalised significant swathes of the British economy. Attlee himself, as Labour MP Frank Field has said, ‘personified the decency to which everybody signed up’.26


In 1964, the Labour government of Harold Wilson tried to make a similar impact and to kick-start the modernisation of Britain by using science, technology and centralised planning. It failed, for the same reason as did the Conservative government of Ted Heath after 1970: because the top-down, centrally imposed policies ran against the then prevailing grain of British institutions and culture. In contrast, the government of Margaret Thatcher from 1979 did manage a decisive change, ending the Keynesian social democratic consensus which had been prevalent throughout the post-war period and replacing it with a more free-market economy, though the state still retained strong central control.


Tony Blair came to power in 1997 with a determination to head ‘one of the great agenda-changing governments of British history’, and was blessed with advantages few incoming Prime Ministers have enjoyed: a strong economy, a united party, a landslide victory and a divided opposition. He promised a new Britain and bequeathed ten years of economic growth but only incremental change to the structure of the economy, social policy and even the constitution. Had he worked out more clearly before 1997 what he wanted to do with power, and how to use it, he would have achieved much more. Blair’s failure to deliver such sweeping change fed a bitter sense of disappointment and distrust for his successor, and for politics more broadly. In the international realm, Blair offered a vision with the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland of the ‘road less travelled’, of politicians using trust to build relations in a divided community. But instead of seeking to build on the success of this approach, he chose in the Middle East the more travelled American road, not of building trust, but trying to bomb elements of the Muslim world into submission. Force may on occasion be needed against evil, but it was misapplied by Blair, and as a result his premiership saw mistrust and suspicion grow of Britain, of the West and of Blair personally.


In 2010 there is another opportunity for whichever party wins the election to be one of the genuinely agenda-changing governments, which come every thirty or thirty-five years in British history. The inheritance will not be rosy, but neither, tellingly, was it in 1945 or in 1979. Nor was it for Franklin D. Roosevelt when he came to power in the US in March 1933, nor Barack Obama in January 2009. A year into his presidency, Obama’s ‘State of the Union’ address did not shy away from the task he and the rest of Capitol Hill still faced in uniting a polarised nation and overcoming, as he put it, a crippling ‘deficit of trust’.27 


Whichever party wins power in the 2010 general election, rebuilding trust in the democratic process, in Britain’s institutions and in our communities must be paramount. The task will be eased by the widespread recognition that change is needed, that the constitutional innovations under Labour after 1997 did not go far enough, and that the blossoming of new communications technology allows for levels of participation unknown to all previous ages in history.


The first ever televised leaders’ debate could be a watershed moment for politics in the modern era. It provides an opportunity for all three leaders to display a level of honesty and openness that has been spun out of existence over the last decade. But will voters be treated to an open debate with unscripted audience participation, or will they once more be patronised with an engineered piece of political theatre?


But governments can only do so much; the shift that is required is from the politics of ‘them’ to the politics of ‘we’ and even the politics of ‘I’. The current crisis of trust owes much to the almost impossible demands and expectations made by the public of ‘others’. But the public must also themselves show that they are trustworthy, rather than pointing the finger of blame at others and expecting them to conform to standards that they do not observe in their own lives. The pages that follow discuss a plethora of ways of enhancing the trustworthiness of political and other institutions in Britain. At the end of the day, however, nothing will change until the public realises that trust is a two-sided coin; on one side is the trust we should legitimately expect from others, and on the other is our own trustworthiness.


Whoever wins the election should also take heed that the old paradigms – large state versus small, liberal versus authoritarian and progressive versus conservative – are redundant. The new debate is between those who see the prime objective of life as maximising quantity – gross domestic product, corporate profits, exam results, throughput of patients and solved crime – and those who highlight quality of life issues – sustainable growth, corporate responsibility, rounded human beings, a healthy nation and safe and trusting communities. The public want the latter, but politicians are mistakenly trapped in a logic that sees the targets and materialism of the former as the only route to it.


Parties that are sincere about quality of life as a good in and of itself, and an end distinct from quantity, and that can establish this as the country’s common goal, will win the general elections over the next twenty years. Our own proposals cut across the twentieth-century political polarities: we favour big government (e.g. driving through volunteering and national service) and small government (e.g. massive devolution down to localities and institutions, and schools becoming independent); we are libertarian (e.g. huge reduction in target-setting and surveillance by government) but are socially authoritarian (e.g. on families and child-rearing). We do not believe that a ‘nudge’,28 but rather a shove, is appropriate in many areas. Where the quantity maximisers have often trodden on trust, the quality of life agenda nurtures it in all sections of British society. How to achieve this necessary vision is what this book sets out to describe.


Anthony Seldon


February 2010
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‘I noticed a man building an increasingly high wall around his suburban house … Why the vulnerability, the need to erect ever higher defences?’


(Image Source)

























CHAPTER 1


A NEW MODEL OF TRUST









The glory of friendship is not the outstretched hand, nor the kindly smile nor the joy of companionship; it is the spiritual inspiration that comes to one when he discovers that someone else believes in him and is willing to trust him.


Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–82), American essayist, poet and philosopher


 


It is impossible to go through life without trust: That is to be imprisoned in the worst cell of all, oneself.


Graham Greene (1904–91), English novelist and playwright





In the mid-1990s, when driving to work at a school in south London, I noticed a man building an increasingly high wall around his suburban house, which bordered the street. The height alone never seemed to satisfy him. One morning I saw him up a ladder cementing broken pieces of wine bottles onto his wall, presumably to ward off burglars yet more fiercely. I know not whether this endeavour resulted in the safety of his home and garden, or lacerated hands – his own or the thieves’. What I do remember thinking is that any enhancement to his security would surely only have been transitory. I moved schools shortly after, and over the years would muse periodically on whether he had installed barbed wire, cemented in spiked knives, or purchased a pack of Rottweilers. Was this, I wondered, what living in urban society had become at the end of the twentieth century? Was this the same psychology that explained why nations built up nuclear armaments? Why the risk, the vulnerability, the need to erect ever higher defences? The unknown man and his fearsome wall began a quest which led eventually, more than a decade later, to this book.


