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Abstract

As people turn to AI driven technologies for help with everything from meal plan-

ning to choosing a mate, it is increasingly important for individuals to gauge the

trustworthiness of available technologies. However, most philosophical theories of

trustworthiness focus on interpersonal trust and are inappropriate for non-agents.

What, then, does it mean for non-agents such as AI driven technologies to be trust-

worthy? I distinguish two different forms of trustworthiness: naive trustworthiness

and robust trustworthiness. An agent is naively trustworthy to the extent that it

would be likely to meet the truster’s expectations with respect to a given domain.

An agent is robustly trustworthy to the extent that it would be likely to meet the

truster’s needs with respect to a given domain. I argue that it is possible for AI

driven technologies to be both naively and robustly trustworthy, but this trustwor-

thiness is not a stable feature of trustees, but is relative to a trusters’ expectations

and vulnerabilities.

In chapter one, I argue that current accounts of trustworthy AI obscure the dy-

namics of trust relationships that are important for individual decision-making. I

then argue that unquestioning trust characterizes many of the risks associated with

human-AI relationships and sets the bar for trustworthiness at the appropriate level.

In chapter two, I argue that vulnerability both precedes and follows from trust

relationships. I demonstrate how these different sources of vulnerability create a

tension for people seeking to be trustworthy: sometimes, the actions that mitigate

the vulnerabilities that follow from trust reinforce the vulnerabilities that precede

trust. Does the trustworthy agent do what they have been trusted to do, even if that
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reinforces harmful vulnerabilities that motivated the trust? Or does the trustworthy

agent break trust when that trust is ill-conceived? In addressing this tension, I

distinguish two kinds of trustworthiness. Naive trustworthiness requires an agent to

act as entrusted, regardless of the context or consequences. Robust trustworthiness

requires an agent to act so as to minimize vulnerabilities that both precede and follow

from trust relationships when those vulnerabilities are harmful.

In chapter three, I argue that robust trustworthiness is not a stable feature, but

is sensitive to the particular trust-context. When people trust, that trust is lim-

ited to a particular domain, determined by the truster’s expectations of the trustee.

Sometimes, however, a truster’s expectations are misplaced or too vague and meet-

ing them may harm the truster. In cases like this, the robustly trustworthy agent

may break trust in order to avoid such harm. However, it is not an easy matter to

determine when the expectations comprising a trust domain are misplaced or other-

wise inappropriate. In cases where the truster and trustee disagree regarding what

the appropriate expectations are and how they should be met, I argue that it is not

necessarily the case that either is making a mistake. I call these cases of “faultless

broken trust”. When faultless broken trust occurs, the truster should not continue

trusting the trustee. The robustly trustworthy agent, then, is trustworthy in contexts

where trust breaking is not faultless.

In chapter four, I demonstrate how the concepts of naive trustworthiness and

robust trustworthiness apply to human relationships with AI-infused technologies.

I argue that black-box AI technologies pose a particular problem for naive trust-

worthiness. I then argue that robustly trustworthy AI must be aimed at legitimate

needs and must not require that people adapt to the limitations of AI technologies

in harmful ways.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

In 2018, Gizmodo reporter Kashmir Hill converted her one-bedroom apartment to

a “smart home”. “Smart homes” use wi-fi enabled devices to automate processes

like temperature regulation, lighting, and cleaning. These devices are marketed as

streamlining their owner’s lives through taking care of processes that owners would

otherwise have to do themselves. Hill integrated as many wi-fi devices as possible

into her daily routine, including a smart speaker, lights, coffee maker, baby monitor,

kid’s toys, vacuum, TV, toothbrush, a photo frame, sex toy and bed (Mattu and Hill,

2018). The goal of this transformation was to discover what kind of data these devices

collected and shared, and who it was shared with. It turned out that a lot of data was

collected, including what episodes of their favorite shows they were watching, when

they were listening to music, a map of their house, and video recordings from inside

their home. Some of this information was stored remotely and then deleted, but

other information was sold to third-party companies which buy data for marketing

purposes. However, over the course the two-month experiment, the author found that,

in addition to privacy concerns, integrating these devices into her home was annoying.

She had to download 14 different apps to control everything. The different devices

weren’t all compatible with each other, her smart speaker didn’t always understand

her commands and she was bombarded with notifications from all her various devices.

At the conclusion of her experiment, she reported that “I thought the house would

take care of me but instead everything in it now had the power to ask me to do

things. Ultimately, I’m not going to warn you against making everything in your
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home smart because of the privacy risks, although there are quite a few. I’m going

to warn you against a smart home because living in it is annoying as hell.” (Mattu

and Hill, 2018).

Hill’s experience highlights the risks and opportunities that the future of Artificial

Intelligence (AI) offers us. The promise of care-free home maintenance is delightful.

After all, who wouldn’t enjoy freedom from vacuum duties or turning off the lights

with a simple verbal command? However, this promise does not come without perils,

which include both practical problems getting devices to function as intended as well

as more troubling issues related to user’s privacy, autonomy and social well-being. As

individuals, organizations, and governments increasingly integrate AI into their daily

operations and decision making processes it is of utmost importance that we develop

an understanding of when and why such integration is appropriate. What role should

AI play in our individual lives and collective societies? That is, how much and in

what ways should we trust AI? When is AI trustworthy? The aim of this dissertation

is to provide a framework for answering this question.

Artificial intelligence is broadly understood as machine behavior that would be

called intelligent if a human exhibited it (McCarthy et al., 1955). Thus understood,

artificial intelligence encompasses a wide variety of technologies that display behaviors

ranging from more to less stereotypically human. Consider, for example, how AI is

increasingly replacing other humans in social relationships, including companions

and marriage partners. In 2017, over 1 million people asked Amazon’s personal

assistant Alexa if she would marry them (Leskin, 2018). While most of these proposals

were probably offered in jest, there are individuals who seriously seek committed

relationships with digital or robotic entities. Akihiko Kondo made news in 2018 after

deciding to marry a hologram of a cyber celebrity, reporting that the hologram “kept

me company and made me feel like I could regain control over my life” (Jozuka, 2018).

Kondo is not alone in pursuing romance or friendship with an AI implemented as a
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hologram or robot, as the increase in “digisexuality” demonstrates. Neil McArthur

and Markie L.C. Twist introduced the term “digisexuality” to describe people whose

primary sexual identity comes through the use of technology, such as VR or sexbots.

Digisexuality, McArthur and Twist argue, could provide a helpful alternative for

individuals who struggle to trust other humans as partners due to previous abuse.

Additionally, they argue that AI may be helpful to those who cannot find partners

that share an interest in sexual behavior that is considered taboo in their culture,

such as BDSM or multi-partner sexual behavior (McArthur and Twist, 2017).

AI is not only an alternative for a human intimate partner. Tech companies have

also developed a raft of options for robots that act as companions. ELLIQ, from

Intuition Robotics, is just one option developed specifically for older adults. ELLIQ

“helps you get things done and keeps you engaged" (Intuition Robotics, 2017). She of-

fers reminders regarding daily medications and appointments, arranges rides, receives

calls and texts, and can share information relevant to well-being with distant loved

ones. She also encourages individuals to engage in physical activities and suggests

personalized digital content. Users reported that they felt that ELLIQ was “like a

friend or a person who was actually there” and that “if I’m feeling blue, she can pick

me right up” (Intuition Robotics, 2019).

However, not all AI is designed to interact in human-like ways with other people.

Indeed, artificial intelligence more often shows up in less obviously human forms.

Unlike C-3PO and other science fiction portrayals of personal assistants, real life

artificial assistants accompany us on our cell phones, laptops and other portable

devices. They help look after us from dawn till dusk. They wake us up and offer

reminders of the day’s schedule. When we head to work for the day, they turn the

lights out behind us, track the temperature of our house and alert us if anyone enters

while we are away. At work, they can look up information for us, make appointments

and send automated messages for us. As we leave, they play music for us on our
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drive home and offer restaurant recommendations for dinner. Such examples of AI,

while not themselves particularly human-like, do things that were previously, and

often still are, done by humans, such as keeping track of a schedule or offering film

recommendations.

AI is also used, however, to do things that humans are unable to do, primarily

processing large amounts of data in order to identify subtle patterns that can be

used to generate new information. In fields as diverse as chemical engineering, the

financial sector, and criminal justice, AI is revolutionizing the way that information

is collected, processed and used. In the sciences, researchers use machine learning to

predict the results of empirical experiments, thus decreasing the time and financial

resources used in experimentation. If AI predicts that the experiment will not pro-

vide the desired result, researchers can avoid spending the resources to conduct that

experiment. This is especially useful in fields such as chemical engineering, where

AI can predict which environments are suitable for certain kinds of reactions and

how different chemicals will behave in different circumstances. Whereas previously,

researchers had to spend time in a lab testing, making observations and manually

sorting through the generated data, they can now limit their empirical work to ex-

periments that AI has predicted will have desired results. This vastly decreases the

time and resources required. Chemical engineering researchers Spelling and Glotzer

note “As computers get faster, researchers - not hardware or algorithms - become the

bottleneck for scientific discovery” (Spellings and Glotzer, 2018). The banking indus-

try also benefits from AI’s ability to sort through massive amounts of data quickly.

Whether predicting credit-risk, the success and failure of certain businesses, or de-

tecting fraud, AI informs how people conduct their financial affairs. Additional uses

of machine learning in criminal justice include using facial recognition technology to

identify suspicious persons and security threats in public spaces and machine learning

for determining whether a person is eligible for parole. What we need in the face of
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the diversity of AI applications, is a general account of trustworthiness that can guide

us in evaluating particular applications of AI.

The matters of trust in AI and trustworthy AI have recently gained a lot of

attention in both philosophy and in computer science, but it is often unclear what is

meant by “trusting AI” or what it would take for AI to be worthy of this trust. Some

philosophers deny that trust is even the kind of thing that people can have toward

machines, arguing that trust is necessarily directed toward other humans (Holton,

1994; Hawley, 2014; Jones, 1996; Pitt, 2010; Nickel et al., 2010). If this is correct, then

the entire project of understanding when AI is trustworthy is wrongheaded. Thus, in

this chapter, I will review several influential ways in which trust is understood and

argue that, in at least some senses of the term, trust is something that can be, and

often is, directed toward AI. In section one, I will review the philosophical literature

on various kinds of trust. In section two, I will argue that these trust concepts can

be sensibly applied to talk about the relationship between humans and AI. In the

following chapters, I will describe what I think it takes to be a worthy recipient of

this trust.

1.1 What is Trust?

People use the term “trust” to refer to a wide variety of concepts. We talk about

trusting intimate relations, like family and close friends. We also talk about trusting

the government or trusting that the sun will rise. Surely we do not mean the same

thing when we assert that we trust our parents as when we assert that we trust

that our car will start. If trustworthiness indicates when trust is well placed, what

trustworthiness consists of will look very different depending on which concept of

trust is used.

Consider concepts such as “love” or “faith”, which similarly have a variety of

meanings and which similarly can be well or ill placed. If someone loves a pizza in
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the same way that they love their spouse, one or the other of these loves is not well

placed. In order to know which, we would have to know what “love” means. If it

means something like “lifelong commitment to affirming the other”, then it is not

clear that pizza is a worthy object of such an attitude. Likewise, a spouse should not

be the object of “love” when it means something like “satisfies one’s literal appetite”.

In order to understand the conditions under which trust is well placed, we should

begin with an analysis of what trust might mean. As will become evident in what

follows, there is a great deal of diversity in what people take “trust” to mean. Given

this diversity, there is an important question as to what, if anything, these concepts

share that make them concepts of “trust”, rather than something else. While I am

not interested in arguing that one or another concept of trust is the “right” concept,

I will note that generally trust is understood as involving reliance and making oneself

vulnerable to the actions or inactions of another. Instead of arguing that one of these

trust concepts is the right one, I simply wish to analyze how they differ in order to

better understand the different ways in which we interact with other agents, human

and non-human, and thereby make sense of how the demands of trustworthiness vary

accordingly.

As the aim of this dissertation is to develop an account of trustworthiness applica-

ble to artificial intelligence, I will pay particular attention to trust concepts that can

meaningfully take AI as an object of trust. Thus, there are several accounts of trust

that I will not consider. In particular, I will not consider accounts that view trust

as a one-place or two-place predicate. According to one-place accounts, A trusts if

A holds a particular kind of attitude and according to two-place accounts, A trusts

B if that attitude is directed toward B. In both cases, this attitude is not limited

to a particular domain (Faulkner, 2015; Domenicucci and Holton, 2017). Instead I

will focus on accounts of trust according to which trust attitudes are domain limited.

According to three-place accounts of trust a truster A trusts a trustee B with respect
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to some domain x. I focus on three-place accounts of trust because when we trust

AI, whatever that means, we generally trust it with respect to some domain. For

example, we might trust AI to meet some social need, to predict the likelihood of

some event or to discover some new chemical property.

Even with limiting the discussion to three-place accounts of trust, there are still

a large number of accounts of trust. In order to better frame the discussion, I will

introduce some distinctions made by Ivana Markovà, Per Lineel, and Alex Gillespie

(Markovà et al., 2008). They characterize different forms of trust as ranging across

two axes. Along one axis, trust concepts range from taken-for-granted or unques-

tioned trust to reflective and calculating trust. This dimension tracks the degree to

which trust involves conscious awareness, rational decision-making, or the calcula-

tion of costs and benefits. Along the other, trust concepts range from micro-social

relations between individuals to macro-social relations involving groups, institutions

or society as a whole. This second dimension tracks the scale of the relationship,

moving from trust in another individual to trust in increasingly large groups. I am

particularly interested in the kinds of trust that an individual might have toward a

particular other, and so will focus only on micro-social forms of trust that range from

unreflective to reflective.

There is, however, a third dimension according to which we can characterize differ-

ent accounts of trust: the degree to which trust involves belief. On doxastic accounts

of trust, trust just is a belief. On non-doxastic accounts, however, trust can be chosen

for pragmatic reasons. In order to understand this dimension, I will briefly take a

detour into the literature on reliance.

