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The Prismatic Shape of Trust

Subordinating Trust to Text: 
a Hermeneutic reversal*

Stefan Lukits

1. Introduction

Trust is a lubricant for human cooperation and wellbeing. Arguably, so 
is suspicion. Trust and suspicion are also features of the way in which hu-
man readers interact with texts. The traditional assumption is that trust and 
suspicion in textual interpretation (or hermeneutics) are derivative of trust 
relationships and interactions among humans. I am going to argue for the 
opposite claim: trust and suspicion, as they are experienced and put to use 
in human communities, have their origin in our ability to read, interpret, 
and understand texts.

This origin is genealogical in nature. The genealogy of a concept (for 
example, David Hume’s genealogy of justice, Friedrich Nietzsche’s ge-
nealogy of truth and morality, Michel Foucault’s genealogy of knowledge 
and the soul) is an explanation of the historical roots of that concept, when 
the motivational force for behaviour linked to the concept depends on its 
acceptance as a metaphysically ordained, not historically grown, concept 
with intrinsic, not instrumental, motivating powers. (For Hume, consult A 
Treatise of Human Nature, Book 3, Part 2, Sections 1 and 2; for Nietzsche, 
consult On the Genealogy of Morality; for Foucault, see Foucault 1977; for 
more recent literature on genealogies see Geuss 2001, and Williams 2004; 
for an attempt at a genealogy of trust see Faulkner 2007.)

To illustrate what I mean I will make special reference to a debate in 
the philosophy of personal identity. The debate centres around the role of 

* I want to thank Mariangela Zoe Cocchiaro for her academic help in preparing this manu-
script for publication.
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narrative in the constitution of a person. Marya Schechtman defends what 
she calls the narrative self-constitution view, where sentient beings who 
are persons (as opposed to sentient beings who are not persons) constitute 
their personhood by forming an autobiographical narrative (see chapter 5 
in Schechtman 2007).

According to Schechtman, persons engage in moral agency, compensa-
tion, self-concern, and survival in different ways than mere sentient be-
ings. A self-constituting narrative furnishes the coherence and persistence 
in time required for these activities. There are further requirements for this 
narrative: it is a conventional, linear narrative which is articulated, and it 
stands in a proper relation to the stories that are being told about the per-
son constituting themselves in their social environment. Schechtman rec-
ognizes that the strength of her thesis invites opposition and qualifies some 
of these requirements to address problems. Deficiencies in passing the 
tests of whether or not a sentient being constitutes themselves by forming 
a narrative do not automatically rob the individual of personhood but only 
attenuate the sense in which they are persons.

I will call this view the narrativist view. There are similar views (with 
different emphasis) in Alasdair MacIntyre (1984), Charles Taylor (1985), 
Stanley Hauerwas (1985), Paul Ricoeur (1995), Richard Kearney (1996), 
and others. The opposing view is the view of anti-narrativists, here repre-
sented by Galen Strawson (2004).

Galen Strawson formulates two theses, the descriptive and the prescrip-
tive narrativity thesis, rejecting both. The first thesis is psychological and 
states that human beings ordinarily experience their lives in narrative fash-
ion. The second thesis is ethical and states that in order to have a good 
life (speaking in terms of both morality and happiness), a human being will 
have a narrative to understand such a life. Strawson provides his own expe-
rience as a counterexample to the descriptive claim:

I have absolutely no sense of my life as a narrative with form, or indeed as a 
narrative without form. Absolutely none. Nor do I have any great or special inter-
est in my past. Nor do I have a great deal of concern for my future (433).

Strawson cites Jean-Paul Sartre, the Earl of Shaftesbury, and the Stoic 
philosophers for philosophical support; Henry James, V.S. Pritchett, and 
Stendhal for literary support. Neither narrativists nor anti-narrativists ad-
dress the pivotal role of trust and hermeneutics in the debate. I want to 
show that the controversy over narrativity and personhood embeds seam-
lessly in a much larger philosophical debate.
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The hermeneutic tradition has been asking questions about the inter-
pretation of texts and the role of trust for a long time. More importantly, 
hermeneutic thinkers have always sought to extend interpretive approaches 
from texts to entities that are not prima facie texts. Wilhelm Dilthey, for 
example, uses hermeneutics to give an account of historical consciousness. 
What happens in history becomes the text for an extended hermeneutics.