What is trust?


What exactly, I asked myself, is trust? The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as ‘confidence in or reliance on some quality or attribute of a person or thing, or the truth of a statement’. So, it is a relationship between two or more people, or between a person and ‘a thing’, where the person or thing has something to offer. It can also be a reliance on something factually accurate. But who should one trust, and why? What about animals, who are not mentioned in the dictionary’s description? I did not find this definition wholly satisfying, and began reading about and reflecting further on trust, and what it meant in practice. I learnt that a new trust relationship usually requires an initial conscious act of will, but then becomes a habit; only when challenged or violated does trust become a visible issue again.1 Without trust that one will not be attacked, or in the competence of a dentist, for example, life becomes difficult if not impossible. Trust is a present condition, and, as Piotr Sztompka says, ‘is intimately linked to the uncontrollability of the future … Trust is a bet about the future contingent on the actions of others’.2 But is trust mainly about the present, or also about a relationship with the past and future?


We learn that we give trust, and surrender something of ourselves, in the expectation that we will receive something that will enhance ourselves, others or the world at large. We lower our defences, thereby increasing our vulnerability, because greater good is expected to follow. We trust a friend because of the enhanced happiness that the friendship will generate; we trust our teachers because we believe that by giving up our leisure to work for them we will become wiser; and we suspend our caution and trust of a professional because we believe they will improve our health or material well-being. We trust politicians by giving them our vote, our taxes, or tacit compliance, in the expectation that they will improve the country and our lives. Mutual benefit lies at the heart of trust.


Trust is also a two-way process. We give trust to others, and we are thus said to be trusting (or not), and we ourselves are the recipients of the trust of others, and are said to be trustworthy (or not). They are connected. As Henry Stimson (1867–1950), the US statesman, said, ‘the only way to make a man trustworthy is to trust him’.3 It is rare for a trusting person not to be trustworthy, and it is common for a suspicious person not to be much trusted by others. We trust others and organisations to behave in predictable and appropriate ways, and in ways which accord with norms of behaviour that initially resulted in us awarding them our trust. Others trust us equally to act in predictable and appropriate ways, and in line with us meriting their own initial trust. If predictability falters, we become disconcerted and question our initial judgement. Is ‘distrust’ different to ‘mistrust’? Some writers have defined them differently; but colloquial speech and even some dictionaries do not discriminate between them, and neither will we in this book. But is trust learnt, or is it natural – do we have our trust knocked out of us by school and by life? My questions about trust are only really beginning.


It is June 2009. A long summer term is drawing to an end, and my long-rumbling interest in trust has been taken to a new level by the apparent loss of trust in our financial sector and in our politicians. I commit myself to writing a book on trust and assemble a bright crew of 18–25 year olds (the ‘we’ of this book) to help me write it over the summer vacation. Their minds are much more fertile than mine, their eyes clearer, their expressions fresher. Why are they helping? There is no money to pay them unless the uncontrollable future sees to it that the book makes money. Questions are forming in my mind. What is the source of trust? Who do we trust, and why is it important?


Where does trust come from?


Trust is both innate and nurtured. Human beings are hard-wired to be trusting of others.4 Whether this be a trait of human nature or a consequence of immediate necessity and survival, human babies are born in trust of and trusting their mothers. Trust is then embellished by good nurturing. The baby who discovers that their parents provide for their basic needs, above all food, clothing, warmth and love, has their trust confirmed at a deep level from the very earliest days. Such children will develop more readily into trusting adults. The nurturing does not have to be excellent, but merely, in Bruno Bettelheim’s words, ‘good enough for trust to develop’.5 As the baby grows, it encounters other family relationships, above all with siblings. If the young child is treated well by them, their trust will be further enhanced. Early experiences of carers and grandparents help broaden the child’s sense of trust. Experiences of other children at school and in the neighbourhood become of vital importance in helping the child decide whether non-family members are fundamentally caring of their welfare, or not. The longer the child experiences trusting, loving and supportive relationships, the more deeply will their model of trust be embedded.


Where the child does not enjoy such circumstances, the patterns imprinted on their psyche will be less conducive to their trusting others. Violence or neglect of the child will severely impair their happiness, and their subsequent ability to trust others. The damage will go deeper, dependent upon the length and severity of the abuse, and upon the child’s resilience, born of its nature and of its earliest experiences. It is possible to escape this vicious cycle, and there are many examples of individuals who have overcome intense adversity and who go on to live rewarding lives. Many who have been brought up in ghettos and refugee camps, who have lost both parents in natural disasters, or who have survived the most brutal foster homes, exhibit high degrees of resilience. Encounters with loving adults can transform lives. Janusz Korczak was a famous doctor and child psychologist who founded two children’s orphanages in Warsaw in the 1930s, built on the ideals of ‘trusting them and giving them responsibility’. He inspired the children to found Poland’s first children’s newspaper, and turned the schools into self-governing communities. ‘Children have a right to be taken seriously,’ he said.6 


Our ‘formation of trust’ model can thus be shown in the simple diagram of concentric circles in Figure 1.1.




Figure 1.1: Stages in childhood trust formation
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Who should and do we trust?


The summer term has now ended, and my wife and I sat at the graduation ball dinner with a group of leaving girls and their parents. I asked them whether they had a boy they trusted most in their year group. Without hesitation, all the girls came up with ‘Colin’. Now, Colin was not by any means the best-looking boy in the year; he is quite small and generously proportioned. What Colin has is an extraordinary ability to make people feel good and happy. A smile hardly ever leaves his face, and for whoever he is with, old friends or those he has never met before, he has his arms out wide. It is no surprise that Colin’s parents are both exceptionally warm and trusting people.