Discussions of the nature of trust often begin by distinguishing it from other

similar concepts, in particular, the concept of reliance. While trust and reliance

are frequently used interchangeably in colloquial use, many philosophers find that

distinguishing one from the other is a useful starting point in developing an account
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of trust. Following Baier (1986), I take the kind of trust I am interested in to be a

species of reliance. Facundo Alonso presents an account of reliance in which reliance

is a mental state aimed at “providing cognitive guidance that is sensible or correct

from the standpoint of relevant ends, values and so on - where these include, among

others, prudential, moral and intellectual ends and values” (Alonso, 2014, pg. 169).

Let us imagine a manager in a company tasked by their CEO with a large project.

That manager may worry about getting the project finished within the deadline and

needs to figure out what to do in order to complete it. When they rely on one

employee to complete one part of the project, this reliance allows them to plan future

actions accordingly. They will not, for example, do this part of the project themselves

or ask a different employee to complete that part. In this way, reliance guides actions.

For Alonso, the distinctive function of reliance is providing sensible guidance. This

function is connected to the way this attitude is constitutively regulated. That is,

the considerations that regulate what things are relied upon depends on its function.

The considerations that Alonso takes central to regulating reliance are pragmatic.

Furthermore, there is a norm accepted, to the exclusion of other competing norms,

associated with the action guiding function of reliance, namely that reliance guide

actions sensibly.

Alonso sketches out different types of sensible guidance that reliance provides.

These include prudentially sensible guidance, in which reliance depends on contingent

features of the context. In the above manager example, the manager might rely on

the consideration that the employee with the smallest workload at that moment

in time will have the time and energy required to help with the project. Reliance

can also provide morally sensible guidance, in which case reliance depends on moral

considerations. Perhaps the manager made a promise to an employee to involve them

with the next big project. The manager might rely on honoring that promise in

making the decision regarding who to involve in the big project.
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Note that in the scenario where the manager relies on the promise in choosing the

employee, this need not require that the manager also believe that said employee will

actually be helpful. Reliance does not, on Alonso’s account, need to involve accurate

representations of the world. Alonso provides a similar example in which a manager

knowingly relies on an employee who she knows will not finish the project in time. Yet

she chooses to rely on this employee because it might help him gain confidence and

consequently improve future contributions to the company. While she knows that he

will not finish in time, she acts as though he will. This latter fact is important because

if she knew he would not finish in time and acted as though he wouldn’t, perhaps

having a back up plan or someone else secretly doing the project as well just in case,

then the boss would not properly be relying on the employee because her actions are

not guided by the reliance. While reliance need not involve accurate representations

of the world, it may, and it may also involve unknowns. Alonso provides the example

of someone stuck on a mountain cliff. The only way down is a questionable rope,

which they do not know will hold them. Yet, it is the only way down and so the

individual relies on it, and plans his actions accordingly, slowly easing his way over

the edge.

Thus reliance can involve situations where we expect that what we are relying

on will fail us, situations where we simply don’t know the outcome of the reliance,

and situations where we expect a positive outcome from reliance. The dimension of

doxasticity thus helps us distinguish between the kinds of trust that arise in these

various situations. At one end of the spectrum are accounts of trust that require

trusters to actually believe that the trustee will behave in a particular way, on the

other are accounts of trust according to which trusters may choose to trust for prag-

matic reasons, even when they are uncertain of a positive outcome. We can represent

the dimensions of unreflective-reflective and doxastic-non-doxastic graphically (See

Figure 1.1).
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Unreflective Reflective

Doxastic

Non− doxastic

Figure 1.1 Axes of Trust

This is not not the only way to taxonomize different accounts of trust. As noted

earlier, Markovà et al. include a dimension of micro- and macro- social trust. Karen

Jones also offers an alternative taxonomy which characterizes trust according to two

different axes (Jones, 2015). Along one axis, trust is plotted according to the attitude

or stance that trust is taken to be (actionlike, belieflike, affective attitude-like). Along

the other, trust is plotted according to the motivation that trust tacitly ascribes to

the trustee. Loose accounts of trust may not ascribe any particular motivation to the

trustee, while others may ascribe motivations like goodwill or moral integrity. I have

chosen to focus on the reflectiveness and doxasticity because I believe these dimensions

of trust are particularly relevant to human-AI trust relationships, a thought I will

return to later in this chapter.

1.1.1 Non-Doxastic, Reflective Trust

It may, at first, seem strange to think of trusting someone despite remaining doubtful

that they will meet our trust. Indeed, on most accounts, trust requires the belief
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that the trusted person will act as expected. However, Karen Frost-Arnold argues

that sometimes we trust others for practical reasons (Frost-Arnold, 2014). On her ac-

count, trust is a rational cognitive attitude that involves “taking the proposition that

someone will do something as a premise in one’s practical reasoning”. Importantly,

this need not also involve actually believing that proposition to be true. Instead, we

may choose to trust for strategic or practical reasons, even when we believe our trust

will not be met. She argues that “One can choose to engage in therapeutic trust to

inspire trustworthiness, coping trust to simplify one’s planning, or corrective trust to

avoid doing a testimonial injustice” (Frost-Arnold, 2014, p. 1957).

For example, a person may choose to trust another not because they believe

that the other will act as expected, but in hopes that the trust will inspire some

positive change in the trustee. Karen Jones describes this as therapeutic trust, or

“trust undertaken with the aim of bringing about trustworthiness” (Jones, 2004, p.

5). In her discussion of therapeutic trust, Jones distinguishes expectations of actual

behavior from normative expectations regarding hoped-for behavior. Jones argues

that a parent may trust their child to take care of the house while they are away,

in hopes that this trust will bear fruit in the long run while not believing that their

child will actually be responsible in their absence.

I will not dwell long on strategically chosen trust because it is quite similar to

Alonso’s account of reliance. Both involve taking some proposition as fixed and acting

accordingly, despite one’s beliefs or doubts. I include it here as the foil against which

I will compare more demanding accounts of trust.

1.1.2 Reflective, Doxastic Trust

Many accounts of trust involve holding some set of beliefs about the trustee. What

differs among these accounts is the content of these beliefs and the degree to which

these beliefs are reflected upon. In this section, I will focus on accounts in which trust
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is the result of some kind of deliberation. This is notably evident in Russell Hardin’s

encapsulated interest account of trust.

According to Hardin, we trust when we believe the other encapsulates our inter-

ests. For Hardin, if I trust you, that means that I expect that you will meet my

trust and that expectation is “grounded in an understanding (perhaps mistaken) of

your interests specifically with respect to me” (Hardin, 2001, p. 3) He notes several

reasons why such a belief or expectation might be justified, which include a trustee’s

interest in maintaining a relationship or a reputation, an interest in the truster’s well-

being, and an interest in keeping moral commitments. For example, when I purchase

something online, I trust the online seller to send me what I have purchased because

they have an interest in meeting my interests because they may wish to maintain

my loyalty as a customer or to uphold their good reputation. Thus, their business

interests encapsulate my consumer interests.

Unlike Frost-Arnold, for Hardin, trusting is not a matter of deciding to act: “Com-

monplace claims that one chooses to trust mistakenly imply that trusting is a matter

of acting.. . . All of this is wrong. Usually I just do or do not trust to some degree,

depending on the evidence I have” (Hardin, 2001, p. 11-12). Instead, trust is a kind

of belief that “commonly grows out of an ongoing exchange or iterated prisoners’

dilemma interaction” (Hardin, 2001, p. 18). Importantly, these beliefs are grounded

in evidence of the trustee’s trustworthiness. It is through reflection on the evidence

that we come to trust others.

Hardin accepts a broad range of beliefs as grounds for trust. Others, however,

ground trust in beliefs about particular characteristics of the trustee. Annette Baier,

whose account of trust has been hugely influential in the philosophical literature

on trust, is a good example of this. For Baier, trust is grounded on beliefs about

the trustee’s goodwill. On this account, I trust when I depend on another person’s

goodwill towards me. In doing so, I make myself vulnerable “to another’s possible
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but not expected ill will (or lack of goodwill)” (Baier, 1986, p. 235). Like Hardin,

Baier does not think that trust is the result of an act of will. It can, however, be

encouraged through experiences that provide reasons for confidence in the trustee’s

goodwill. It can also be undermined by evidence that the trustee does not care about

the truster or what the truster has entrusted to them.

There are other similar belief-based accounts of trust wherein trust involves be-

lieving that the trustee has some particular set of characteristics, such as believing

the trustee has the right intention, right reason, and competence (Ullmann-Margalit,

2004), believing that the trustee has a commitment to meet the trust (Hawley, 2014),

or having evidence that the trustee will do what they’ve been trusted to do (Simpson,

2017).

Additionally, some belief-based accounts view trust as belief plus something extra.

For example, Arnon Keren argues that trust involves beliefs about the trustee plus

the idea that the reasons for these beliefs are preemptive reasons. They argue that a

truster cannot trust someone to do something while taking precautions against their

failing to do that thing. In order to accommodate this, they argue that the reasons

for trust must be preemptive (Keren, 2014; Keren, 2020). That is, trust involves

higher order reasons against believing or acting for certain other reasons.

1.1.3 Non-Doxastic, Unreflective Trust

Alternatively, some accounts of trust may involve beliefs, but these beliefs are not

understood as central to trust. Karen Jones, for example, argues that trust is an

affective-attitude, not primarily a belief. Keren (2014) argues that Jones’ account

could be characterized as a “mixed doxastic account” because of the way beliefs,

while not central to trust, still play a role in trust relationships. Jones rejects the

idea that beliefs are central to trust because she rejects the idea that trust is justified

only if the beliefs that constitute that trust are justified. Additionally, she prefers
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the idea that trust is an affective attitude because it avoids the issue of whether we

have enough evidence to justify our trust. While beliefs are not central to Jone’s

account, she does note that trust, as an affective attitude, does often give rise to

beliefs. This happens because trust restricts which interpretations of another person’s

behavior we consider. To trust another, according to Jones, is “to have an attitude

of optimism about her goodwill and to have the confident expectation that, when

the need arises, the one trusted will be directly and favorable moved by the thought

that you are counting on her” (Jones, 1996, p. 5-6). The latter feature is what

Jones calls “trust-responsiveness”, which is the disposition to be moved by the fact

of another’s trust. When we have such a positive attitude about another, we are less

likely to believe certain things about them. As Jones state: “Trusting thus functions

analogously to blinkered vision: it shields from view a whole range of interpretations

about the motives of another and restricts the inferences we will make about the

likely actions of another. Trusting thus opens one up to harm, for it gives rise to

selective interpretation, which means that one can be fooled, that the truth might

lie, as it were, outside one’s gaze.. . . The harms they might cause through failure of

goodwill are not in view because the possibility that their will is other than good is

not in view” (Jones, 1996, p. 12). This idea of trust acting as a kind of blinker places

Jones’ account of trust closer to the unquestioning end of the unquestioning/reflective

spectrum.

Thi Nguyen presents an account of trust that similarly views trust as an attitude

that places the thought of untrustworthiness out of view. It is non-doxastic insofar

as trust involves putting something outside the space of evaluation and deliberation;

“to rely on it without pausing to think about whether it will actually come through

for you” (Nguyen, 2019, p. 2). He argues that this does not mean that trust cannot

involve seeking evidence or good reasons to trust. He states, “Trust can certainly

arise out of deliberation and it can certainly be called into question. But it is to
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say that when one has come to trust, one has adopted an unquestioning attitude.

And limited beings like us must often take up such unquestioning attitudes as part

of a reasonable strategy for coping with the overwhelming cognitive onslaught of the

world” (Nguyen, 2019, p. 2). While Nguyen himself does not make this explicit, I

think it is compatible with his account that trust can be understood as doxastic in

that we can adopt the unquestioning attitude toward beliefs. I can, for example, trust

that the sun will rise tomorrow, which involves believing, without question, that the

sun will rise tomorrow. In this way, Nguyen’s account can also be seen as a “mixed

doxastic” account of trust.

However, his account differs because from Jones’ in that he does not view trust

as something that need be directed at other agents. While Jones argues that the

attitude of trust involves optimism about another’s goodwill and responsiveness to

trust, Nguyen argues that we can adopt an unquestioning attitude toward objects

and artefacts, as well as other people. For Nguyen, trust has to do with agency.

In particular, trust allows us to “integrate other people and objects into our own

functioning” (Nguyen, 2019, p. 4).

Nguyen also uses the example of a rock climbing rope in his discussion of trust,

which ties in well with Alonso’s rope example to demonstrate the difference between

mere reliance and trust. In Alonso’s example, a person relies on the rope when they

incorporate the rope holding them into their plans, regardless of whether they actually

believe that it will. I might have serious doubts about the rope, but out of desperation

rely on it, using it to guide my future actions, but experience tremendous anxiety the

entire climb down the cliff. This is mere reliance. In Nguyen’s example, he discusses

the difference between someone who trusts the rope and someone learning to trust

the rope as follows:

“Consider the experienced rock climber’s attitude toward the rope

and gear. A novice rock climber tests the rope gingerly, occasionally
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weighting it, telling themselves over and over again to trust it. This is

part of the process of coming to trust - but it is only the beginning of the

process. While they are engaged in this process of self-negotiation and

self-reassurance, we would say that they do not yet fully trust the rope.

It is the experienced rock climber who truly trusts their rope. Their trust

is reflected in the fact that concerns about the rope’s reliability occupy

no mental space for them at all.” (Nguyen, 2019, pg. 12)

Trust allows us to set aside deliberation and devote our mental energies elsewhere.

Nguyen’s concept of trust has a two-tiered structure. Trusting involves a first-order

disposition to immediately accept that X will P and second-order disposition to resist

questioning about the first-order disposition. Individuals who trust, therefore, do not

deliberate about whether the trusted will come through for them. Additionally, while

trust is defeasible, the reasons for defeating trust must be “significantly stronger”

(pg. 15) than reasons that would defeat beliefs. Furthermore, Nguyen views trust

as a spectrum concept. People can have varying degrees of trust and trust can be

restricted to particular functions.