In the 20th century, Martin Heidegger makes a similar move and ex-
tends hermeneutics to ‘Dasein,’ being which becomes concerned about it-
self. For Heidegger, the question of being is a primary question and cannot 
be subordinated, for example, to a scientific approach. Hermeneutics, the 
ability of humans to understand texts, becomes the proper way to under-
stand being – again, hermeneutics has been extended from texts to be ap-
plied to something which is prima facie not a text. However, the extension 
is not coincidental. The primacy of the question of being requires that hu-
man beings are constitutively hermeneutic in their understanding of them-
selves and the world in which they live. Interpretation and its mediation 
(versus immediacy) are not an afterthought.

Similarly, I am going to claim that whether we place trust or suspicion 
in texts is not an afterthought to the question of trust. With Heidegger, I 
believe that humans meet the givenness of their own being in a way such 
that they cannot address this confrontation with a device that is derivative 
of it, such as scientific method or technology. They depend in this meeting 
on a particular gift that they have: the gift of interpreting and understand-
ing texts. This gift is not derivative of being, but constitutive of it. There-
fore, whether I trust or not depends on the kind of trust and suspicion I 
place in texts; it depends on my interpretive stance.

To understand Heidegger, it is important to realize that the text for the 
hermeneutics of his fundamental ontology is not an object. Interpretation is 
not a transitive activity. Robert Holub explains that “rather, understanding 
is grasped as our way of being-in-the-world, as the fundamental way we 
exist prior to any cognition or intellectual activity. Ontological hermeneu-
tics thus replaces the question of understanding as knowledge about the 
world with the question of being-in-the-world” (Holub 1991: 52). Where 
the text is no longer an object, upon which an interpretation is transitively 
imposed, intransitive interpretation becomes reflexive and forms the her-
meneutic circle.

A debate where a similar dynamic takes place is the debate over the 
foundations of moral responsibility. Sartre defends in “Existentialism is a 
Humanism” the existentialist account of moral responsibility where ‘man 
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fashions himself’ and embraces moral values by radical choice without ref-
erence to an external source for these values (such as would be provided 
by God’s commandments, Kantian rationality, or realist moral properties 
of the world). In his paper “What Is Human Agency?” Charles Taylor sets 
himself in opposition to Sartre’s program by pointing to our relationship 
with texts and language as the source of our moral responsibility:

This is what is impossible in the theory of radical choice. The agent of radical 
choice would at the moment of choice have ex hypothesi no horizon of evaluation. 
He would be utterly without identity. He would be a kind of extensionless point, a 
pure leap into the void. But such a thing is an impossibility, or rather could only 
be the description of the most terrible mental alienation (Taylor 1985: 35).

Taylor continues to point to articulation, self-interpretation, and a rich 
language as corresponding to the ability to assume moral agency. The 
problem with existentialism is that it evaluates weakly (just as utilitari-
anism does, the other moral theory that Taylor attacks) and uses radical 
choice in order to establish some type of moral foundationalism. Herme-
neutics, by contrast, provides us with an account that affords us moral re-
sponsibility without foundationalism (using the concept of the hermeneu-
tic circle) and without alienation from the traditions, the language, and the 
community that surround us.

It is not surprising that Taylor is also a proponent of the narrativist the-
sis, claiming that narrative coherence is necessary for moral agency. There 
is a strong connection between the theory of moral responsibility and the 
theory of personal identity via hermeneutic theory. This hermeneutic theo-
ry is often characterized by either a fundamental hermeneutics of trust (as 
is often true for narrativist theories, but also for certain moral theories) or a 
fundamental hermeneutics of distrust or suspicion (as is often true for anti-
narrativists and poststructuralists).