Having a trusting nature, and trusting formative relationships, is clearly a great boon, but does that mean we should trust everyone and everything we encounter in life? We have seen that people will often treat us in the way we treat them. Should I trust a stranger at a coach station to watch over my bags while I find a cup of coffee? Should I trust a dentist in rural France when I have an agonising tooth, without knowing anything about the dentist or their qualifications? Should I trust a policeman in Indonesia to point me in the right direction when I have heard, perhaps maliciously, that the police on this island are corrupt? Should I trust a child carer who I have never met?


It is not always good or wise to trust. It can lead to nepotism or cronyism, and to the trusting of the incompetent or malevolent. One can be naïvely trusting, without any consideration or weighing up of risks, like a child, and one can continue to trust despite evidence that one should not. We call the latter blind trust. It is extraordinary how ubiquitous blind trust is. It can be a lazy, an ingratiating or a fearful decision, but it is never a considered one. Husbands and wives may trust each other blindly; we may trust businessmen, doctors or friends unwisely. The pretence and the hypocrisy that lie behind blind trust are a poison that corrodes personal and organisational relationships.7 Instead, we need to have active trust, where our critical faculties are engaged when deciding who to trust or not to trust. The world is full of companies using sophisticated techniques to attract our custom, ‘spinning’ politicians, and still less savoury people, who want us to trust them. Some, like the soldiers in the First World War, had no choice; it mattered not whether they trusted and respected their officers – they would have been shot for cowardice if they did not fight. But most of us do have a choice.


It is clear that we must make reasoned calculations on the trustworthiness of other individuals and institutions. To do so, we must rely on an array of signals. With an unknown stranger we meet on the street, we might assess their gender, age, attire and appearance before making a judgement. When appraising a restaurant, a school or a car, we may rely much on ‘peer approval’. We listen closely to the advice of friends, and prefer the impartial evaluation of independent authorities when making our choices. With a doctor, for example, we are willing to give trust if we know that they have been to a selective and reputable university, that they have been approved and licensed to practise by a reliable and trustworthy authority such as the General Medical Council, and that they have been working for a number of years at an acceptable level of performance.


Trust takes time to build, and we tend more immediately to trust when a long-term reputation has been established, like Marks and Spencer among retailers, or a family lawyer who has looked after us for many years, or a GP who has spent their professional life in the community. The great value of reputation, as Russell Hardin argues, is the incentive that it gives to those who have built ‘a good reputation to behave in ways that sustain that reputation’.8 At an individual level, we have a predisposition to trust those who share our early experiences, social class, ethnicity and systems of belief. A Christian is more likely to trust a fellow Christian, a university lecturer a fellow lecturer and someone who grew up in Cardiff a stranger who was raised in the same city. People meeting for the first time commonly look for shared experiences as points of safety and common identity on which to build further trust. Our childhood and school friends can often be those who remain with us for the rest of our lives. One might not see the friend for ten years but such are the bonds of trust that have grown up that one is likely to feel ‘as though we last met yesterday’. Whereas friendship can take years to develop, lovers can – albeit rarely – experience ‘love at first sight’. With marriage, two individuals willingly join together in a contract of trust to sacrifice some of their personal liberties for the sake of a greater union. In the US state of Louisiana, couples can go further, and take part in a ‘Covenant Marriage’ whereby they forfeit their right to ‘no-fault’ divorce, which makes the contract still more binding.9 Trust in marriage or long-term partnerships, and within families, are core building blocks for trust in society.


Figure 1.2 conveys a sense of increasing trust the closer one gets into the centre. Everyone will have a personal model dependent upon life experience, and drawing one’s own diagram is instructive. Omitted from our diagram is trust in nature, that the sun will rise, tides will not keep rising, and that the warming earth will cool. The Oxford English Dictionary says trust applies to things, but there is no mutuality with nature, so we exclude it from our discussion. Omitted also is our trust in animals, and the trust they have in humans and in each other, which is based on mutuality. Animals make only one appearance in this book, which is odd considering man’s work and companionship with them throughout history.




Figure 1.2: Who do we trust?
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Groups that operate in secret often have high trust within the sect, but may not contribute to overall trust within society, nor merit being trusted by others. The Freemasons raise money for charity, do good works and have high levels of trust within the network, but the secrecy with which they surround themselves alienates others and detracts from their contribution. Terrorist groups require very high levels of secrecy and trust within themselves to function, as too did members of the Resistance operating in France during the Second World War. Criminal groups such as the Chinese triads or the Mafia are powerfully destructive of trust in society, as are the growing numbers of serious criminal groups in Britain, currently numbering some 4,000.10 Youth gangs have always been part of British culture, but concerns heightened in 2009, with a high number of gang-related deaths in the first half of the year. On a social level, we are drawn to open people, and repelled by the overtly cliquey. Those living in ‘gated communities’ might, or might not, trust each other, but do not inspire trust in those on the outside. Secrecy and exclusivity in any form thus detract from aggregate trust.


Why is trust valuable?


An assumption has been made so far that trust is a worthy objective in society, and so it is, but why? We always gain from those we trust. There is a mutuality to it. We trust our friends to keep our confidences and to stand by us: the notion that ‘you only know who your true friends are when there is a crisis’, is a common sentiment experienced by those who have been through difficulty. The mutual gain which is inherent at the heart of trust is one reason why it is so extraordinarily important and valuable.


First and foremost, trust is a fundamental survival mechanism, and stands in opposition to those forces in life which divide us and run us down; it is a building force and it is always nurturing. We want to trust and are upset when trust is broken, because we have to be able to trust in order to survive. Trust is intimately linked to truthfulness. Children hate it when they believe their parents have lied to them. Adults express a similar outrage when they believe that politicians have lied to them, as did President Nixon over Watergate, Clinton over Monica Lewinsky, or, as some believe, Tony Blair over Iraq.11 In her book Lying (1978), Sissela Bok puts forward the case for a ‘principle of veracity’. We all gain greatly from living in a world where the practice of truth-telling exists, and without that strong moral presumption against lying, we would not be able to trust anyone, and would all lose out significantly.