Importantly for my purposes, Nguyen argues that this unquestioning attitude can

be directed at other people, as well as organizations, governments, and non-agents,

such as AI and inanimate objects. Some have argued that trust, by definition, cannot

be directed at AI or that in trust in AI reduces to trust in the people who develop

AI. In the next section, I will review some of these arguments and argue that, if

we consider Nguyen’s account of trust as an unquestioning attitude, we can, indeed,

trust AI and not just those who make it.

1.2 Can We Trust AI?

Can these existing accounts of trust and trustworthiness that were developed with

interpersonal, human relationships in mind, translate into interactions with AI? The
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general argument to the contrary, while presented slightly differently by different

philosophers, runs something like:

Argument 1

Premise 1: An entity can be trusted only if the entity has some feature

(or set of features) F.

Premise 2: Machines do not have feature (or features) F.

Conclusion: Therefore, machines cannot be trusted.

We have already seen the ways in which philosophers view trust as grounded in

features that machines do not currently possess. These features include goodwill

(Baier, 1986; Jones, 1996), trust-responsiveness (Jones, 1996), encapsulated interests

(Hardin, 2001). Others have presented alternative features related to persons that

form the basis of trust, such as the ability to make promises (Pitt, 2010) or have mo-

tivations (Nickel et al., 2010). The argument then proceeds by stating that machines

do not have goodwill, interests that can encapsulate our own, the ability to make

promises, etc. Thus, people cannot trust machines.

For example, consider what Karen Jones says about trust and machines:

“Trusting is not an attitude that we can adopt toward machinery. I can

rely on my computer not to destroy important documents or on my old car

to get me from A to B, but my old car is reliable rather than trustworthy.

One can only trust things that have wills, since only things with wills

can have goodwills - although having a will is to be given a generous

interpretation so as to include, for example, firms and government bodies.

Machinery can be relied on, but only agents, natural or artificial, can be

trusted.” (Jones, 1996, p. 14)
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Jones’ argument and those similar to it, however, conflate several issues that are

worth separating. When someone argues that AI cannot be trusted, there are several

claims they might be making:

Conceptual claim: trust, by definition, just doesn’t apply to human-AI

relationships.

Empirical claim: trust, in fact, just isn’t extended to machines.

Normative claim: trust, as a characteristic of interpersonal relationships,

should not be extended to machines because machines lack the relevant

features (goodwill, trust-responsiveness, etc).

In the literature, these claims are often not clearly distinguished.

As another example, Richard Holton states the following:

“When you trust someone to do something, you rely on them to do it,

and you regard that reliance in a certain way: you have a readiness to feel

betrayal should it be disappointed, and gratitude should it be upheld. In

short, you take a stance of trust towards the person on whom you rely. It

is the stance that makes the difference between reliance and trust. When

the car breaks down we might be angry; but when a friend lets us down

we feel betrayed.” (Holton, 1994, p.67)

In this quote, Holton appears to make an empirical claim about how people in-

teract differently with humans versus machines. This empirical claim is then used

to support a claim about the definition of trust: that trust involves reactive atti-

tudes. Hawley, in understanding trust’s counterpart distrust, similarly relies on a

claim about what people do to support a claim about the nature of distrust:

“Let’s understand nonreliance as a refusal to accept vulnerability, and/or

a continuing attempt to reduce such vulnerability. One might have this
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attitude to a machine one takes to be unreliable. What more is needed

for distrust? Not just the absence of normative expectations, since such

expectations are absent from our attitudes towards inanimate objects.”

(Hawley, 2014, p. 8)

Holton and Hawley both seem to be making a conceptual claim about the nature

of trust – that it involves reactive attitudes, and support this claim by making an

empirical claim about people, namely that they do not trust machines. However,

their conceptual claim about the nature of trust is not incompatible with people

actually trusting AI. It might well be be true that people, as a matter of fact, do not

trust AI. However, this doesn’t mean that AI is necessarily un-trustable. It could

mean that AI hasn’t yet demonstrated the features that would elicit trust from a

human, or that a human and an AI haven’t yet been in a context in which a human

would be likely to extend trust. It is not particularly difficult to imagine the kind of

context in which a person might respond to an AI’s failure with feelings of betrayal,

rather than disappointment. If, for example, it turns out to be possible to develop

sentient machines that are capable of feeling emotions and taking a participant stance

in relationships, then it certainly does not seem out of the question that people might

trust such machines. Furthermore, even if it turns out to be impossible to create such

machines, it still does not seem impossible that people can, and perhaps often do,

adopt such trust attitudes toward machines.

Consider an analogy with empathy. Empathy is typically conceived of as putting

oneself in another’s shoes. Thus, if there is no “other”, we cannot have empathy. In

the case of inanimate objects, like robots, there is no other to have empathy with.

However, empirical studies reveal that people do feel something like empathy toward

virtual entities and robots, although perhaps not to the extent that they feel for

other humans (Bartneck et al., 2005; Slater et al., 2006). Why would humans feel

empathy for something that clearly does not have shoes into which they can put
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themselves? Misselhorn (2009) proposes that people feel empathy with humanoid

robots because they imaginatively perceive these inanimate objects as undergoing

some empathy-inducing experience. They define empathy with inanimate objects

as: “S empathizes with an inanimate object’s imagined experience of emotion E if S

imaginatively perceives the inanimate object’s T-ing and this imaginative perception

causes S to feel E for the inanimate object” (Misselhorn, 2009, p.352). Thus, when

a person imaginatively perceives an inanimate object as undergoing some empathy-

inducing event, T, then they can feel empathy toward that object. Redstone (2016)

argues that what Misselhorn calls an “imaginative perception” is better described

as a perceptual illusion. Perceptual illusions, unlike imaginative perceptions, persist

despite knowing that the perception is not real. For example, “even if one knows

that the robot does not experience emotions, one might, for example, still cringe

upon seeing the emotive expressions a robot makes when it is being mistreated”

(Redstone, 2016).

We can make sense of trust, as understood by Holton and Hawley, in AI if we

suppose that those who take the required participant stance toward AI are imagining

or misperceiving that AI as having something like personhood. One way we might

understand trust in AI, then, is as a result of an illusion or a product of imagination.

If this is right, then Misselhorn and Redstone’s accounts do not only make sense of

empathy toward machines, but also trust. We thus could trust AI because we perceive

it as having properties, such as sentience or the capacity for emotions, which it lacks.

We perceive it as the kind of thing toward which we might feel reactive attitudes, such

as betrayal, although it is not. Someone might, for example, trust a robot to provide

companionship and, despite knowing that it doesn’t really understand them, it might

still feel like it. Thus, Holton and Hawley might be right about their understanding

of trust, but wrong about the empirical fact that people don’t trust machines.
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A similar argument can be made regarding other accounts of trust that require the

trustee to demonstrate some feature that AI does not currently possess. A person can

perceive the AI to have features like interests, goodwill, the ability to make promises,

etc, even if the AI does not have those features. If someone perceives the AI as having

these features, then they can extend trust to them. This does not, however, mean

that this trust is well-placed.

Consider again what Jones says about trust and machines:

“Trusting is not an attitude that we can adopt toward machinery. I can

rely on my computer not to destroy important documents or on my old car

to get me from A to B, but my old car is reliable rather than trustworthy.

One can only trust things that have wills, since only things with wills

can have goodwills - although having a will is to be given a generous

interpretation so as to include, for example, firms and government bodies.

Machinery can be relied on, but only agents, natural or artificial, can be

trusted.” (Jones, 1996, p. 14)

While Jones does not make claims about what people actually do, she does seem

to conflate two different issues: (1) what is possible given the nature of trust, and

(2) what people ought to do. We have already seen how it is possible that people

might come to trust things that do not have wills. Thus, Jones’ statement is perhaps

better understood as a statement about what people ought to do. Perhaps people

may, in fact, trust AI via imaginative perception or perceptual illusion, however, it

may be the case that they should not (unless the AI has a will). Jones here seems to

suggest a condition for well-placed trust: well-placed trust is directed toward agents

with wills. Thus, interpreting arguments against trust in AI as making normative

claims about what people ought to trust seems like the correct route to take.

Consequently, the question “Can we trust AI?” should be reframed as “Should we

trust AI?”. However, a blanket answer of “no” seems insufficient for several reasons.
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Firstly, that answer is premised on the idea that AI will never have human-like

capacities. While the jury is still out on whether they ever will, some researchers are

optimistic that someday machines will be just like people (Asada, 2019; Bronfman

et al., 2021; Shevlin, 2018). If trust is rooted in some particular capacity of the

trustee, then we must pay careful attention to what a given AI is capable of. Even

if AI never gains the human ability to feel emotion, they already display several

characteristics that may be relevant for trust, including autonomous decision-making.

If the argument against trusting AI rests on the limited abilities of machines, then,

at the very least, we must accept “no” as an answer open to revision.

Secondly, it is not obvious to me why it is the case that it is wrong to trust in

cases where the trustee lacks the relevant characteristic. If I imagine that a machine

is capable of having goodwill toward me, and trust it to predict the results of a

chemical reaction and it does so accurately, then, according to the above argument,

I have trusted poorly. However, the machine has done exactly what I trusted it to

do, the only problem being that I believe or feel like it has goodwill toward me when

it does not. Recall that trust is frequently understood as a species of reliance and

reliance has to do with guiding our actions with respect to relevant ends, values, etc.

In the case of trusting the machine to predict the results of an experiment, my reliance

has guided me well because it has resulted in me achieving the relevant end of an

accurate prediction. My wrong belief about the machine’s goodwill has no negative

consequences for this end. That belief only has negative practical effects insofar as it

may cause me to trust the AI to do things that it cannot do. But if I only trust it

to do things that it is capable of, then my false belief about its goodwill is silly and

wrong, but otherwise harmless.

However, if goodwill were necessary with respect to the relevant ends, then my

faulty belief could be quite harmful. If, for example, I trust the AI to be my friend,

a role for which goodwill is necessary, then my false belief is more obviously harmful.
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The danger in trusting, it seems to me, is importantly related to what a person

is trusting an agent to do or be. Pitt (2010) argues that the question “Can we

trust technology?” is incoherent because trust is always limited to certain domains.

Instead, he recommends that we ask specific questions about technology: Can we

trust technology to work properly? To always improve? To always benefit humanity?

To always fail? Limiting our questions regarding trustworthy AI to specific domains

seems to me a better direction to take in addressing whether to trust AI than adopting

a one-size-fits-all answer.

However, taking this route leads us back to the question that philosophers of trust

initially raised: what distinguishes trust from reliance? If goodwill and the like are

not relevant for a given end and are thus not counted as necessary for being trusted,

then how should we understand what makes trust special? One answer is perhaps

just to say that we only trust in contexts where goodwill and the rest are necessary.

If we take this route, then it would be wrong headed to talk about trusting someone

to run a calculation, provide some piece of information, or any other number of tasks

that can be done without any goodwill. Instead, we could only speak rightly of

trust in contexts where what is trust requires goodwill - like friendship. This seems

unnecessarily restrictive.

Instead, we could adopt a view wherein goodwill, trust-responsiveness, etc. are

not essential to placing trust well, except in those circumstances where goodwill is im-

portant for the relevant end. Nguyen’s account of trust as an unquestioning attitude

suits this need well. While the other accounts of trust are useful in understanding

trust in those contexts where certain capacities and attitudes are important, Nguyen’s

account provides a way of thinking about trust that encapsulates these contexts as

well as other contexts which do not require them. The danger in trusting, on the

unquestioning account, is not that the trustee doesn’t hold the right attitude toward

the truster, but that the truster has outsourced their agency to something unable to
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act accordingly. They have relied on something for some need without questioning

whether it can meet that need. Sometimes, the failure to meet the need is related

to the trustee’s attitude, but it need not be. Thus, I think that viewing trust as an

unquestioning attitude is often quite compatible with views of trust for which a cer-

tain attitude, like goodwill, is necessary. What counts as well-placed trust in those

accounts remains the same in the unquestioning account with the caveat that the

conditions of goodwill, etc., only apply to cases where those conditions are important

to the relevant ends of the trust relationship.

Understanding trust as an unquestioning attitude allows us to answer the question

“Should we trust AI?” without resorting to “no” as a blanket answer. Instead, it

offers us the chance to explore how the relevant ends which trust aims towards affect

judgements of trust. This enables us to better characterize the risks involved in

extending our agency through utilizing AI and thus better helps us understand when

and how to integrate AI into our lives. Thus, I would like to reframe the argument

that began this section as follows:

Argument 2

Premise 1: An entity should only be trusted if it possesses the feature (or

set of features), F, necessary for achieving the relevant ends.

Premise 2: Machines do not possess features necessary for achieving end,

G.

Conclusion: Therefore, people should not trust machines with end, G.

The variable “G” stands in for ends that require features like personhood, good-

will, motivations, etc. This argument, however, leaves open the possibility that people

can and should trust machines in contexts where the relevant end doesn’t require the

machine to possess features that it currently lacks, such as goodwill and the like.

If people do unquestioningly integrate AI into their lives, when is this appropriate?
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Why is it appropriate? And how do we tell the difference? That is, when is AI worthy

of this kind of trust? That is the question that I wish to take up in this dissertation.

1.3 Conclusion

We have already seen that many existing philosophical accounts of trustworthiness

are going to be unhelpful in addressing this question because they apply to only a

limited range of cases - those in which some feature of persons is essential for the

relevant end. We could, instead, look at what has been said specifically about trust-

worthy technology. However, accounts of trustworthiness developed specifically for AI

typically consist of guidelines for developers and policy makers on creating ethically

sound AI without reference to what trust is or what it would take to be a worthy

recipient of that attitude. Thus, instead of providing an account of trustworthiness

that addresses the attitudes that people have toward AI, these guidelines often con-

sist either of a checklist of features that are too rigid to generalize to all uses of AI

or consist of high level principles that are so vague that they fail to actually guide

industry decisions (Mittelstadt, 2019). Neither case provides a definition of what

trustworthiness is, such that AI ought to have the recommended features.