It was Ricoeur who introduced the distinction between a hermeneutics 
of the sacred (or of trust) and a hermeneutics of suspicion (see Ricoeur 
1970). Ricoeur’s examples for a hermeneutics of trust are Rudolf Bultmann 
and Hans-Georg Gadamer; his examples for a hermeneutics of suspicion 
are Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Sigmund Freud. The contrast is 
also supposed to help mediate in the famous controversy between Jürgen 
Habermas and Gadamer (see Ricoeur 1973).

Even though Taylor’s paper is vigorously anti-existentialist, Taylor and 
Sartre agree on a hermeneutics of trust. Sartre needs trustworthiness and 
reliability of interpretation for his concept of authenticity. The existentialist 

07Lukitz 133.indd   136 17/12/19   11:16



 Subordinating Trust to Text: a Hermeneutic reversal 137

moral agent has the following three aligned: moral values, the articulation 
of these values in language, and their implementation in action. The her-
meneutic transition between these spheres is considered trustworthy.

Taylor needs a hermeneutics of trust because even though particular 
narratives may be in need of re-evaluation, at bottom it is language, cul-
ture, and tradition which form the basis of the moral life, and therefore the 
good life. They also form the basis from which deficient narratives can be 
criticized, and they ultimately need to be trusted. In the following section, 
I am going to provide a brief sketch of the poststructuralist counterpoint to 
these accounts.

2. Hermeneutics of Suspicion: Trust and Text

Marxist theory illuminates how interpretation takes place in a field of 
dominations so that power cannot be extracted from the practice of herme-
neutics. While Marx emphasizes class struggle and dynamics of macro-
dominations, Foucault provides an alternative account with an emphasis 
on micro-dominations. In customary Marxist tradition, however, Foucault’s 
field of micro-dominations determines the subjectivity of the subject, as 
well as its consciousness and language, in an inversion of the convention-
al view where power is the product of a metaphysically rooted personhood 
or soul. Whereas conventional explanations derive answers to questions 
of power from eternally established forms such as Cartesian subjectiv-
ity, Kantian reason, scientific method, or simply the truth and morality of 
realism (“you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free,” John 
8:32), Marx and Foucault define subjectivity on the basis of power in so-
cial relations. Terms such as truth, knowledge, sex, and madness constitute 
themselves in the exercise of power. Sources of power are unidentifiable 
because they are diffuse over the field of micro-dominations.

My inversion of trust as social bonding and trust as interpretive dis-
cipline is a cognate of the Marxist inversion of subjectivity and power. 
Jacques Derrida artfully amplifies this type of inversion when in his es-
say “From/Of the Supplement to the Source: The Theory of Writing” (Der-
rida 1976) he traces the direction of the argument for semiotics and writ-
ing the way I am tracing it for trust. While there is a theory (in Derrida, 
Rousseau’s theory) which locates in writing the absence of immediacy, 
simplicity, explicit and direct representation; there is a theory of trust 
which locates in modern contract-based trust relationships the absence 
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of moral responsibility and social cohesion (for example in Baier 1986). 
The conventional idea is that writing is derivative of forthright speech and 
therefore degenerative. Trust in pure text as exemplified by the relation-
ship between a reader and a personally unknown author, just as trust in 
institutions, the government, or a spouse based on a prenuptial agreement, 
is derivative of more natural mutual trust relationships in the family and 
among friends, and therefore degenerative.

Derrida argues that, by contrast, it is writing – as it supplants, plays, 
and introduces transference, the distance between signifier and signified – 
which reveals to us that there is a supplement at the source and that the 
string of signification never ends. Similarly, and leaning on Heidegger’s 
fundamental ontology, I argue that the natural trust relationships which 
come to mind as primordial – the mother-child bond, the trust between 
friends or lovers – are derivative and conceal that trust is a cognitive at-
titude based on our ability to read, interpret, and understand texts.

Let us say a first reaction to this thesis is

No way, it is too obvious that there is trust between non-human mammals, and there-
fore cultural forms of trust must conceptually depend on their natural ancestors!