Trust boosts economic efficiency. Francis Fukuyama argues in his book Trust that high trust within society is vital if economies are to flourish: ‘One of the most important lessons we can learn from an examination of economic life is that a nation’s well-being, as well as its ability to compete, is conditioned by a single, persuasive cultural characteristic; the level of trust inherent in a society.’12 Fukuyama argues that those countries that have enjoyed the strongest economies, such as Japan or Germany, are also those that have exhibited strong elements of trust. Stephen Knack, a senior economist at the World Bank, suggests that trust is worth 99.5 per cent of the economy of the United States.13 Economists had long been obsessed with the hard mechanisms of prices, exchange rates and contracts, and the field has only recently woken up fully to the importance of trust as a key ingredient in successful economies and companies.


Trust is necessary for good government. A government which is trusted has higher levels of legitimacy, and there is a greater willingness by citizens to comply with its rulings. A society that lacks trust can lead to excessive faith being placed in a radical and possibly destructive leader, in an extreme ideology or in religious fanatics. Lack of confidence in the government to ensure law and order for minorities can lead to ghettoisation, with small communities becoming ever more tightly knit, enhancing their familiarity with each other, whilst simultaneously cultivating an identity which is inevitably distant from its outside environment. A government that does not trust the public hems it in with mechanisms of accountability and surveillance.


Trust builds better communities. Trust is associated with ‘social capital’, which is described as the accumulation of mutual purpose and action. It facilitates people working together for common purposes, rests upon bonds rooted down at local level – in schools, clubs and professional organisations – and can only be built up over time. Societies with high social capital are based around trusting relationships, the willingness to accept the good intent of others, and the willingness of others to make generous judgements about one’s own goodwill.


Trust makes us happier and healthier. People who are trusting and who live in high-trust environments lead more fulfilling and productive lives than those who are less trusting and who live in more fearful societies. They are more relaxed and open, both physically and mentally: ‘We behave in a more natural way, are more ourselves, and are less inclined to adopt false personas,’ says author Tony Buzan.14 The Americans John Helliwell and Bob Putnam have conducted extensive research into the causes of life satisfaction, finding high correlations between trust and well-being.15 Richard Layard, known as the British ‘Happiness Tsar’, discusses how strongly happiness correlates to trust in Happiness: Lessons from a New Science (2005). He notes the declining numbers of people who say they trust their neighbours, and the damage this does to the quality of life.16 ‘A person incapable of trust is a person who is something less than fully human, less than fully socialised, less than fully a member of society’, say Flores and Solomon.17 The lesson is clear: an untrusting life is a diminished one.


Finally, trust is a vital ingredient to a good and meaningful life. It is possible to lead a life with very low levels of trust, but it will be neither a good life nor a happy one. Trust implies vulnerability, which is precisely why some are wary of it. To trust a child means one will run the risk of being disappointed, which will almost certainly happen; to trust a friend risks betrayal and disappointment, which can happen even without one’s friend willing it; to trust a lover risks damage at the deepest emotional and psychological level. But without trust, true love will never be experienced, friendship never formed, nor business operated without a huge apparatus of laws and regulations.


Should we trust the data on trust?


Politicians, professionals, the media, our neighbours and possibly even we ourselves are widely believed to be trusted less than they were a generation ago. But is that correct? Data showing apparent loss of trust are not ubiquitous, and we have drawn heavily in the pages below on polls from the best organisations: Ipsos MORI, Edelman, YouGov, Gallup and the Futures Company. We should be cautious about the data, and fully engage our critical faculties. There is a natural reason that respondents of surveys say that they ‘do not trust’, rather than making a positive statement that they do. Such respondents, as we know, are inclined to give the answer that they think is expected of them. Much depends on the way questions are framed. ‘Do you trust X?’, ‘Do you trust X to tell the truth?’, or ‘Do you trust X to do the right thing?’ will all elicit a different response from the same individual. We have no means of knowing what people at large thought about trust before Gallup produced the first opinion poll survey in 1937, so the state of trust earlier in the twentieth century, still less in the seventeenth century, when loss of trust in Charles I reached a dramatic conclusion, is a matter of complete conjecture. The survey data that are available, as seen in the chapters below, are often not directly comparable with surveys from some years ago. Robert Worcester, founder of MORI, stands by the data, but not the media’s interpretation of them: ‘It is a media myth that people are losing trust generally.’18 Despite all these reservations, trust is a problem in Britain, and that trust levels could be much higher.


Government under pressure: the need for a new model


Loss of trust is endemic, but one actor is central to the whole trust question: the government. In the mid-1970s, in the midst of prolonged crises, political scientists asked whether the overload of expectations placed upon the government meant it could not cope with the pressure. The then head of the civil service, Burke Trend, would muse how the complexity and technical difficulty of government had changed beyond all recognition over his 35-year career, and asked whether the British state was equipped for the challenge.19 By the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, government is in a worse position. Conservatives look back nostalgically to Thatcher, who came to power a full thirty years ago, as their last strong leader, while Labour look back sixty years to Clement Attlee. Successive governments since 1945 have collapsed under the weight of scandal or from failure to meet the expectations placed upon them. What else is required before we accept that our current model of government and its relationship with citizens is flawed, and that we need a new model? 