For example, the European Commission’s High Level Expert Group (HLEG) on

Trustworthy AI describe trustworthy AI as having three components: it must be

lawful, ethical and robust from a technical and social standpoint. They include four

ethical principles “which must be respected in order to ensure that AI systems are

developed, deployed and used in a trustworthy manner” (High Level Expert Group

on Artificial Intelligence, 2019). These principles include the respect for human au-

tonomy, prevention of harm, fairness, and explicability.
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These principles are realized in seven requirements that AI systems should meet:

1. AI systems should be subject to human agency and oversight,

2. AI systems should exhibit technical robustness and safety,

3. AI systems should preserve privacy and data governance,

4. AI systems should be transparent,

5. AI systems should recognize diversity and exhibit non-discrimination and fairness,

6. AI systems should promote environmental and societal well-being,

7. AI systems must be accountable.

While these are important principles and practices for the ethical use of AI, they

are less helpful for particular end users considering whether to trust a given AI. To

understand why, let us consider the case of privacy. According the HLEG, “AI sys-

tems must guarantee the privacy and data protection throughout a system’s entire

lifecycle. This includes the information provided by the user, as well as the infor-

mation generated about the user over the course of their interaction with the system

(e.g. outputs that the AI system generated for specific users or how users responded

to particular recommendations). Digital records of human behavior may allow AI

systems to infer not only individuals’ preferences, but also their sexual orientation,

age, gender, religious or political views. To allow individuals to trust the data gath-

ering process, it must be ensured that data collected about them will not be used to

unlawfully or unfairly discriminate against them.” (High Level Expert Group on Ar-

tificial Intelligence, 2019, p. 17). However, what counts as guaranteeing user privacy

is not universally agreed upon (Ess, 2006; Capurro, 2005).

Importantly, the view of privacy that dominates Western thinking and policy mak-

ing is centered on the individual. On this view, privacy involves having control over

our personal information, which allows us to develop and pursue our own individual

interests and goals without interference from the government or community. In this

way, privacy is seen as important and valuable because of its connection to individual
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autonomy (Henkin, 1974; Ortiz, 1989; Dworkin, 1982; Westin, 1967). The view of

privacy as promoting autonomy, however, is not shared across cultures. Theories of

privacy not grounded in individual autonomy have been put forward by researchers

working in a variety of traditions, including Confucian (Ma, 2019), Ubuntu (Re-

viglio and Alunge, 2020), Indian (Basu, 2012), Buddhist (Hongladarom, 2016), and

Japanese (Capurro, 2005) traditions.

Given the diversity of interpretations of fundamental values, such as privacy, it

can be problematic to rely on a checklist of ethical principles when identifying where

to place one’s trust. What counts as trustworthy according to the HLEG, which is

constituted by European members, may not be counted as trustworthy in a different

cultural context. Additionally, I believe that this applies not only on the cultural

level, but also on the individual level. A technology might be wisely trusted by one

individual, but not another, a thought which I will return to in detail later. In order

to place our trust well when interacting with AI, we need something different than

a checklist of high-level ethical principles. These may be useful in guiding policy-

making and development at the level of a population within a given culture, but are

less useful at identifying trustworthy AI when applied at the individual level or across

cultures.

The perspective of the end user has thus been obscured in the literature on trust-

worthy AI. Meanwhile, much of the literature on trust at the individual level suggests

that AI should not be trusted. I believe that ignoring the trust of end users and rul-

ing that any trust in AI is misplaced are both mistakes. In this dissertation, I will

argue that AI can be the appropriate recipient of trust. I begin this argument by dis-

tinguishing two different kinds of trustworthiness. The first prioritizes meeting the

truster’s expectations, while the second prioritizes meeting the truster’s needs. In

shifting the focus of trustworthiness to the truster’s needs, however, debates emerge

regarding what needs are legitimate and what constitutes the appropriate response
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to those needs. These debates can generate broken trust or disputes about the trust-

worthiness of an agent. This is particularly important for understanding trust in

technology, where a given AI application may meet legitimate needs in one context

(or for one individual), but generate or reinforce harms in a different context (or for

a different individual).

Thus, I aim to provide a definition of trustworthiness that (a) corresponds to

the attitudes of trust that people display toward AI, (b) is able to generate reasons

for why certain features are required in order for a person to count AI trustworthy

in a given context, and (c) allows that an AI may be counted trustworthy in one

context, but not another. In Chapters Two and Three, I focus on understanding

what trustworthiness in general is, without much reference to the specific problem

of identifying trustworthy AI. I have chosen to do this because I view identifying

trustworthy AI as just an instance of a task that we do in a wide variety of contexts,

many of which, I assume, will be more familiar to most people. Once I’ve explored

the nature of trustworthiness in more familiar contexts, I will then apply it in the

less familiar context of AI in Chapter Four.

In Chapter Two, I introduce two different ways of thinking about the relationship

between trust and trustworthiness. On the one hand, trustworthiness might involve

doing what the truster expects. On the other hand, trustworthiness might involve

doing what the truster needs. These are often one and the same, but they do come

apart, which has important consequences for how we determine the trustworthiness

of an agent.

In Chapter Three, I argue that the domain specificity of trust creates interest-

ing challenges for establishing robust trustworthiness. In particular, when trust is

broken, it is often difficult to determine who is at fault. This makes it difficult to

determine whether the trustee is untrustworthy or whether the truster has trusted

poorly. This difficulty arises because the appropriate boundaries of the domain are
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not always obvious. Indeed, sometimes the appropriateness of a domain varies across

perspectives. This means that judgements of trustworthiness are determined relative

to the truster’s and trustee’s perspectives.

In Chapter Four, I return to the question of how to determine the trustworthiness

of an AI. I argue that judgements of trustworthiness are best determined relative to

a particular individual’s vulnerabilities and needs. I explore the consequences of this

view in the context of apps used for healthcare.
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Chapter 2

Trust and Vulnerability

Introduction

We trust others because we are vulnerable. We are not all-powerful, all-knowing

beings. We cannot be everywhere or do everything. Our finite, embodied nature

renders us inherently vulnerable. So we reach out to others to do or be what we

cannot. When we reach out, however, we become vulnerable in a more narrow sense

– vulnerable to the actions or inactions of those to whom we reach. Vulnerability

thus plays into trust relationships in two different ways. On the one hand, our

vulnerabilities precede trust relationships and on the other, vulnerabilities follow

from specific trust relationships.

Typically, when considering trustworthiness, the focus is on responding to the

vulnerabilities that follow from the trust relationship rather than those that precede

it. For example, if I trust someone to deliver a letter, I am vulnerable to them not

doing so. The trustworthy person, then, is the one who reliably delivers the letter.

The emphasis, in such accounts of trustworthiness, is on the person’s ability to fulfill

the truster’s expectations regarding the trust relationship. Being trustworthy, then,

is akin to fulfilling a contract.

However, some vulnerabilities that precede trust cause people to pursue unhealthy

or morally questionable trust relationships. Such relationships give rise to further

morally unacceptable vulnerabilities. For example, suppose a child entrusts someone

with the secret of their abuse. In doing so, they become vulnerable to the trustee
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sharing their secret. It isn’t immediately clear what the trustworthy person ought to

do in this case. If the trustee keeps the secret, the child may be subject to further

abuse. If the trustee shares the secret, they may break the child’s trust. The trustee is

in a difficult position. In honoring the child’s trust, they fail to protect the child and

in protecting the child, they fail to honor the child’s trust. What does trustworthiness

require in this case?

If we focus only on responding to the vulnerability that arises from the trust

relationship, that is, the vulnerability to the secret being shared, then the trustworthy

person should keep the secret. However, while the child may think it is better to

trust the secret keeper, there are good reasons to suppose that they are mistaken

about this. Importantly, the child’s motivation for wanting their abuse kept secret

is undergirded by the abuse itself (threats, coercion, etc). When the motivations for

trust are themselves are rotten, as when motivated by threats or coercion, then the

results of honoring that trust may also be rotten.

In this case, it is vulnerability to abuse that precedes the child’s trust and if

the trustee keeps this trust, then they reinforce that vulnerability. If the trustee is

in a position to intervene to end the abuse and is willing to do so, then the child

would be better off trusting the secret-sharer, other things being equal. I believe

that the child ought to trust the person who is able to promote their well-being in

the long-term, even if they fail to recognize which person this is. Thus, in this case,

I believe the secret-sharer is more trustworthy than the secret-keeper. In order to

defend this claim, I will sketch out and defend a novel account of trustworthiness

which attends both to vulnerabilities that precede a trust relationship, as well as

those that follow from it. According to this account of trustworthiness, the person

who reports the abuse will count as more trustworthy, even though their actions may

break the child’s trust.
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Trustworthiness, I believe, has to do with who a truster ought to trust in a given

context. Identifying the extent of trustworthiness, however, requires that we look

beyond the vulnerabilities that arise within a particular trust relationship to the vul-

nerabilities that precede it and, indeed, to the vulnerabilities of the person as a whole.

Trustworthiness, on my account, has less to do with fulfilling a contract and more to

do with attending to vulnerabilities - with navigating through the vulnerabilities that

shape another person’s motivations, expectations, fears, abilities, and desires while

sorting out whether and how to respond.

In this chapter, I explore the ways in which vulnerabilities precede and follow

from trust relationships and argue that the obligations of the trustworthy are more

expansive than traditionally conceived. In section one, I develop an account of the

two different sources of vulnerability relevant to trust relationships, building off of

recent work from feminist ethics. In section two, I explore a tension that arises when

trustworthiness is understood as involving competency in a domain and a commitment

to meet expectations. In sections three and four, I resolve this tension through

distinguishing between two different kinds of trustworthiness: naive trustworthiness

and robust trustworthiness. Naive trustworthiness is blind to the vulnerabilities that

precede a trust relationship, while robust trustworthiness requires attention to the

broader array of vulnerabilities that shape trust relationships.

2.1 Preceding and Trust-Situational Vulnerabilities

In order to clarify the distinction between vulnerabilities that precede a trust rela-

tionship and those that arise within it, I will first discuss an existing distinction in

the literature on vulnerability. In their introduction to Vulnerability: New Essays in

Ethics and Feminist Philosophy (2014), Catriona Mackenzie, Wendy Rogers, and Su-

san Dodds introduce a taxonomy of types of vulnerability. Their taxonomy helpfully

lays the groundwork for the distinction I wish to draw between what I call “trust-
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preceding” and “trust-situational” vulnerabilities and thus I will briefly summarize

their work before connecting it to my own.

2.1.1 Inherent and situational vulnerabilities

While vulnerability has often been associated with weakness, need, or victimhood,

recent work in feminist philosophy challenges this assumption. On such accounts,

vulnerability is universal to humans in virtue of our embodiment and corporeality

(Fineman, 2010; Mackenzie, 2014). Our human bodies are inherently susceptible

to harm in a variety of ways. If we are deprived of any one of our basic needs of

food, shelter, meaningful relationships and the like, our quality of life is significantly

diminished. These basic needs represent what Mackenzie, Rogers and Dodds describe

as inherent vulnerabilities, which are vulnerabilities “inherent to the human condition”

(Mackenzie et al., 2014, p. 7).

Some of these vulnerabilities are constant across people and lifespan, such as

hunger, which all humans must live with from birth till death. Others, however, vary

according to factors like age, gender, personality, health status, etc. For example,

need for social interaction is inherent to the human condition, but some people may

need more social interactions than others to satisfy this need. Such people have

a greater vulnerability for diminished quality of life if they are unable to socially

engage with others. While prolonged isolation may cause some to experience deep

and troubling loneliness due to the lack of social interaction, others may not mind

the solitude. As social beings, humans are inherently vulnerable to the effects of

social deprivation, but personality differences may make some people experience this

vulnerability to a greater extent than others.

While some vulnerabilities are inherent, others are context specific. In an effort

to distinguish those vulnerabilities that are part and parcel of human life from those

that generate special obligations in a given context, Mackenzie et al. distinguish a
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second source of vulnerability. Situational vulnerabilities are those sources of vul-

nerability that arise in specific contexts, such as interpersonal, political, economic,

social, or epistemic situations. Some situational vulnerabilities last only for a short

time, others intermittently come and go, and others may last a person’s whole life.

For example, a person may be economically vulnerable for only a short time while

temporarily unemployed. Alternatively, if they have gig work, they may find them-

selves intermittently vulnerable as they move between jobs. Or, if they are unable

to work due to long-term medical or cognitive disability, they may spend their whole

life economically vulnerable.

It is important to note that there is not a clear categorical difference between

inherent and situational vulnerabilities. For example, all people must eat in order

to survive and thus are, in a sense, inherently vulnerable to starvation. However,

depending on the environment into which one is born, one may not actually ever

face the potential of starving to death. Those in unstable environments, who do not

have ready access to food, are vulnerable to starvation in a different way than those

whose pantries are perpetually full. They are not only inherently vulnerable, but

are also situationally vulnerable. The distinction between inherent and situational

vulnerabilities, while not categorical, is useful for “understanding the different duties

involved in responding appropriately to different kinds of vulnerability” (Mackenzie

et al., 2014, p.8).