This reaction is no different from the incredulity that first meets Der-
rida’s thesis about writing and Heidegger’s thesis about being. Heidegger’s 
point is precisely that anthropology is not based on the evolutionary ances-
try of humans but instead on the human singularity that one’s conscious-
ness becomes a matter of concern to oneself. The way to answer questions 
of highest priority about oneself, and issues of trust are surely among them, 
is to realize that from the beginning, metaphysically and epistemologically, 
our being is interpretive so that the starting point of investigation is herme-
neutic rather than scientific, mathematical, or technological.

Social life depends in large measure on trust. For an analysis of trust, it 
is relevant to examine the proper relationship between interpersonal trust 
(which most of us consider to be primary) and more cultural forms of trust, 
such as trust in the meaning of a poem, the promises of a contract, or the 
benevolence of a government (which most of us consider to be derivative). 
Both Heidegger and Derrida stimulate us to consider the possibility of re-
versing the explanatory direction. The more cultured forms (poetry, writing, 
hermeneutics, and abstract art) may explanatorily precede what we consid-
er to be more immediate and natural (prose, straightforward signification 
between signs and the objects to which they refer, scientific explanations, 
and representational art).
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Trust in analytic philosophy is almost always conceptualized as an atti-
tude toward another person, often in a three-place relation with respect to 
that which I trust the other person to implement (Jeff trusts the babysitter 
to take care of the child while he is gone). If trust is based on our ability to 
read, interpret, and understand texts, the trust relationship we entertain is 
intimately related to authorship. In a naive analysis, whether I trust a text or 
not is mainly bound up with the question of whether or not I trust the author 
(to tell me the truth, or to tell me something worthwhile). As Heidegger calls 
into question the text as an object of interpretation, Roland Barthes calls into 
question the author as a subject of interpretation (see Barthes 1994): not as 
if the author had never been there – Barthes acknowledges the genealogical 
roots of interpretation and pronounces the author not non-existent, but dead. 

It is historical developments, the erosion of “God and his hypostases – 
reason, science, law” (169), that have led to readers now facing in texts the 
product of a modern scriptor, not the product of an author. Language calls 
into question origins, and writing is the imitation of a gesture which is always 
anterior, never original. The scriptor produces the text in the here and now, 
and the multiplicity of the text’s production is focused on the reader. The 
text, according to Barthes, is a “tissue of quotations drawn from innumerable 
centres of culture” (168). Aligned with my argument for trust in interperson-
al relationships being derivative of trust in text, “life never does more than 
imitate the book” (169). Derrida has written extensively about how the pro-
cess of signification is iterative without revealing anything but other signs. 
Barthes infers the death of the author and calls upon interpretation to dis-
entangle the text, not decipher it; to range over the text, not pierce it (169). 
Barthes’ death of the author underlines the possibility that trust is primarily 
not a trust in persons (such as authors or trustees), but a trust in texts, which 
is autonomous from the persons that authorially stand behind the texts. 

One of the questions we are trying to address is the controversy between 
narrativists and anti-narrativists. Much like Dilthey has applied hermeneu-
tics to historical consciousness, Heidegger has applied hermeneutics to 
Dasein, and scientific method has applied hermeneutics to nature (more 
about this in the next section), narrativists have applied hermeneutics to 
biography in order to secure an account of personal identity. The contro-
versy is at bottom about trust: is there a narrative (perhaps an elusive one) 
about my life, or the community with which I identify, which I can trust? 
Or must I live in constant suspicion of narrative coherence which vitiates 
my authenticity and embroils me in revisionism, excessive self-concern, 
and dissimulation (Strawson in “Against Narrativity”)?
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In the next section, I will try to address this question by bringing trust 
and hermeneutics together in another step that I am calling ‘die Lesbarkeit 
der Welt’ (the legibility of the world), borrowing a term from the German 
philosopher Hans Blumenberg (see Blumenberg 1986). Blumenberg no-
ticed the dependence of science on nature’s willingness to let itself be read 
like a text (for example as mathematics in physics, or as DNA in biology). 
The intelligibility of the world rests on its legibility (‘Lesbarkeit’).

3. Die Lesbarkeit der Welt

We can catch nothing at all except that which allows itself to 
be caught in precisely your net. 