Making the case even stronger for a new constitutional settlement are the fresh challenges facing governments in the twenty-first century. The Astronomer Royal and president of the Royal Society, Martin Rees, is far from an alarmist, yet, at the beginning of this century, he wrote a book which has still failed to make the impact that it merits, Our Final Century? Will the Human Race Survive the Twenty-first Century? (2003). Rees estimates that the probability of human extinction before the year 2100 is around 50 per cent. He has two principal concerns. First, what the human species is doing collectively to this planet with climate change and population increases. Second, problems stemming from the empowerment of individuals with new technology. ‘In the past, the individual maverick could only do limited damage, but now the risk is the global village will have its global idiot.’20 Such threats could come from nanotechnology, uncontrolled scientific research, terrorist or fundamentalist violence and deliberately planted computer viruses. He cites the Japanese ‘religious movement’ Aum Shinrikyo, who released the fatal sarin gas on the Tokyo underground, using ingredients and instructions obtained from the internet as a case in point. In order to reduce the possibility of extinction of the race in the coming decades, he advocates the illiberal suggestion, as some would see it, of control of scientific research worldwide, including policing of the internet. Nuclear warfare, he believes, is less of a serious cause of extinction than major bioterrorist attacks; he fears the latter may occur within the next twenty years.


The population of Europe was three times that of Africa in 1950: by 2050, Africa will have three times the population of Europe. Within twenty-five years the UN projects that there will be more than nine billion people on the planet, the increase coming almost exclusively in the developing regions, with a projected rise from 5.4 billion in 2007 to 7.9 billion by mid-century. Pulitzer Prize-winning author Thomas Friedman in Hot, Flat and Crowded (2008) talks about the dangers from the growing demand for ever scarcer energy supplies and natural resources, the continued transfer of wealth to oil-rich countries and their ‘petro-dictators’, accelerating biodiversity loss and the division of the world into ‘energy-haves’ and ‘energy-have-nots’. If not managed well, these could lead to irreversible destructions, and in response he calls for a global strategy of ‘trusteeship’.21 ‘We need to redefine our relationship with the natural world,’ he writes. In August 2009, Hilary Benn caused dismay when he raised questions about Britain’s future food production: some predict significant problems feeding ourselves.


British governments certainly faced challenges at the beginning of the last two centuries. After 1800, they had to contend with Napoleon in Europe, industrialisation at home and the pressure to broaden political participation. After 1900, governments faced a militant Germany, organised labour, and widening political and social rights. And for 2000? Factoring in the seemingly intractable problems of serious organised crime, social mobility, terrorism, the pressure of a 24-hour news cycle and pandemics, and considering the apparent inability of governments around the world to cope with such demands in the late twentieth century, then the argument that major change is needed is beyond doubt. The traditional response, clawing more power into the centre and trusting less, is breaking down. A new model is required.


How does society develop trust?


Trust cannot be enforced by extrinsic ways, from forces coming from outside the individual. Rigid laws and harsh punishments will at best produce compliance, but not trust. A harsh government, an intransigent boss, teacher or father who runs a regime of rules and punishments, will inspire fear but not trust. Religions and sects that stress divine punishment, equally, do not generate trust, but rather submission through fear. Trust is not a commodity that can be forced into anyone. Autocratic teachers and parents cannot comprehend why their classes or children are not trusting of them. But to inspire trust in others requires one to give trust, to be trusting. Harsh and strict regimes do not give trust, so do not receive it. As Plato said: ‘Good people do not need laws to tell them to act responsibly, while bad people will always find a way around the laws.’ 


Society has fallen back on a whole panoply of middle ground trust developers. We refer here to contractual understandings, financial incentives and bonuses, regular inspections and measurable targets, all designed to boost accountability. None of these are wholly satisfactory as a way of generating trustworthy behaviour as they deny trust in the first instance. Contracts, like all formalisation of relationships, are only created because of a lack of initial trust. A contract depersonalises a relationship between two people or organisations and can be as likely to detract from trust as to add to it. Initially under Thatcher in the 1980s, and still more under Blair after 1997, modern business practices spread into the professions and across the civil service in a bid to increase efficiency and accountability. The philosophy was guided by public choice theory, which saw public servants as acting like businessmen, wanting to maximise the size of their domains. It denigrated the established public service ethos, which assumed that civil servants and even professions would behave in a public-spirited fashion. There is a presupposition that the individual is not able or willing to perform at their best professionally without targets or accountability. They are motivated by suspicion, and do not have a belief in human nature at its best.


Targets often bring out the worst in human nature: even good people will sail as close to the wind as they dare without missing them, while the authorities will feel compelled to punish a conscientious person who just breaks a target while letting off those who just meet it but whose work is shoddy. Organisations bend and twist their resources to meet the targets, sacrificing other worthy but unmeasured ends. The quality and richness of schools have been twisted by the requirement to meet targets, and they feel further devalued by the oppressive inspection regime which grew up in the 1980s. Health workers feel excessively monitored, and can fall into assessing each other in terms of performance ratings rather than on the basis of trust and altruistic cooperation. Incentive pay can demoralise people. The assumption is that the only motive for someone in a vocation such as teaching or nursing is the earning of money, rather than a desire to do something worthwhile with pay a secondary factor. I remember a bizarre conversation with an official in Number 10 soon after Blair came to power, about what I thought of introducing incentives to improve teaching. ‘It would be a big mistake as it will belittle the motivation of those who try hard, cut across collegiality, demotivate and divide,’ I said. They went ahead with their incentive pay.


Much faith has been placed on increasingly sophisticated technologies of surveillance as the solution to the problems of trust, by aiming to minimise the available opportunities people have to break the law or perform poorly. Visibility and transparency certainly can enhance law-abiding behaviour in the professions, business and private lives. If it is the case that transgressions are likely to be seen and noticed, people will be more likely to behave in ways that avoid them being seen to break the law. But they are not ideal ways of building trust, because the motivation is fear of being found out rather than being trustworthy for its own sake. Parents who spy on their young do not produce trustworthy children. Prying into our lives by government, the police and by journalists carries its own risks, and can readily infringe on individual rights. With modern communication and information technology, as with the arms race, a serious opponent can develop equally sophisticated technologies to combat the enhanced surveillance.


We believe a presumption of trust is better than a presumption of distrust. Trust in the professions has not risen in the twenty years since targets and enhanced accountability measures have become more widespread. Accountability measures failed to prevent the financial crisis and MPs’ expenses. There is a better way to conduct society.