The blurriness between the categories of inherent and situation vulnerabilities

highlights a second kind of distinction regarding vulnerabilities: occurrent versus dis-

positional. This distinction refers to the state of vulnerable person, whether they are

potentially vulnerable or actually vulnerable. Mackenzie et al. provide the following

example:

“For example, all fertile women of childbearing age are dispositionally

vulnerable to life-threatening complications in childbirth. But whether
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or not a pregnant woman is occurrently vulnerable to such complications

will depend on a range of factors, both inherent and situational, such as

her physical health, medical history, socioeconomic status, geographical

location, access to health care, and cultural norms relating to pregnancy

and childbirth. The dispositional–occurrent distinction serves to distin-

guish vulnerabilities that are not yet or not likely to become sources of

harm from those that require immediate action to limit harm.” (Macken-

zie et al., 2014, p. 8)

The final distinction that Mackenzie et al. make in their taxonomy of vulnerability

is between those vulnerabilities that are “particularly ethically troubling” (p. 9)

and those that are not. Such ethically troubling vulnerabilities are the result of

harms such as injustice, oppression, or abuse. An individual should not, say, be

vulnerable to unjust arrest because of their race. A child should not be vulnerable

to abuse because of their relative powerlessness in familial and social settings. These

are situational vulnerabilities that ought not exist. Mackenzie et al. term such

vulnerabilities pathogenic vulnerabilities. Pathogenic vulnerabilities are a subset of

situational vulnerabilities which are morally unacceptable and which we should aim

to eliminate.

In another essay, Mackenzie elaborates further on this distinction. She notes

that even in a perfectly just society, some vulnerabilities, i.e. those inherent to

human embodiment, cannot be eliminated. Instead, “what we should expect of a

just society is that its social and political structures are responsive to and seek to

mitigate the effects of inherent vulnerabilities, ensuring that their burdens do not

fall disproportionately on the disadvantaged.” (Mackenzie, 2014, p. 39). Pathogenic

vulnerabilities, then, are those vulnerabilities that can and should be eliminated,

rather than those that we must learn to live and deal with.
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Given this taxonomy, Mackenzie et al. discuss several important dynamics be-

tween vulnerability and responses to it. They note two sources of pathogenic vulner-

ability which are especially important for the following discussion of trustworthiness.

One source of pathogenic vulnerabilities is when a response intended to ameliorate

a vulnerability exacerbates existing vulnerabilities or creates new ones. They pro-

vide the example of people with cognitive disabilities who require care and thus are

at a heightened risk for sexual abuse by their carers. Similarly, a second source of

pathogenic vulnerabilities is when a social policy intervention intended to ameliorate

some vulnerability has the opposite affect and increases vulnerability.

2.1.2 Vulnerabilities and trust relationships

While the following is rooted in the taxonomy described above, my use of it is nar-

rowly focused on making sense of the ways that vulnerability both contributes to

and arises from trust relationships. Thus I will make several assumptions about the

different types of vulnerability that Mackenzie et al. do not make. For one, I am

assuming a clear distinction between inherent and situational vulnerabilities and be-

tween pathogenic and non-pathogenic vulnerabilities. Secondly, I am assuming that

inherent vulnerabilities are not pathogenic. They simply accompany human life as

we know it. One might argue that inherent vulnerabilities are simply a subset of

situational vulnerabilities - namely those that arise in the situation of being human.

If there are aspects of being human that are problematic, then, it would seem that

some so-called inherent vulnerabilities are also pathogenic. Death, for example, is fre-

quently treated as a pathogenic vulnerability that should be eliminated. The quest

for the fountain of youth, or for the more technologically minded, uploading one’s

consciousness to the cloud are attempts at eliminating this vulnerability. In this chap-

ter, however, I am going to assume that human bodies and their associated finitude

are not things to be overcome and thus inherent vulnerabilities are not pathogenic.
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Yet, as Mackenzie et al. note, the distinction between what vulnerabilities are

inherent to us and those that are situational is not categorical. Consequently, while

Mackenzie et al. do not discuss this in their work, I think it likely that in cases

where it is unclear whether a given vulnerability is better understood as inherent or

as situational, it may also be unclear whether it is a pathogenic vulnerability and

thus whether it requires amelioration. I have said that I don’t think that death

is necessarily a pathogenic vulnerability, but surely there are many cases where it

is. The world’s population is currently facing a global pandemic, for example, and

many are vulnerable to dying from it. Surely such a situation calls for life preserving

intervention. However, if we consider someone in the final stages of a long life,

it is less clear whether life preserving intervention is the appropriate response to

their vulnerability to death. While the distinction between inherent and situational,

pathogenic and non-pathogenic vulnerabilities is not clear cut in practice, for the

purposes of developing a framework for how inherent and situational vulnerabilities

relate to trust, I will assume that there is a clear distinction. Thus, I will treat

inherent vulnerabilities as vulnerabilities that need not be eliminated, but do need

to be recognized and attended to, and situational vulnerabilities as those which may,

but not necessarily, require amelioration.

As noted above, people cannot meet all their basic needs without the help of

others. Even the survivalist living alone in the forest depends on and is vulnerable

to others to some extent. After all, they had to learn the skills necessary to survive

alone from someone. Additionally, access the land and resources necessary to live

alone is possible due to existing social structures. Survival skills will do a person

no good if land owners, game wardens or park rangers prevent the opportunity to

exercise those skills. Even the “self-sufficient” person needs others - if only the person

who taught them how to provide for themselves or the social structures that provide

the opportunities to use what they have learned.
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As Joel Anderson has argued, vulnerability and autonomy are entwined:

“Although a person’s vulnerability can and often does diminish her au-

tonomy, this is not true in all senses. Indeed, realizing autonomy as an

ideal of personal agency requires certain forms of vulnerability. In partic-

ular, the acquisition and maintenance of autonomy rely on interpersonal

relations in which vulnerability plays a vital role. And a fuller realization

of the ideal of autonomy is sometimes possible only within specific so-

cial practices from which vulnerability cannot be eliminated.” (Anderson,

2014, 135)

Inherent vulnerabilities render humans dependent on others, at least to some

extent. Inherent vulnerabilities and the associated dependency on others invites the

formation of trust relationships. That is, the contexts in which we are in need are

those in which it often makes sense to turn to others for assistance. I am continually

in need of food in order to stave off hunger, but I cannot grow or raise all the food

that I need and also pursue my career goals. I simply don’t have time, energy or

material resources to do so. It makes a great deal of sense, then, for me to trust the

existing food system - the farmers, delivery infrastructure, and grocery stores - with

my food needs, rather than try to meet them myself. While not every dependent

relationship is characterized by trust, nor should it be, when appropriate, adopting

an attitude of trust can benefit the dependent person in many ways. The benefits and

value of trust are frequently discussed elsewhere (Dimock, 2020; Jones, 2015; Locke,

2001; Morrone et al., 2009; Townley and Garfield, 2013), so I will not dwell on them

here except to note that trust enables cooperation and thereby the formation and

persistence of human society. We need trust in order to have societies that are worth

living in; societies in which we recognize and respond to each others’ needs.

It is important to note that while inherent vulnerabilities frequently precede trust

relationships, that trust does not eliminate those vulnerabilities. As noted above,
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inherent vulnerabilities accompany our humanity. Eliminating them would mean

changing what we are, whatever that may be. Instead of eliminating inherent vulner-

abilities through trust, we manage them. We keep from starving to death through

trusting the agricultural sector to continually produce food, we keep from suffering

from loneliness through continually seeking out meaningful friendships, and so on. I

will always be vulnerable to starvation, loneliness and the like, but trust allows me to

depend on others so that those vulnerabilities are not actualized into harms. Inherent

vulnerabilities thus do not only invite the formation of trust relationships, but also

the maintenance of trust relationships. I am motivated to continue my trust relation-

ship with farmers and grocers because while they do not eliminate my vulnerability

to starvation, they do help me manage that vulnerability.

However, in managing inherent vulnerabilities through trust, people make them-

selves situationally vulnerable. Situational vulnerabilities, in addition to arising in

specific contexts, generate special obligations in that context. In a trust relation-

ship, the truster becomes vulnerable to the actions of the trustee and the trustee, in

response to this vulnerability, has a special obligation to the trustee that others out-

side of the trust relationship do not share. Suppose the survivalist works out a deal

with a land owner who allows them access to space to exercise their survival skills

undisturbed. This trust relationship makes the survivalist situationally vulnerable to

the specific actions of the landowner. For example, the landowner might retract his

offer or might alert the game wardens of the survivalist’s illegal hunting activities.

Whenever someone manages their inherent vulnerabilities through trust, they become

situationally vulnerable to the trustee. Thus, while everyone is vulnerable to hunger,

they are situationally vulnerable to those specific food systems from which they get

their food.

In addition to following from the trust relationships that manage inherent vulner-

abilities, situational vulnerabilities can also precede trust relationships and thus can
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give rise to new situational vulnerabilities. Economic vulnerability, for example, is a

situational vulnerability that might propel an unemployed person to trust a friend to

help them find work. However, once that trust relationship is established, the unem-

ployed person becomes more narrowly vulnerable to their friend’s actions. The friend

may fail to help them find work, or worse, may recommend to them an exploitative

work setting, in which case new situational vulnerabilities emerge.

Situational vulnerabilities related to trust relationships, unlike inherent vulner-

abilities, can be eliminated. If the friend successfully helps the unemployed person

find a good job, then that person is no longer situationally vulnerable to their friend’s

actions pertaining to job hunting. In cases like these, the situational vulnerability is

eliminated because the trust has been fulfilled. There is no longer any need for the

person to continue trusting their friend to help them find a job because it has already

been done.

Alternatively, the situational vulnerability can be eliminated if the trust relation-

ship is abandoned altogether. If the friend is slow to help or offers recognizably bad

advice, the unemployed person may call off the trust relationship and seek help else-

where. In doing so, they are no longer situationally vulnerable to their friend’s actions

or inactions. They may however, remain situationally vulnerable in a range of other

ways. They still, for example, remain economically vulnerable. Thus, the vulnera-

bilities that follow from trust can be eliminated through fulfilling or abandoning the

trust relationship.

Additionally, these vulnerabilities can be eliminated if the situational vulnerability

that motivated the trust in the first place is eliminated. If the job seeker unexpectedly

lands their dream job independently of the actions of their friend, then there is no need

for the trust relationship to continue. While similar to to cases of trust-fulfillment,

this case differs because the trustee didn’t contribute anything toward meeting the

trust. Instead, the preceding conditions that motivated the trust changed, eliminating
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the need for trust. While the job seeker might continue trusting their friend in a range

of other ways, they no longer need trust them to help them find a job.

Situational vulnerabilities can thus both precede and follow from trust relation-

ships and can be eliminated in several different ways. The vulnerabilities that follow

from trust relationships are what I call “trust-situational vulnerabilities”. These are

the subset of situational vulnerabilities that arise whenever a trust relationship is

established. The vulnerabilities that precede a trust relationship, which may be ei-

ther inherent or situational, I call “trust-preceding vulnerabilities”’. I distinguish

trust-preceding from trust-situational vulnerabilities because discussions of trustwor-

thiness have largely ignored trust-preceding vulnerabilities. In the next section, I will

demonstrate why this is a problem.

2.2 Competency and Expectations: A Tension

While trust is a powerful tool for addressing inherent and situational vulnerabilities,

it is also opens a person up to experiencing a range of harms including betrayal,

disappointment, manipulation, and exploitation. Trust can thus contribute to an

increasing spiral of vulnerabilities through creating and reinforcing pathogenic vul-

nerabilities. Consider the economically vulnerable person who trusted their friend

for help finding a job. The trustee may find them a stressful low wage job that offers

little chance of upward mobility. While the job eases the immediate economic vulner-

ability, it also does not allow the vulnerable person the opportunity to develop skills

for a better job or the time to find such a job. This ends up actually reinforcing the

person’s economic vulnerability through keeping them trapped in a cycle of low-wage

work.

Trust not only potentially reinforces existing pathogenic vulnerabilities, it can

also create new pathogenic vulnerabilities. The stress of the new job may make the

person especially vulnerable to trouble maintaining important personal relationships,
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substance abuse, and health problems, among others. Thus, trust is a risky busi-

ness. Placed well, it can reduce the negative impacts of both inherent and situational

vulnerabilities. Placed poorly, it can generate and reinforce pathogenic situational

vulnerabilities. Determining when trust is well placed or not is clearly of critical

importance. Oddly, philosophers have historically prioritized matters of trust over

matters of trustworthiness (Hawley, 2014; O’Neill, 2018; O’Neill, 2020). Despite the

overall asymmetry in attention given to trust and trustworthiness, several philoso-

phers have addressed the question of what makes someone a worthy recipient of

another’s trust.

One general view of trustworthiness simply requires that a trustee is willing to do

what the truster asks of them and is competent to do so. Versions of this view fre-

quently appear when trust is discussed in contractual terms or game theoretic terms

(see (Tutić and Voss, 2020; Hardin, 2001; Simpson, 2017)). The key question here is

whether B will do what A trusts them to do, that is, whether B will mitigate trust-

situational vulnerabilities by meeting A’s expectations. If they do not, the harms

associated with the trust-situational vulnerabilities are actualized. I will briefly dis-

cuss several views of trustworthiness that roughly take this form. While each view has

certain advantages, all illustrate a tension between meeting a trustee’s expectations

and demonstrating competence in the relevant domain. I will briefly summarize the

different views and then highlight several assumptions these viewpoints share which

generate a problematic tension.

Russell Hardin’s Encapsulated Interest account of trust and trustworthiness em-

phasizes the importance of the trustee’s commitments and competence. According to

Hardin, “the central problem in your trustworthiness is your commitment to fulfill

another’s trust in you” (Hardin, 2002, p. 28). When you trust someone to do some-

thing, how can you be sure that they will keep their commitment to meet your trust?

You must first have evidence that they are actually competent to fulfill the trust.
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The most committed trustee is hardly trustworthy if they lack the requisite skills or

knowledge to meet the trust. Hardin is hardly unique in highlighting the importance

of competence. Most accounts of trustworthiness similarly take it as necessary that

the trustee has the skills and abilities necessary to do what is trusted.