Friedrich Nietzsche, Daybreak, 117

Evolutionary theory comes up short explaining why humans are so  
frivolously good at reading and mathematics. Perhaps the question is being 
asked the wrong way around. Scientific theories, such as evolutionary the-
ory, testify to our expertise of translating the world into a text. We are par-
ticularly good at this translation, not necessarily at knowing what the case is 
for the world that surrounds us. Once a feature of the world cannot be read 
and interpreted like a text, our epistemological apparatus sputters and halts.

Over time, groups of humans develop a competence for reading and cre-
ating texts that make sense to them. These texts are entangled with making 
the world ‘lesbar,’ ‘legible.’ Legibility becomes coextensive with intelligi-
bility. Epistemology is not a passive identification of features of the world, 
but the production, dissemination, and interpretation of texts. Sometimes, 
it involves concealing the mediation by texts in favour of purported access 
to knowledge that is immediate and uninterpreted.

If the origin of this epistemology can be successfully masked, if a com-
munity gets together which mistakes its hermeneutics for objective-reality-
corresponding inquiry, then social tension is reduced. This reduction ce-
ments power relations in favour of those who are competent at reading – 
where reading is the ability to turn the world into a text by sleight of hand 
without the audience noticing.

The resurrection story in the New Testament is a text. In the Easter 
service of a fundamentalist church the emphasis may be on the objective 
reality of the resurrection, to which the text testifies. Scientific theories 
like evolutionary biology are texts as well with perhaps also a problematic 
relationship to objective reality. If all you have is a hammer, everything 
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looks like a nail: the hereditary features of living creatures and the expla-
nations for how these creatures have developed is encoded in a text be-
cause texts are what we understand.

People (and animals) turn into information-processing units, either 
cognitively or genetically, so that what we have revealed about the world 
matches our interpretive advantage. Contra Steven Pinker, who in The Lan-
guage Instinct: How the Mind Creates Language proposes that language is 
a tool that humans use to exchange information – my claim is that, on the 
contrary, information is an artifact produced by language. That we are so 
good at reading and mathematics would not be so remarkable if reading 
and mathematics did not turn out to be so dominant when it comes to un-
derstanding and explaining the world. The better question may therefore 
be whether reading and mathematics really are so important when it comes 
to understanding the world, or whether we have made it the centre of our 
pre-Copernican world because we are so good at it. Astrophysicists, as 
Lewis Mumford puts it in My Works and Days, must reckon with “the pos-
sibility that their outer world is only our inner world turned inside out.”

Consider relativity theory and quantum mechanics: masterpieces of 
mathematical textifying the world and its phenomena. Faintly analogous to 
the Sunday morning crowd listening to the parson’s sermon about eyewit-
nesses, folded up linens, and a two and a half thousand pound rock barring 
the entrance to the tomb, the scientific crowd sits and listens attentively to 
the hermeneutics of mathematical models and takes them to be a descrip-
tion of the lived-in world instead of a hermeneutic performance. According 
to Nietzsche, “all the presuppositions of mechanistic theory – matter, atom, 
gravity, pressure, and stress – are not ‘facts-in-themselves’ but interpreta-
tions with the aid of psychical fictions” (Will to Power, 689). 

Philosophers who investigate scientific method are wary of these analo-
gies and want to establish a demarcation between scientific and magical 
thinking. Predictive power, formal methods, the possibility of descending 
into the details of a research program may privilege science over other 
knowledge acquisition regimes. Another defining feature of science is its 
rejection of narrative as an argumentative device: even though scientists 
may from time to time (in popular media or in a grant application) try to 
spin a narrative, the ideal scientific theory does not rely on narrative fea-
tures for making its case.

This may tempt the philosopher of science to pose the independence of 
the scientific method from hermeneutics. In order to understand, however, 
a human being needs a text, because humans are constitutively hermeneu-
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tic and not derivatively hermeneutic. Where such a text is not available, a 
translation into text is required, such as the translation of biological infor-
mation processing into DNA sequences or the translation of particle phys-
ics into mathematical formulae.