None of these middle ground methods will be ‘de-invented’. But the only enduring way to ensure that trust becomes the dominant value is for trust to be intrinsic. It must come from within us, something that the young grow up with and want to live by themselves and expect others to live by. This book calls powerfully for intrinsic trust to be developed across British society, and is based upon our belief in the natural goodness of human beings, and accordingly in a presumption of trust. Methods include the rewarding and celebrating of ethical and altruistic behaviour, giving all individuals opportunities to learn to give and receive trust, and encouraging families and schools to let children grow up in trusting surroundings so their inherently trusting natures can blossom rather than be stunted. The motivation to stimulate trust can be represented diagrammatically, as in Table 1.1.




Table 1.1: Intrinsic / middle ground / extrinsic motivations













	Intrinsic

	Pure altruism/service






	 

	Educate ethics and duties / responsibilities






	 

	Sense of personal development and fulfilment






	 

	Role models who display high trust






	 

	Intangible recognition from peers – gratitude/stigma






	 

	Accountability within the organisation itself






	 

	 






	Middle ground

	Public recognition and status






	 

	Inspection, oversight and surveillance






	 

	Accountability to external parties






	 

	Monitoring, regulation and targets






	 

	Financial inducement and incentives






	 

	 






	Extrinsic

	Approval of the powerful






	 

	Arbitrary laws and indiscriminate rules






	 

	Threat of divine punishment






	 

	Threat of dismissal






	 

	Threat of imprisonment















Can we learn from political philosophy?


Political philosophers have been writing about the ideal way to order government and society for 2,500 years. They have much to say about trust and in producing our model of trust we draw heavily on their inspiration.


Plato (429–347 BC) offers a vision of an imaginary state ruled over by ‘philosopher kings’, and says that government is best left to those properly trained in the art of philosophy, who he defines as the enlightened men of society. These ‘philosopher kings’ would epitomise the four virtues of temperance, prudence, fortitude and justice. But Aristotle (384–322 BC) argues that such enlightened action is not solely the purview of an exclusive realm of philosopher kings, it is open to all. He says that the highest purpose of man, and the objective of his life, is to achieve eudaimonia, which he defines as ‘a happiness or joy which pervades the good life’. He teaches that man must, and is able, to find the right balance in his own life between deficiency and excess, describing this as the ‘golden mean’. A life that is lived in excess is damaging to society overall, as are lives devoid of basic needs.22


Confucius (551–479 BC) pre-dates Plato and Aristotle, but only in the last century did his ideas begin to filter significantly into Western thinking. He saw trust as absolutely fundamental to a good society; even in facial expressions, he said, truth must be represented, as honest communication is elemental in the building of trust. Like Plato and Aristotle, he believed in the duty of rulers to lead by example. ‘The moral character of the ruler is the wind; the moral character of those beneath him is the grass. When the wind blows, the grass bends.’23 Superior leaders, Confucius believed, possessed the moral power to lead without having to rely on force or bullying. He valued humility, politeness and decorum highly. Cicero (106–43 BC) echoes him: ‘popular’ politicians do and say things that will be popular among the multitudes; virtuous politicians, who lead upright lives, do what is right, and are rewarded by the approval of the virtuous.24


In contrast to their heady optimism, some writing in the last three centuries have proved more cynical. The Englishman Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679), as with the Italian Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527), adopts a much more pessimistic view on human nature and motivation. Hobbes writes in Leviathan that life in the ‘state of nature’, i.e. before the advent of government, was ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short’, and this justified strong authority which would use force arbitrarily to ensure that order was kept.25 For both Hobbes and Machiavelli, trust was an irrelevant adjunct to such a society. The English novelist William Golding was equally pessimistic: he wrote his dystopian novel Lord of the Flies (1954) about the breakdown of order within a group of English schoolboys forced to look after themselves on a tropical island following a plane crash. The book was influenced by his own experience of the tumultuous years that had preceded the book’s publication. Our own judgement about how humans treat each other without strong authority over them is as such fundamental to our whole understanding of trust. Advocates of extrinsic ways to motivate the public are of a school cynical of human nature.


Baron de Montesquieu (1689–1755) was less pessimistic than Hobbes but similarly argued that the self-regarding pursuit of honour and distinction came more naturally to men than a commitment to the public interest. He argued that though democracy and monarchy provide citizens with greater security than the inherent corruption of despotism, both must be hemmed in through the institutional ‘separation of powers’. It is only through such checks and balances that power will not be abused such that government would be worthy of trust and its citizens guaranteed the greatest possible liberty. This view owed much to Plato and Aristotle, but Montesquieu was fêted for it by the founding fathers of the US Constitution, and his influence and stature has thus been immense.


Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) writes in stark contrast to Hobbes, and has an altogether sunnier view. He sees not man but, like Montesquieu, arbitrary government as the source of danger and woe. He famously wrote: ‘Man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains.’26 For Rousseau, the fundamental requirement was to find a form of association which would articulate the common good and allow each citizen to enjoy maximum freedom. His solution was the ‘general will’, which he saw as the moral and collective will of the citizenship at its best. Laws should come from the people as a whole, and any law that is not thus ratified is ‘null and void’. Rousseau was a ‘social contract’ theorist whose work built on that of John Locke (1632–1704), whose ideas of a contract between the rulers and the ruled meant that arbitrary rule was out, and rulers had to operate under the ‘rule of law’. Rulers had a duty to look after the interests of the ruled, and if they sacrificed that trust could expect to be replaced. The ideas of the social contract theorists flowered in the American Declaration of Independence of 1776 and less enduringly in the French Revolution in 1789.