What makes Hardin’s account notable is his emphasis on whether it is in the

trustee’s interest to act on behalf of the truster’s interests. How can we be assured

of a trustee’s commitments toward meeting our trust? We can be assured that the

other will meet our trust if it is in their interest to act in our interest, that is, if

their interests encapsulate our own. The kinds of cases he has in mind are those in

which the truster trusts the trustee with respect to some future action. For example,

if I buy something online, how can I be assured that I will receive what I have

paid for? The trustworthy other must have good reasons for following through on

commitments and these reasons should be apparent to both parties. He suggests

that there are three sources of motivation, or three kinds of reasons, for honoring

the commitments one makes when accepting trust. The first is an internal source

of commitment, such as having a certain disposition or from moral commitments,

character or habit. The second source includes external sources such as societal or

social devices. These include legal consequences. Finally, there are mixed sources

of motivation. For example, people can be induced to meet trust from social norms

that have become internalized. Often, these reasons include a desire to maintain the

relationship or to preserve a good reputation. The online seller has good reason to

send me what I’ve bought because if they do not then I will not buy from them

again and may damage their reputation through leaving a bad review. Ultimately,

for Hardin, being trustworthy is a matter of self-interest. When meeting trust ceases

to be in the trustee’s interests, then they should not be counted trustworthy.
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Karen Jones criticizes Hardin’s account because, she argues, self-interest is an

unstable motive for trustworthiness (Jones, 2012). Instead, we should count a person

trustworthy if they take the fact of our dependency as a reason for meeting trust.

According to Jones trustworthiness is “competence together with direct responsive-

ness to the fact that the other is counting on you” (Jones, 2012, p. 62). Trust-

responsiveness, rather than encapsulated interest, is the relevant reason for meeting

trust. Consideration of the other and their trust must directly move the trustworthy

trustee, rather than, say, fear of legal or social consequences. Furthermore, trust-

worthiness is a dispositional property. An individual need not actually be in a trust

relationship to be trustworthy, but if they were trusted, they would be moved by that

trust. For Jones, the likelihood of following through when trusted is undergirded by

the trustee being directly moved by the trust itself, that is, trust-responsiveness.

Both Hardin and Jones highlight the need for competency in the relevant domain.

A trustee must have the relevant skills and abilities to do whatever it is they have

been trusted to do. This means that trustworthiness is limited to specific domains.

An individual might be trustworthy in the domain of online sales, but not trustworthy

in the domain of plumbing. Additionally, this competency must be accompanied by

relevant reasons for acting. For Hardin, these reasons are self-interested. For Jones,

these reasons are rooted in the disposition to respond to trust.

Accounts that focus on mitigating trust-situational vulnerabilities, such as Hardin’s

and Jones’, are useful for understanding certain social and economic dynamics. We

readily see the importance of this kind of trustworthiness when we look at everyday

interactions like buying products online. We frequently pay for items before we have

seen them and before they are actually in our possession, leaving us quite vulnerable

to the seller’s actions. It is, unfortunately, not an uncommon experience to order

something only to have it never arrive. Or, if it does arrive, to open the box and

discover a cheap, poorly made approximation of the expected item. What we want,
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in these scenarios, is for the trustee to not take advantage of our vulnerability, but

to meet our expectations by following through on what they have committed to do.

Thus, these views of trustworthiness are useful for discussing things like contracts or

economic and political negotiations where the vulnerabilities in question are trust-

situational. However, these views have several important limitations.

2.2.1 The Voluntariness Assumption

One limitation of accounts such as Hardin’s and Jones’ is that they embed an as-

sumption of voluntariness. They are not alone in assuming voluntariness in contexts

of trust. For example, in a discussion on trust and game theory, Tutić and Voss

make this assumption explicit: “trust relations are asymmetric in the sense that the

trustor has to decide whether or not to choose the risky option of placing trust. Trust

relations generally require sequences of decisions.” (Tutić and Voss, 2020, p. 176)

When I trust the online seller, we both enter into the trust relationship voluntarily.

They chose to market their items online and I chose to purchase their items. This as-

sumption, however, does not hold in many instances of trust. Annette Baier criticizes

accounts of trust that focus on contract-keeping for precisely this reason. She cites

examples of trust between infants or children and their caretakers, wherein infants do

not choose to trust their caretakers (Baier, 1986). While Baier is primarily concerned

with how this voluntariness assumption is troublesome for trust, it is also troublesome

for trustworthiness. Just as trusters do not always voluntarily choose who to trust,

as in the case of infants, so too do trustees not always voluntarily choose to receive

another’s trust. Trust may be unwanted or even explicitly rejected by the trustee.

Still, despite objections, trusters may, unreasonably, persist in trusting the unwilling

trustee.

How should we think about the trustworthiness of the recipient of unwanted trust?

On the face of it, it seems quite wrong-headed to deem the trustee as untrustworthy
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because they are unwilling to meet trust that they did not want in the first place.

Suppose I trust the chair of my philosophy department to give me one million dollars

upon my graduating with my Phd, despite having no reason to trust him for this

and despite his refusal to commit to this. If trustworthiness is simply about trust-

situational vulnerabilities, then I have good reason to deem him untrustworthy when

he fails to deliver the money on graduation day. But surely there is something wrong

with an account of trustworthiness that reaches this conclusion because the chair

never accepted my trust and even explicitly rejected it. The chair, in this situation,

seems to have no obligation to meet my trust. Whether trust generates obligations,

thus, seems important in assessing the trustworthiness of another.

We could solve this issue if we stipulated that in order for trust to generate

obligations for the trustee, the trustee must voluntarily accept the truster’s trust.

Without this voluntary acceptance and the associated obligations, then failure to act

does not indicate untrustworthiness. This seems to be the route that Jones takes in

her discussion of the importance of the trustee’s ability to signal to trusters that they

are not willing or capable of accepting trust:

“We want them [trustees] reliably to signal in, so that we can identify those

whose agency is recruitable to extend the effectiveness of our own. We

also want them reliably to signal out if they do not have the competencies

on which we might base potential dependencies or if they are not willing

to be responsive to those dependencies.” (Jones, 2012, p. 75)

Yet, there are cases where trust may be unwanted, but an obligation to meet it may

still exist; where the agent cannot simply “signal out" and remain worthy of trust. A

reluctant parent, for example, may not have wanted the trust of a child, and yet they

have some obligation to meet the trust of that child. If the parent neglects the child’s

trust-situational vulnerabilities, thus breaking the child’s trust, should we count them

untrustworthy? If trustworthiness requires voluntary acceptance of trust, then no.
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But deeming the neglectful parent as trustworthy, even if they reliably signal their

unwillingness to meet their child’s trust, seems wrong as well.

2.2.2 Competency Versus Meeting Expectations

Cases of non-voluntary trust relationships raise several important questions about

trust and trustworthiness. Where does the obligation to meet another’s trust come

from? Do the expectations that comprise the trust determine what the trustworthy

agent ought to do or do the normative constraints for trustworthy action come from

somewhere else? And does trustworthiness track meeting the truster’s expectations or

meeting some set of normative constraints (if the two come apart)? In order to answer

these questions, we must understand in what way trustworthiness is normative.

In existing accounts of trustworthiness, it isn’t always entirely clear what con-

strains trustworthy behavior. This lack of clarity arises because the trustworthy agent

is supposed to demonstrate competency with respect to the domain in which they are

trusted and are also supposed to meet the truster’s expectations with respect to that

domain. However, the requirement of competency sneaks in normative constraints

that may conflict with trusters’ expectations. There is a tension between competency

with respect to a domain and competency with respect to a set of expectations. I will

examine this tension in both Jones’ and Baier’s accounts of trustworthiness and then

argue that we can resolve this tension by distinguishing two forms of trustworthiness.

For Jones, the central feature of trustworthiness is responsiveness to trust. We

have reason to trust another when that other takes our trust as a reason to act. Thus,

the obligation to act arises from the trust itself and it is the truster’s expectations that

determine what the trustee ought to do. Importantly, this means that when trusted

to do something bad, the trustworthy person is still obliged to follow through, unless

they signal that they do not want to be trusted in this way. Trustworthiness is

thus decoupled from moral considerations. This means that when meeting trust is in
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tension with other obligations, if we wish to be trustworthy in the relationship, we

should prioritize meeting the truster’s expectations.

In order to meet said expectations, however, trustees must be competent with

respect to the relevant domain. For example, while trustworthiness itself is not nec-

essarily a moral concept according to Jones, she does note that sometimes competency

does require the trustee to use moral judgement:

“When we trust professionals, from plumbers to physicians, we expect

of them a technical competence (and minimal decency). However, the

competence we expect in trusting need not be technical: when we trust

a friend, the competence we expect them to display is a kind of moral

competence. We expect a friend to understand loyalty, kindness, and

generosity, and what they call for in various situations.” (Jones, 1996, p.

7)

The domain of trust is thus central to understanding what a trustee ought to do.

When the domain requires moral competency, the trustee must be relevantly moral.

When the domain requires technical skill, the trustee must have the relevant tech-

nical skill. Confusingly, here Jones seems to indicate that the domains not only

constrain what a trustee ought to do, but what a truster ought to expect. Friends

ought to expect loyalty, kindness, and generosity of each other and ought to respond

accordingly.

However, Jones later argues that what matters for trustworthiness is not the

domain, but the truster’s expectations:

“...if a physician refuses to allow the expectations of her patients to shape

her understanding of what, here and now, good medical practice consists

in, her patients would not be justified in trusting her. (This explains why

a physician might have reservations about having someone as her patient:
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if she feels that she will have objections to living up to her patient’s

expectations, she will think it difficult to maintain the proper relationship

of trust.) For this reason, it would be a mistake to think that the ideally

moral are always properly trusted. While it might be true that the ideally

moral are properly trusted by those who are themselves ideally moral,

it doesn’t follow that they are properly trusted by those who are not.”

(Jones, 1996, p. 10-11)

Thus, in cases where professional obligations (as determined by the domain of inter-

ested) are in conflict with the obligations associated with the truster’s expectations,

it is the latter that take priority.

These two statements appear at odds with each other. On the one hand, trustwor-

thiness requires competency, which includes understanding what actions or attitudes

are appropriate to a given domain and thus what obligations arise out of the domain.

On the other hand, trustworthiness requires allowing the truster’s expectations to

shape what actions or attitudes the trustee is obligated to do or hold. We expect

our physicians to be technically competent, but also to shape their understanding of

good medical practice to our expectations. But what happens if trusters do not have

the right kind of expectations for a given domain? What if I expect my physician to

do something medically inappropriate? On Jones’ account, I should count the physi-

cian who refuses inappropriate treatment as untrustworthy, despite their competence

and willingness to provide good medical care. Instead, I should count the physician

willing to provide the shoddy medical care that meets my ill-informed expectations

as trustworthy.

Annette Baier’s work also demonstrates the tension between prioritizing obliga-

tions that arise out of competency with respect to a domain and the obligation to

meet the truster’s expectations.
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Consider one of Baiers’ examples:

“One way in which trusted persons can fail to act as they were trusted

to is by taking on the care of more than they were entrusted with-the

babysitter who decides that the nursery would be improved if painted

purple and sets to work to transform it, will have acted, as a babysitter,

in an untrustworthy way, however great his good will.” (Baier, 1986, p.

236)

Part of what it is to be trustworthy, on Baier’s account, is to exercise good judgement

in using one’s discretionary powers. The babysitter is thus untrustworthy because he

did not exercise good judgement. At this point, it is unclear whether Baier thinks

that the failure to exercise good judgement pertains to ascertaining what obligations

the domain of babysitting properly entails or pertains to obligations pertaining to

the expectations of the parents. In this case, the failure to ascertain the obligations

associated with the domain of babysitting overlaps with the failure to ascertain the

obligations associated with the parent’s expectations.

Later, however, she provides an example where she argues that the trustworthy

person is obligated not to exercise discretion in how to meet the truster’s expecta-

tions, but to exercise discretion in whether and when to meet those expectations.

In that example, she suggests that trustworthiness has more to do with exercising

good judgement with respect to the domain than in meeting the expectations of the

truster:

“To be someone to be trusted with a promise, as well as to be trusted as

a promisor, one must be able to use discretion not as to when the promise

has been kept but, rather, as to when to insist that the promise be kept,

or to instigate penalty for breach of promise, when to keep and when not

to keep one’s promise. I would feel morally let down if someone who had
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promised to help me move house arrived announcing, "I had to leave my

mother, suddenly taken ill, to look after herself in order to be here, but I

couldn’t break my promise to you." From such persons I would accept no

further promises, since they would have shown themselves untrustworthy

in the always crucial respect of judgment and willingness to use their

discretionary powers.” (Baier, 1986, p. 251-252)

This example indicates that competency with respect to a domain requires trustees

to understand the relative importance of that domain in relation to other domains.

Thus, when a truster’s expectations conflict with the appropriate exercise of discretion

in whether to meet those expectations, the trustworthy person prioritizes what they

determine is more valuable. Suppose the example were reversed and the truster

insisted that the promise should have been kept, even if that meant leaving the ill

mother to fend for herself. The trustee has appropriately exercised her discretionary

powers and thus should, according to Baier, be counted trustworthy, even though she

failed to meet the truster’s expectations.

However, later, Baier argues that when something is wrong with the trust rela-

tionship, we may have a moral obligation to be untrustworthy:

“When the trust relationship itself is corrupt and perpetuates brutality,

tyranny, or injustice, trusting may be silly self-exposure, and disappoint-

ing and betraying trust, including encouraged trust, may be not merely

morally permissible but morally praiseworthy. Women, proletarians, and

ex-slaves cannot ignore the virtues of watchful distrust, and of judicious

untrustworthiness.” (p. 253)(Baier, 1986).

This quote seems to endorse the view that trustworthiness has to do with meeting

expectations, rather than exercising appropriate judgement in whether and when to

meet expectations. If this is correct, then sometimes it is right to be trustworthy,
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but other times it is wrong to be trustworthy. Trustworthiness, in this quote seems

to track obligations that arise from truster’s expectations, rather than the obligation

to exercise appropriate discretion with respect to the relevant domain.