I want to take this analysis further: not only any account of scientific 
method, but also any account of moral responsibility and personal identity 
depends on whether the dependence relationship goes from the explanan-
dum (moral responsibility, personal identity) to the reading and interpre-
tation of texts or the other way around. If moral responsibility, personal 
identity, and scientific method depend on an explanatorily prior account 
of hermeneutics, the question of trust and suspicion in hermeneutics gains 
decisive significance for any philosophical account of moral responsibility, 
personal identity, or scientific method.

For example, a hermeneutics of trust may inspire a moral philosopher 
to find existentialist moral theory with its emphasis on authenticity plau-
sible; alternatively, she may consider a narrativist approach which is likely 
to make her sympathetic to Aristotelian moral theory. If, however, her lean-
ing is towards a hermeneutics of suspicion, she will be more at home in 
the moral theories of Marx, Nietzsche, and the poststructuralists. The next 
section once more considers the narrativism versus anti-narrativism con-
troversy in the philosophy of personal identity and demonstrates the sig-
nificance of the question of trust once it is assumed that any account of 
personal identity is derivative of the underlying hermeneutics.

4. Trust, Suspicion, and Narrative

A narrative enables me to look at my life as a coherent whole and cre-
ates persistence conditions for my personal identity. Chairs and planets 
persist as physical objects, while personal identity requires both identity 
over time and consciousness of dynamic change within persistence. A nar-
rative may be able to accommodate these diverse requirements.

A narrative also enables me to obfuscate tensions in my life that I (sub-
consciously) find otherwise irresolvable. My intellect may not be powerful 
enough to manage the complexity needed to render a coherent and explan-
atory account of relevant features (moral, material, psychological) of my  
existence. A narrative may offer simplicity even if frayed edges linger and 
cognitive dissonance threatens.

In terms of what I accept to be explanatory in my life, a narrative also 
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helps me to fend off an invasive scientific anthropology. There is a sense 
in which narrativists and anti-narrativists talk past each other. The former 
more implicitly assume a hermeneutics of trust (with the exception of Ga-
damer, who is most explicitly aware of it) and more forthrightly engage with 
what they consider a hyperextension of the domain of science. The latter 
(the anti-narrativists) predominantly criticize the narrativist approach on 
the basis of their hermeneutics of suspicion.

Science, like narrativism, is based on a hermeneutics of trust: the prop-
erties of the world can be transparently communicated in a hypothesis 
composed of scientific terminology. Science, however, can be self-under-
mining by taking the subject of science (a moral agent with a conscious-
ness and possible spiritual aspirations) and by denuding it as a scientific 
object of its subjectivity. Narrativists offer as a solution to the dilemma of 
scientific overreach the construction of subjectivity on the basis of a con-
cept that is decidedly outside the domain of science: literary narratives.

A narrative, however, as much as it may be able to lend coherence to 
a dynamically lived life in time, manipulates, falsifies, and dissembles. 
The problem of narrative revealed by suspicion then opens the door to the 
question why we should pursue the type of coherence that narrativists ad-
vocate. Epicureans, with their preference for static katastematic pleasures 
over time-dependent kinetic pleasures (see Behrendt 2007: 139), seek to 
put together an internally consistent anti-narrativist account. An alterna-
tive to anti-narrativism is to accommodate trust and suspicion with each 
other in a hermeneutic synthesis.

Annette Baier criticizes how generations of male philosophers (in a 
chapter entitled “The Moral Perils of Intimacy” she characterizes them as 
“a group of gays, misogynists, clerics, and puritan bachelors”, 2012: 151) 
have viewed trust primarily in terms of relations between rational non-inti-
mate equals (see Baier 1986: 246).