The dramatic overthrow of the monarchy in France that culminated in the guillotining of Louis XVI in 1793 catalysed a conservative reaction, embodied in the personality of the Irishman Edmund Burke (1729–97). Burke published the pamphlet Reflections on the Revolution in France in 1790, written in disapproval of the revolutionary chaos of the late eighteenth century. Burke was a strong supporter of nationality, conservatism and traditional constitutions, which he believed were God given and sanctioned by historical tradition. He cautioned against change which went against the grain of tradition, and which was not ‘organic’; such change would not endure. Continuity and tradition were what he wanted; this underpins his strong support for the family. He spoke warmly about the ‘little platoons’, described as ‘the first principle (the germ as it were) of public affections’.27 In similar fashion, Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–59) argued in his studies on America that it was the country’s network of civil associations that was critical to combating destructive individualism and sustaining a healthy and vibrant democracy.28 For both Burke and de Tocqueville, love for the country begins with love for these smallest groupings or associations with which each individual and family can identify, and on which the nation and society are built.


The tide of liberal and revolutionary ideas could not be stymied and in 1791 the Englishman Thomas Paine (1737–1809) wrote The Rights of Man in response to Burke’s Reflections. Paine went further than the earlier exponents of social contract and argued that the first of all rights of man is liberty – which governments had to be trusted to respect. But with rights came responsibilities: ‘A Declaration of Rights is, by reciprocity, a declaration of duties also,’ he wrote. ‘Whatever is my right as a man is also the right of another man and it becomes my duty to guarantee as well as to possess.’ Paine argues that revolution is justified when trust is broken and ‘government fails to safeguard its people and protect their rights’.29 Paine’s arguments had a profound impact on those drafting the Declaration of Rights of Man and Citizen drawn up by the National Assembly of France in 1789. His influence further extends from the 1791 United States Bill of Rights to the 1948 UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights, but his emphasis on duties that come with rights has not spawned any influential ‘Bills of Responsibilities’.


Yet responsibility to one another is critical to our trust model, and helps us identify the necessary goals and direction of our ideal society. We need something more to cover freedom of expression, goodness and justice. John Stuart Mill (1806–73) was a pupil of Jeremy Bentham (1748– 1832), who developed the theory of utilitarianism, in which actions are justified according to whether or not they lead to the greatest happiness for the greatest number. Mill’s seminal work, On Liberty (1859), was written in reaction to contemporary moralists and political reformers and what he saw as the Victorian ethos with its ‘yoke of opinion’. He asserts the sovereignty of ‘one very simple principle’, that the only reason for which man is entitled individually or collectively to interfere with the liberty of another individual is for ‘self-protection’.


John Rawls (1921–2002) has been the most prominent political philosopher of our time, and in his A Theory of Justice (1971) provides a definitive statement on the ordering of a just society. His concern was to ensure that social and economic inequalities in society should only exist where advantageous positions were open to all, under conditions of equality of opportunity, and where they could ensure the greatest benefit to the least advantaged. To Rawls, our innate sense of justice is cultivated through our upbringing and the trust we develop in family relationships. The guilt we feel when we breach these trusting relationships with our family is equivalent to the sense of guilt that we feel about injustice among the least well off in society. Rawls’s theory nonetheless remains a hypothetical thought experiment. It is a society as ideally constructed as it is practically unrealisable. The utilitarian ‘greatest happiness principle’ likewise collapses in practice into a conflict between ‘rules’-based and individual ‘act’-based utilitarianism. Indeed it is a damning feature of philosophy in the last two centuries that it became a self-referencing and inwardly focused domain, increasingly abstracted and detached from actual experience and reality.


It is on these grounds that the British novelist and philosopher Iris Murdoch (1919–99), who wrote The Sovereignty of Good in 1970, dismisses all previous philosophy because of its inability to provide us with a system which ‘one could live by’.30 Her starting point is a decline of faith in God, but she argues that we should focus our attention instead on what is ‘good’ to help us improve morally. Goodness is related to knowledge of the ‘true nature of things’, which can be attained by experiencing life moment by moment: ‘If I attend properly I will have no choices, and this is the ultimate condition to be aimed at.’31 The perfect model of such attention is offered by the ‘humble man’, she says, ‘because he sees himself as nothing [and] can see other things as they are’.32 Murdoch emphasises the importance of art and literature as teachers of virtue and providers of truth, for they both serve to free man from his selfish consciousness, as a result of which we can discover objective reality. Her advocacy that we can only achieve virtue and attain humility by defeating the ego, and living in the present, marks her out as a highly spiritual philosopher, much in tune with mystical traditions.


Amartya Sen, the Nobel prize-winning economist, fits within this critical tradition. In his influential The Idea of Justice (2009), he disputes that people will ever agree – in direct contrast to Rawls – on what is a ‘just society’. Instead of asking absolute questions about what a perfect just society should be like, he calls for a comparison of actual human lives and inequalities to enhance justice and remove injustice. Trust is placed in the enlightened leadership of those who are called upon to take global decisions in our interconnected world.


From this canter we can extract several lessons helpful in designing a new model of government and society for the twenty-first century built around trust. 




	We must train leaders in virtue so they become worthy of trust (Plato, Cicero)


	Citizens should aim for virtue and happiness in society through their own endeavour (Aristotle, Mill, Murdoch)


	Leaders must act in trustworthy ways and communicate honestly (Cicero, Confucius)


	Trust in government will be enhanced if power is separated and if there are in-built checks and balances (Plato, Aristotle, Montesquieu)


	Society is made up from the bonds of trust within families and of a plethora of small associations and if change is too sudden, it will erode trust (Burke, Tocqueville)


	Sovereignty lies with the people, and they have a right to eject the government if it does not prove itself worthy of their trust (Locke, Paine, Rousseau)


	With rights come responsibilities (Paine)


	Family nurturing is essential to the formation of trust and to a sense of justice (Burke, Rawls)


	Truth can be comprehended from living in the present and from immersing oneself in great art and literature (Murdoch)


	Experience teaches us that inequality in and between nations is untenable, and leaders should seek to reduce it (Rawls, Sen)





Our trust model


We are now ready to put forward our trust model. We believe that trust – being trusting and being trustworthy – is the sovereign quality that is most needed to build a flourishing Britain in the twenty-first century. Our trust model rests on some clearly defined principles.