Both Jones and Baier’s accounts illustrate this tension, I think, because it is un-

clear what obligations are associated with competency regarding a domain. Both view

competency as key to trustworthiness, but the requirement of competency sneaks nor-

mativity into the concept of trustworthiness in a way that appears, in some cases,

incompatible with the notion that trustworthiness is about meeting truster’s expec-

tations - that is, in doing what they have been trusted to do. Paul Faulkner takes the

conflict between a truster’s misplaced expectations and a trustee’s commitment to

doing what is right as evidence that trust should not be viewed primarily as a three-

place relation (Faulkner, 2015). If trustworthiness is tied to a truster’s expectations,

rather than the fact of their dependence, then the trustworthy person is liable to en-

gaging in whatever unethical behavior the trustee expects of them. Thus, he argues

that in order to preserve the analytical connection between trust and trustworthi-

ness, understood as doing the right thing, we must reject a three-place view of trust.

Instead, he argues that we should understand trust as a one or two-place relation

because this allows trustworthiness to be tied to doing the right thing, rather than

tied to a truster’s (potentially misguided) expectations. However, I think that it is

not necessary to reject a three-place account of trust in order to resolve this tension.

In what follows, I present a way to understand trustworthiness that corresponds with

three-place trust.

2.3 Naive Trustworthiness

In order to resolve the tension between expectations and domain competency, I pro-

pose distinguishing two kinds of trustworthiness. In the first type, the trustworthy

agent must be likely to meet the truster’s expectations, regardless of how misguided
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or immoral those expectations might be. I call this type of trustworthiness naive

trustworthiness:

A is naively trustworthy to the extent that, were B to trust them

with respect to x, A would be likely to meet B’s expectations

regarding x.

I call this view “naive trustworthiness” because it is naive to the vulnerabilities

that precede trust and whether such vulnerabilities are pathogenic. The quality of the

truster’s expectations determine the quality of the trustee’s actions. If the truster’s

trust is preceded by pathogenic vulnerabilities that warp the truster’s expectations,

then the trustee’s actions may reflect that warping. Thus, the naively trustworthy

agent may create or reinforce pathogenic vulnerabilities with respect to the domain

of trust. I define trustworthiness in terms of “to the extent that”, rather than “if and

only if”, to indicate that trustworthiness comes in degrees (Alfano and Hujits, 2020).

An agent can be more or less trustworthy in a particular domain and in relation to

particular people.

Competency only enters the picture insofar as it is necessary for meeting the

truster’s expectations - it does not serve a corrective function in identifying whether

expectations are misguided. This means that a naively trustworthy agent might actu-

ally display incompetence or gross negligence with respect to professional obligations

or technical skill. A naively trustworthy physician, trusted to provide unnecessary

and addictive medications, will do so, despite the harm their actions may inflict on

the truster. The relevant competence needed in this case might include the abil-

ity to skirt the safeguards that are in place to prevent this kind of behavior. This

competence, however, demonstrates deep negligence with respect to the domain of

medicine.

If the truster has well-informed expectations with respect to the domain of trust,

then the competency needed to meet the truster’s expectations will likely align with
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professional, moral or technical competencies. For example, a truster who has appro-

priate expectations of friendship, such as the expectation that friends will demonstrate

loyalty, kindness, generosity, and the like, will count those who are morally competent

as trustworthy.

As Jones points out, the ideally moral will properly trust those who are ideally

moral and those that are not, will trust those who are not. Similarly, those who

are knowledgable with respect to a particular domain are those most capable of de-

veloping appropriate expectations in that domain. Thus, the ideally competent will

properly trust those who are also ideally competent. Those whose trust-preceding

vulnerabilities include ignorance about the domain are more liable to develop quite

poor expectations regarding that domain, and thus are more liable to count incompe-

tent or negligent agents as trustworthy. Consider the way that a child is vulnerable

to their parent. A child is completely dependent on their parent or guardian for care.

Additionally, young children don’t know what the domain of proper care entails.

Thus, children trust their caretakers not only with care, but also with determining

what constitutes that care. It is not uncommon for people to fail to recognize their

caretakers’ actions as abusive or unhealthy until adulthood, if ever, because those

actions shaped their expectations for what care should look like. Consequently, chil-

dren are vulnerable not only to receiving poor care, but to developing the expectation

that poor care is normal or appropriate.

The kind of vulnerabilities that render a truster unable to determine the proper

terms of trust are not unique to children. Indeed, most rational adults occasionally

find themselves in situations where they trust others not only to act in accordance

with their trust but to determine in important ways the terms of that trust. Whenever

ignorance is the vulnerability that precedes a trust relationship, the trustee must do

more than simply do what is trusted to them. They must, in addition, fill in the

terms of the trust, so to speak. Naive trustworthiness requires that when A trusts B
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to x, B will x. However, in the these cases, A also trusts B to determine the terms of

x. We could say that in such cases A trusts B to y, where y equals “determine and

do x”. Naive trustworthiness would simply require that B determines what A should

expect them to do and then does it. However, when a trustee does y, they create the

terms by which their own trustworthiness is assessed. A trustee in such cases could

harm the truster and still count as naively trustworthy.

Consider the way that a patient is vulnerable to their doctor. The lack of fa-

miliarity with a medical condition which precedes a visit to the doctor is the same

vulnerability that often renders them unable to determine whether the prescribed

treatment is appropriate. The patient thus trusts the doctor for care and also trusts

them to determine what constitutes that care. Ideally, the patient can confirm that

the doctor is trustworthy via the effects of the treatment, however, this is not always

the case. For example, suppose a patient is receiving treatment, but their condition

is not improving. They are told that the treatment is preventing their condition

from worsening, but that no treatment will improve their condition. It might be the

case that the physician is providing the best care possible and the condition is un-

fortunately truly treatment resistant. However, it might also be the case that there

is an effective treatment that the physician could implement, but doesn’t, perhaps

because the treatment is new and the physician is reluctant to change their treat-

ment strategies. The patient, whose trust is preceded by ignorance of the information

that would enable them to distinguish between the two cases, may have no way to

determine whether they are receiving adequate care. Indeed, the care of the physi-

cian reluctant to explore new treatment options may lead the patient to distrust a

doctor who could actually help. Once poor care is accepted as trustworthy care, it is

difficult to undo the damage because trust tends to reinforce itself. Jones describes

the mechanism of reinforcement as “affective looping”, wherein trust provides the

grounds for its own continuance (Jones, 2019). Thus, a naively trustworthy physician
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may reinforce the pathogenic vulnerabilities - preventable illness and lack of famil-

iarity with that illness - that motivated the trust in the first place through setting

sub-par expectations.

This problem may be exacerbated by what Thi Nguyen terms “agential gullibility”,

which occurs when a truster is too willing to incorporate other people or objects

into their practical agency (Nguyen, 2019). Typically, gullibility is understood as a

willingness to believe anything that others say. However, Nguyen argues that there

is a sense in which, when we trust, we outsource our agency to other entities. We

allow others to act on our behalf, and in doing so, allow others to shape our own

actions, decisions, and expectations. The agentially gullible person does this without

appropriate reflection or care. A patient might demonstrate agential gullibility in

accepting whatever treatment plan a physician gives them without seeking other

professional opinions.

In addition to cases where trusters are ignorant of the appropriate conditions of

trust or are agentially gullible, there are cases where a truster may have a general

idea of what they should entrust to the trustee and even have their trust met, but

still be harmed. Continuing with medical example, the effects of a treatment may

meet the patient’s expectations, but not constitute trustworthy care. If a patient

struggles with chronic pain, they may trust their doctor to help ease their pain,

an altogether reasonable expectation. However, if they are not familiar with their

condition or appropriate treatment methods, they are vulnerable to an unscrupulous

physician prescribing a highly addictive pain-killer. This action eases the pain, and

thus meets the patient’s trust, but generates a pathogenic vulnerability for addiction.

The unscrupulous physician thus meets the requirements for naive trustworthiness,

but harms the patient in the process.

56



If we take naive trustworthiness as the standard for who to trust, then many

people who perpetrate harm on others, either intentionally or unintentionally, meet

that standard. When trying to determine who to trust, naive trustworthiness is only

useful insofar as the truster’s existing expectations are appropriate to the domain.

Unfortunately, in many cases, trust is preceded by vulnerabilities that render the

truster disadvantaged at forming expectations. For example, I trust my physician

precisely because I often don’t know what expectations should shape good medical

practice regarding my medical condition. Those who are not similarly vulnerable,

i.e. those who are medically competent, are in a better position to determine who

is ideally competent and thus who they should trust but they also have less need to

trust others with respect to that domain in the first place.

Someone might object at this point that while the disadvantaged truster may not

have particularly well-informed expectations, they can still have general expectations

that are well-placed. I may not know what appropriate medical practice looks like, but

I may simply expect my physician to “foster my health”. I may have no idea what

exactly that looks like, but the expectation is such that negligent or incompetent

physicians are ruled out as candidates for trustworthiness. This is correct. However,

ignorance leaves a person much more vulnerable to developing bad expectations.

People are much more likely to face exploitation or be otherwise harmed when they

don’t know what they should expect of others in a given domain. Thus, those whose

trust is preceded by deep vulnerabilities, such as those born out of ignorance, abuse, or

trauma, are also those whose trust in others is most likely to harm them even as their

expectations are met. Their trust is most likely to create and reinforce pathogenic

vulnerabilities, whereas the trust of those who are not so vulnerable is more likely to

mitigate pathogenic vulnerabilities.

When we ask the question, “Is my trust well-placed?”, we might mean one of

several things. We might wish to know whether the agent will act we expect them to
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act. In this, naive trustworthiness offers an adequate answer. However, we might also

wish to know whether the agent will act appropriately toward us in a given domain,

regardless of, or perhaps in spite of, any vulnerabilities that inhibit our ability to form

appropriate expectations about that domain. In the latter, naive trustworthiness fails

us. Naive trustworthiness is only as good as the truster’s expectations, so if a truster

is prone to holding inappropriate expectations, naively trustworthy others are likely

to bring them harm. If we want an account of trustworthiness that answer the

latter question, we need one that attends to both preceding and trust-situational

vulnerabilities.

2.4 Robust Trustworthiness

If the obligations associated with trustworthiness do not arise from the expectations

of the truster, where do they come from? Given that vulnerabilities are central to

why we trust and why we often trust poorly, it may be helpful to take a step back and

return to the literature on vulnerability. Within that literature, there is a question of

why vulnerability generates obligation. One answer is that the vulnerabilities are the

source of obligation (Kittay, 1999). Another is that vulnerabilities are a signal that

alert us to the presence of salient moral claims, in particular those of need or harm

(Mackenzie et al., 2014). This debate mirrors that of trust and obligation. Naive

trustworthiness provides the conditions for trustworthiness when we view trust as

the source of obligation. How should we understand trustworthiness when trust is

not the source of obligation but a signal of some other source?

Trust, as described in section one, relates to vulnerability in two ways: vulner-

ability precedes it and follows from it. Trust, then, signals the presence of both

preceding and trust-situational vulnerabilities. These, in turn, signal the presence of

certain claims. These claims, of course, are not all equally important or legitimate.

While I do not wish to delve deeply into what makes a claim legitimate as it is beyond
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the scope of this project, I shall assume such claims include at least those arising from

need or harm. If the claims are legitimate, then trust, by way of preceding and trust-

situational vulnerabilities, signals the presence of needs or harms. The trustworthy

agent, then, is the agent that meets those needs or mitigates those harms.

Thus, as an alternative to naive trustworthiness, which focuses only on mitigating

trust-situational vulnerabilities through meeting the truster’s expectations, I propose

robust trustworthiness:

A is robustly trustworthy to the extent that, were B to trust

them with respect to x, A would be likely to meet B’s needs

regarding x and/or mitigate harms to B associated with x.

I call this kind of trustworthiness “robust trustworthiness”, because it is able

to withstand pressure from corrupt or wrong-headed trust relationships. It does so

because the constraints on trustworthy action are determined not by the truster’s

potentially misguided expectations, but by the needs or harms that motivate the

trust in the first place.

One point that is muddied in relying on the literature regarding vulnerability

is the nature of the claims and obligations involved in trust relationships. Much

of the vulnerability literature comes from care ethics and is concerned primarily

with moral claims and obligations. But trust need not always primarily concern

the moral. Trust can also involve epistemic vulnerabilities. A scientist, for example,

might need some bit of information in order to continue their research project. They

could expend the time and energy to do the experiments that would provide evidence

of that information themselves, but they could also choose to trust the results of

their fellow researcher’s study without replicating it or independently verifying the

results. In doing so, they become epistemically vulnerable. These vulnerabilities

indicate certain needs that generate epistemic obligations, given that the epistemic
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vulnerabilities signal legitimate epistemic needs (Johnson, 2020). Trust, then, can

involve either moral and epistemic vulnerabilities and trustworthiness can involve

meeting either moral or epistemic obligations.

Robust trustworthiness, unlike naive trustworthiness, cannot be determined through

appealing to a truster’s expectations, which may be under-determined or misdirected.

Instead robust trustworthiness depends on whether a trustee meets the relevant needs

or mitigates the relevant harms. The relevancy of a given need or harm depends on

the domain of trust.1 If the domain is child-care, as in the case of a child trusting

their parent, then the relevant needs include physical needs such as food and shel-

ter, as well social and emotional needs. Meeting these needs certainly requires both

practical and moral competency, but the competency is with respect to the domain

- not the child’s expectations. After all, the child is ill-positioned to know what they

ought to expect regarding child-care.