Women cannot now, any more than they could when oppressed, ignore that part 
of morality and those forms of trust which cannot easily be forced into the liberal 
and particularly the contractarian mold. Men may but women cannot see morality 
as essentially a matter of keeping to the minimal moral traffic rules, designed to 
restrict close encounters between autonomous persons to self-chosen ones. Such a 
conception presupposes both an equality of power and a natural separateness from 
others, which is alien to women’s experience of life and morality. For those most of 
whose daily dealings are with the less powerful or the more powerful, a moral code 
designed for those equal in power will be at best nonfunctional, at worst an offen-
sive pretense of equality as a substitute for its actuality (Baier 1986: 249).
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Therefore, instead of an analysis of trust in interpersonal relationships 
without power differential, Baier emphasizes the importance of a climate 
of trust. This climate, which incorporates power dynamics, multilateralism, 
intimacy, and cooperation, is indicative of the hermeneutic synthesis that 
is possible between trust and suspicion. Trust and suspicion, inevitable 
companions, interbreed and condition each other, reflecting the hermeneu-
tic circle between understanding, misunderstanding, and deception. When 
a text is interpreted, the trusting reader is betrayed. The possibility of be-
trayal is, according to Baier, the discriminating test for trust – if I rely on 
another person for X, then not-X is disappointing, but not a betrayal; if I 
trust another person for X, then not-X is a betrayal.

There are two forms of betrayal, which are probably two ends of a spec-
trum which allow for scaled versions in between. For the first form of be-
trayal, the author of the text has ulterior motives and intentionally misleads 
the reader with false information. For the second form of betrayal, a herme-
neutic tradition has created a climate of trust to which in some sense both 
the author and the reader fall prey. A subset of charlatans, perhaps the 
more dangerous ones, believe in the efficacy of their snake oil. Trust privi-
leges the position of the author, and the reader must break it in order to 
escape an otherwise inescapable Matthew effect where more and more se-
miotic power (determining the meaning of terms and their significance) ac-
crues to the haves, while the havenots in semiotic poverty find themselves 
not just sidelined but without a vocabulary to express themselves.

Betrayal does not only apply to those who trust, but also to those who 
are trusted (Baier’s climate of trust is really also a climate of betrayal for 
all who engage in extending and receiving trust). Philip Pettit has given a 
compelling description of trust as social pressure applied to the trustee by 
the trustor (see Pettit, 1995). What he calls the ‘cunning of trust’ under-
lines the suspicion that trust legitimately evokes in those who are subject 
to its regime – not only for those who trust and may find themselves be-
trayed, but also for those who find themselves at the receiving end of trust.

Trust is not genetically programmed into humans by game theory and 
replicator dynamics, illustrated for example by the predator inspection 
performed by sticklebacks or guppies with their conspecifics. Evolution-
ary theory, if it is of any help in answering the question of trust, knows of 
genetic drift where a species acquires an incredible talent on a very narrow 
domain and thrives on it. Something like this is going on for humans, and 
one candidate for what this talent may be is hermeneutics, an ability to 
produce, read, interpret, and understand texts.
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The understanding of texts, however, comes invariably with a possibil-
ity of miscommunicating, misleading, and misunderstanding, and so the 
trust that is projected from the text to the producer of the text, the trustee, 
is constitutively coupled with suspicion. The hermeneutics of trust and 
the hermeneutics of suspicion, finally, create the conditions for scientific 
method, moral agency, and personal identity; and the role of narrative in 
all of these fields will remain both central and problematic.
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Abstract

In analytic philosophy, the concept of trust is often considered primar-
ily to be a three-place relation between trustor, trustee, and the domain of 
trust. The analysis of trust is unsatisfactory, however, if such a relationship 
is derivative of other forms of trust, and consequently the analysis has only 
succeeded in explaining a particular branch of trust rather than explain-
ing the root. Annette Baier considers a climate of trust, with all the moral 
perils of intimacy, explanatorily superior to contract-based, rational trust 
between non-intimate equals in modern Western philosophy and thus pro-
vides an example of how the traditional analytic model is problematic. In 
this paper, I propose another account on which the conventional three-place 
trust relationship investigated in analytic philosophy is derivative. Based on 
Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, humans are constitutively hermeneutic. 
If Heidegger’s fundamental ontology or a similar hermeneutic anthropology 
is accepted, then trust relationships between humans are explanatorily subor-
dinated to trust relationships between readers and texts rather than the other 
way around, as traditional accounts suggest. This reversal has a significant 
impact not only on our analysis of trust, but also on moral theory, personal 
identity, and scientific method. My paper details both the reversal in explan-
atory primacy and the implications for these philosophical disciplines.
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