It incorporates trusteeship, i.e. it does not just encompass contemporary relationships but extends into the future and past. It extends into the future because we have a duty of trust to future generations to look after and husband the planet so that it will nourish and delight them, rather than bequeath them an inhospitable or uninhabitable mess. We need to care for our institutions, buildings and families, leaving them stronger than we found them. We need to assess our ‘trust footprint’, the balance of trusting and untrusting actions in our lives, and develop a ‘trust trade’ equation: where it is unavoidable to scar natural beauty, we must compensate by bequeathing beauty. The National Trust shines out as an exemplar with its commitment to protect special places in England, Wales and Northern Ireland ‘for ever, for everyone’.33 The architects of medieval cathedrals knew they would not live to see their creations completed, but have left us objects of enduring beauty. Trust extends into the past. We have insufficiently honoured our trust relationships with those who sacrificed their lives fighting for the country and even with our own family who came before us. In China, derived from Confucianism, is a paramount respect for ancestors: Chinese families regularly pay homage to their forefathers going back several generations with many overseas Chinese communities forming clan associations, Kongsi, for individuals with the same family name. In Britain, despite our Christian heritage and the fifth of the Ten Commandments, parents are respected less by their children, while grandparents are often sidelined, considered to be an inconvenience. As Jonathan Sacks has argued, ‘home is as sacred as a house of worship’,34 not least because it is a place where all generations of the family gather together. Societies, companies and associations of all kinds need also to show that they are trustees of all that earlier generations built up. Too many think that our institutions began the day we joined them and will cease to matter the day we leave, or think life began the day we were born, and will cease the day we die. Failure to respect trusteeship is solipsism gone mad.


At the core of our thinking is the presumption of trust, grounded on the psychological proposition that people will behave as they sense they are expected to behave. Where people and institutions feel themselves not to be trusted, they will not behave in trustworthy ways; where they do sense themselves trusted, they will behave in a more high-minded way. The lack of a presumption of trust by government, police, media and lawyers has diminished us all as human beings. Building trust in society is difficult because of what we might term ‘the one and twenty rule’. It is far easier to damage trust than to build it up. Imagine that you help an elderly lady on a train, take her suitcase off the shelf and place it on the platform for her. If you do that, she will feel an automatic surge of trust and happiness, and you too will feel a sense of goodness. But if you took her bag off the shelf and ran off with it, she would feel profoundly unhappy and her mistrust of others would deepen. Impossible to quantify, the feeling of unhappiness and mistrust might be said to be twenty times more powerful than the goodness that would be generated by the kindly act. It is hard work building trust.


We believe trust is innate, and that we flourish in a trusting world. Performing trusting acts makes us feel happy: there is a natural compulsion to give and receive trust, and to be honest. We do not believe, as do the rational choice theorists, and philosophers like Robert Nozick in Anarchy, State and Utopia (1974), that humans are essentially happy or at their best when they are out for themselves. The eighteenth-century philosopher David Hume wrote that humans think first of themselves, then of their families, and only then of others. We do not believe human nature is so self-centred, but rather that there is a balance, perfectly encapsulated by Rabbi Hillel in the second century BC: ‘If I am not for myself, then who will be? If I am only for myself, then what am I? If not now, when?’35 One can live a life in a bubble without trust, but man is not at his best, nor entirely human, nor happy if he does so. We are all inextricably interconnected. John Donne’s words have been studied more closely in English lessons in schools than practised in our lives day by day: ‘No man is an island, entire of itself … Any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind.’36 Every single human being on the planet is involved in mankind, and every one of our actions affects not only other human beings but nature as well. If I drive dangerously, then I not only endanger others but also encourage others to emulate my behaviour. If I drive a petrol-guzzling car I use up the planet’s resources quicker than they may otherwise be consumed. If I throw rubbish out of my car’s window, it pollutes the road. We want to do good to others because at the very deepest level we recognise that we are all part of each other; to do good brings happiness, to do harm to others causes us to be unhappy.


As man is innately trusting, and responds best when there is a presumption of trust, the optimum motivation is intrinsic, generated from inside. External sanctions and motivations belittle human beings’ dignity, professional pride and imagination, and should be avoided. Human beings thus have to take responsibility themselves for being trusting. Only if we achieve this autonomously will we move to a more trusting society.


As role models, leaders across society must meet two key criteria of trustworthiness: behave ethically and be technically proficient. The power of leaders to build or destroy trust is vast. Without honesty and competence, suspicion will grow, as will the threat of corruption. Politicians need also to speak the language of trust much more. British politicians in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries were reluctant to talk about morality, not because they thought the subject unimportant, but because they feared that the press would alight on alleged immoral behaviour of some of their own number and open up charges of hypocrisy. The ‘M’ word (morality) acquired the stigma that the ‘L’ word (liberal) had in the previous decade in US politics. It is not a matter of left or right, conservatism or progressivism. Our failure to talk about morals has meant that we lurch from one epidemic of moral outrage to another, as with the cash for questions scandal in 1994, cash for honours in 2006–7, the MPs’ expenses scandal in 2008–9. We all need to talk more about right and wrong.


The trust we advocate is an active trust, with critical faculties consciously engaged, and where the trustworthiness of others is fully assessed. It is the opposite of blind trust. Trust has to be earned, and a teacher or leader who says ‘trust me’, or a politician who has to tell us he is honest or trustworthy, is asking for our blind, not active, trust.


Trust requires a balance of individual and collective needs. If an individual action is too individualistic and rides over others, then it will be a selfish and untrusting act. If the collective impulse is too strong, then individuality is swamped, as Mill foresaw in On Liberty; equally, if the government is too collectivist, it stifles individual and corporate enterprise. A trusting society needs a sensitive balance between the freedom of expression of the individual person or company, and the claims of the collective: that medium ground is expressed in Figure 1.3.
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