Of course, in grounding robust trustworthiness in needs and harms, robust trust-

worthiness cannot stand alone as a moral or epistemic concept. It depends on back-

ground frameworks for determining what counts as a legitimate need or relevant harm

and thus what counts as a pathogenic or non-pathogenic vulnerability. As I noted

earlier in this chapter, it is not my aim to here provide such a framework. How-

ever, this dependency has several important consequences worth noting. First, the

dependency on an external evaluation framework means that trusters are not always

in an epistemic position to assess the trustworthiness of a trustee. As noted above,

trusters are frequently vulnerable to manipulation and deception. A truster’s vul-

nerabilities often render them especially ill-positioned to identify trustworthiness or

the lack thereof. Secondly, trustees may also be epistemically ill-positioned to deter-

mine their own trustworthiness. A trustee, for example, may be able and willing to

1I will present a formal definition of domains of trust in the following chapter and discuss how
trust domains are negotiated in particular trust relationships.
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meet a truster’s expectations, but fail to recognize how meeting such expectations

may reinforce a pathogenic vulnerability. This failure may arise from an ignorance of

the needs or harms relevant to the domain or trust. Alternatively it may arise from

ignorance of a truster’s particular circumstances. For example, a trustee may unwit-

tingly enable a trusters’ harmful behavior if they are unaware that the truster has

a particular harmful pattern of behavior. Finally, an external evaluation framework

prevents us from counting as trustworthy a problematically paternalistic trustee who

simply does whatever they think is best for the truster, regardless of what the truster

wants or needs.

Robust trustworthiness avoids several of the challenges that limit the useful appli-

cation of naive trustworthiness, while retaining many of its beneficial features. Many

of the cases in which naive trustworthiness is usefully applied, such as in making sense

of contractual trust or economic dynamics, robust trustworthiness may be similarly

useful. For example, in the simple case of online shopping, what we expect of the

naively trustworthy agent is that they will deliver what has been ordered. In the

majority of cases, this is also what the robustly trustworthy agent does, with some

important exceptions. The robustly trustworthy online marketer, unlike the naively

trustworthy marketer, must give some care as to the content of their sales. The seller

of illegal items or otherwise harmful wares does not meet the standard for robust

trustworthiness, regardless of their competence or ability to meet their customer’s

expectations. The robustly trustworthy online marketer must also give some care as

to how they meet their customers’ expectations. It is not enough that they deliver

what is expected, they must also demonstrate respect toward their customer’s privacy

and autonomy in how they treat their customers throughout the process. Robustly

trustworthy online sellers would not, for example, sell their customers’ data without

permission, even if data privacy is not expected, because data privacy is important to

the domain of online interactions. In cases where the content of the trustee’s actions
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in meeting the truster’s expectations do not violate norms that are important to the

domain of trust, then individuals who are naively trustworthy will most likely also

count as robustly trustworthy.

This is important because there are many instances of trust in which the preceding

vulnerabilities are not laden with grave moral or epistemic considerations and, as such,

do not signal the presence of important needs or harms. If robust trustworthiness were

focused only on meeting important needs or mitigating serious harms, then robust

trustworthiness would have little use in many day-to-day instances of trust. While

many day-to-day cases of trust do not involve important life-or-death vulnerabilities,

they instead signal the presence of mundane, and often inherent, vulnerabilities of

embodied existence. For example, I might trust my partner to pick up some groceries

on his way home from work because I am located further away from the store than

he is, or am tired, or just don’t feel like stopping myself. My finitude and my body’s

propensity to get tired at the end of the day are vulnerabilities that do not signal

the presence of serious needs or harms. The legitimacy of my claim does not lie

in morally or epistemically salient needs or harms, but in the give-and-take of my

particular relationship with my partner, in the arbitrary expectations that we have of

the other and the routines that we follow. If my partner forgets to stop for groceries,

I won’t be significantly harmed, just slightly inconvenienced. In such cases, the

preceding vulnerabilities, finitude and weariness, tend to fade into the background

because they are simply part and parcel of human life.

When the preceding vulnerabilities are not pathogenic, then they do not signal the

presence of immediate needs or serious harms which ought to be eliminated. Instead,

they signal the presence of needs that must be lived with and managed, i.e. those

associated with inherent vulnerabilities or non-pathogenic situational vulnerabilities.

The relevant needs in cases like are those associated with the truster’s expectations re-

garding the trust-situational vulnerabilities. Thus, when the preceding vulnerabilities
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are not pathogenic, the robustly trustworthy person attends to the trust-situational

vulnerabilities through meeting the truster’s expectations. It is in these cases that

robust trustworthiness and naive trustworthiness deem the same people trustworthy.

There are other cases, however, in which robust trustworthiness draws helpful

distinctions where naive trustworthiness does not. Robust trustworthiness helps us

to explain why some cases of unwanted trust still generate obligations, even when the

trustee signals that they do not wish to be trusted. We can, for example, distinguish

the neglectful parent case from the philosophy chair case. In both cases, the trust

was rejected. In applying the standards of naive trustworthiness, both are deemed

trustworthy. However, in applying the standards of robust trustworthiness, we can

distinguish between these cases and explain why the neglectful parents ought not

count as trustworthy. In the philosophy chair case, I trust the chair to give me one

million dollars, and am trust-situationally vulnerable to him not doing so. However,

that trust does not signal the presence of a legitimate claim. Instead, it signals the

presence of morally questionable trust-preceding vulnerabilities: my own greed and

self-entitlement, neither of which generates an obligation to respond. I do not need

that money and have no good reason to lay claim to it. In the neglectful parent case,

however, the child’s trust-preceding vulnerability does signal the presence of certain

legitimate claims. A child needs care and is dependent on their parents to guarantee

that care.

Additionally, robust trustworthiness is a more appropriate standard than naive

trustworthiness in cases where the trustee helps shape the truster’s expectations,

which will then be used to evaluate the trustee. Naive trustworthiness is not partic-

ularly helpful in identifying those who manipulate, exploit or otherwise harm those

whose expectations in a given domain are particularly malleable.
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2.5 Conclusion

The poet David Whyte writes of vulnerability:

“Vulnerability is not a weakness, a passing indisposition, or something we

can arrange to do without. Vulnerability is not a choice. Vulnerability

is the underlying, ever-present and abiding undercurrent of our natural

state.” (Whyte, 2020, p. 261)

In this chapter I have explored several varieties of vulnerability and have argued

that trust is an important tool for mitigating the harmful effects of this “abiding

undercurrent of our natural state”. However, even as we use trust in this way, we

become further vulnerable to those in whom we trust. Navigating trust relationships

is difficult because when the need for trust arises, it is not always obvious whom we

should trust. I have argued that there are two different ways we can resolve this

problem. One way is to seek to trust those who are likely to do what we expect or

want them to do. Another is to seek those who are likely to meet our needs with

respect to the domain that we trust them with. These often coincide, but do not

always. If we adopt the latter view of trustworthiness, as I have suggested we ought

to, then, in order to identify the relevant needs or harms to which the trustworthy

person ought to attend, it is important to know where lie the limits of a given domain

of trust. If I desire to be trustworthy in the robust sense, what needs should I be

aware of when trusted? How is the relevance of a need or harm to a given domain

determined? I turn to these questions in the following chapter.

64



Chapter 3

Negotiating Domains of Trust

Introduction

When we tell someone that we trust them, we generally do not mean that we trust

them with everything. Rather, we mean that we trust them regarding some particular

domain of interest. Formally, we can express the trust relationship as a three-place

relation: A trusts B with respect to domain x (Baier, 1986; Jones, 1996; D’Cruz,

2018; Hawley, 2014; D’Cruz, 2020) 1. When I tell the hairdresser that I trust them, I

mean that I trust them to make my hair presentable, not that I trust them to perform

dental surgery on me or commit themselves to spend the rest of their lives with me.

Likewise, I trust the dentist with my teeth and my partner with sharing in my life

journey. The domain specificity of trust is nothing new in the literature (Baier, 1986;

Jones, 1996; Hardin, 2002; Hardin, 2006; Nguyen, 2019), yet little is said about what

a domain is or what determines the boundaries of a given domain. Are the boundaries

determined by societal norms? Individual ideals? Platonic forms? Additionally, it is

often taken for granted that these domains, however determined, are obvious to those

involved. Yet, in this paper, I argue that, in many cases, the boundaries of trust

domains are not always obvious. Indeed, I believe that people regularly disagree

about or misunderstand the boundaries of these domains. These disagreements and

misunderstandings can lead to broken trust, sometimes despite the best efforts of both

1Trust is also often understood as a two-place relation wherein A trusts B. It is an open question
how two-place trust relates to three-place trust (Domenicucci and Holton, 2017; Faulkner, 2015). In
this chapter, I bracket this issue and focus on trust as a three-place relation.
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truster and trustee. When this occurs, it is not always obvious who is to blame for

the broken trust, if anyone. This chapter has several aims. I first wish to define trust

domains and distinguish them from related concepts. Secondly, I differentiate three

kinds of broken trust that arise from disagreements and misunderstandings regarding

trust domains. I then describe three features of trust domains that can generate these

disagreements or misunderstandings and discuss how these features complicate the

process of attributing blame when trust is broken. Finally, I distinguish blameless

trust-breaking from faultless trust-breaking and argue that both are possible.

3.1 Trust Domains

As noted above, the domain specificity of trust is frequently mentioned in accounts

of trust as a three-place relation. For example, Karen Jones’s (1996) account of trust

states that trust is “an attitude of optimism that the goodwill and competence of

another will extend to cover the domain of our interaction with her, together with

the expectation that the one trusted will be directly and favorably moved by the

thought that we are counting on her” (Jones, 1996, 4). Jones elaborates on the

domain specificity of trust in the following:

“This is not to say that the optimism itself is qualified and instead of

being unreserved optimism is a qualified or restricted optimism. What is

qualified is not the optimism itself, but the domain over which it extends.

So, for example, the optimism we have about the goodwill and competence

of strangers does not extend very far. We expect their goodwill to extend

to not harming us as we go about our business and their competence to

consist in an understanding of the norms for interaction between strangers.

For a man to run up at full speed behind a woman on an ill-lit street is

to display a lack of such competence, and, even if he was simply out for
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a late night run and meant no harm, he has given the woman reason to

distrust him.” (Jones, 1996, 7)

Jones here seems to suggest that trust domains include norms of interacting, although

it is unclear whether she thinks that domains always include these. If we do think of

domains as determined by social norms, then a domain is a kind of social construction

that, at least in part, is determined by factors external to both truster and trustee.

Viewing domains as social constructions has some advantages. For example, they

could function as guidelines for both truster and trustee, indicating when trust is

placed poorly and when trust has been betrayed. I have trusted poorly if I trust

someone with something that lies outside of the social norms associated with that

relationship. I trust my dentist poorly when I trust them to cut my hair instead

of check my teeth for cavities. Similarly, I am an untrustworthy dentist if I can

cut your hair, but not check your teeth for cavities. Understanding domains as social

constructions, however, obscures some important dynamics of trust relationships. We

feel betrayed, for example, not when someone acts in a way that is incompatible with

social norms but when someone acts in a way incompatible with the expectations that

we, as individuals, have of them. The expectations that matter to a trust relationship,

I believe, are those held by the person doing the trusting, rather than the society to

which they belong.

Thus, I take trust domains to be sets of expected behaviors or attitudes held by

individual trusters. Expectations come in many varieties. Some expectations are

normative, expressing what we think should be done, but not necessarily what we

think will actually be done. Others are just the opposite, describing what we think

will happen, but not necessarily what ought to happen. It is an open question which

kind of expectation is relevant to trust (Jones, 2012; Nguyen, 2019). I think, however,

that what follows applies regardless of which variety of expectation one focuses on

and so I will set aside the question of normative versus descriptive expectations.
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While the objects of our trust are not necessarily expectations, our expectations

determine the boundaries of what behaviors or attitudes are included in the trust

domain. For example, when I consider the domain of dentistry, I expect behaviors

like diagnosing dental problems and filling cavities and I expect attitudes like general

goodwill towards myself. We can represent such domains formally as sets:

Dentistry = {diagnosing dental problems, filling cavities, general goodwill}

Note, however, that each item in the set can be broken down into another set of

expectations. For example, the expected behavior of filling cavities includes expected

behaviors like administering anesthesia, drilling out rotten areas, and replacing the

drilled out area with the appropriate substance. Thus, trust domains can consist of

nested sets of expectations:

Dentistry ={{diagnosing dental problems}, {administering anesthesia,

drilling out rotten areas, filling area with appropriate substance},

{general goodwill}}

These domains are determined by the expectations of individual trusters. Thus,

trust domains can differ among different people. A and B might hold different expec-

tations regarding the domain of dentistry, in which case their trust domains diverge

accordingly. In the above examples, I haven’t qualified this. Trust domains would

be better characterized as domains given the individuals whose expectations comprise

the domain:

Dentistry|A ={{diagnosing dental problems}, {administering

anesthesia, drilling out rotten areas,

filling area with appropriate substance},

{general goodwill}}
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Importantly, what a truster expects may differ from what a trustee believes that

a truster expects. It is important to recognize that a trustee’s perceptions of a trust

domain can, and often do, come apart from the trust domain itself. Thus I will call

a trustee’s perception of a trust domain a “perceived domain”. A perceived domain

is the set of behaviors and attitudes that a trustee believes is expected of them in a

trust relationship. Ideally, the trustee holds accurate beliefs about what the truster

expects of them and thus the perceived domain should be identical to, or at least

similar to, the trust domain. We can represent the ideal case where a dentist, B,

accurately perceives a patient, A’s, expectations as follows:

B(Dentistry|A) = {{diagnosing dental problems}, {administering

anesthesia, drilling out rotten areas,

filling area with appropriate substance},

{general goodwill}}

A perceived domain is different still from the set of behaviors and actions that

a trustee commits to doing when accepting another person’s trust, which I call the

“commitment domain”. When a patient goes to the dentist, they may simply expect

the dentist to diagnose any dental problems. The average patient, however, probably

isn’t aware of the domains that are nested within that fairly coarse-grained expecta-

tion of diagnosing dental problems. That is, they are most likely unaware of what

dental problems to look for or how to do so effectively. The average dentist, however,

hopefully is aware of what expectations should be nested within this coarse-grained

expectation and is also probably aware that the patient is ignorant of these. Thus,

what the patient expects, what the dentist thinks the patient expects and what the

dentist commits to doing can all come apart. While a commitment domain may be

different from a trust domain, a positive feature in cases like dentistry, it should still

ideally be compatible with the trust domain. As I am not a dentist, I will refrain
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from attempting to spell out the range of commitments that dentists take on when

accepting the trust of patients. It is enough to recognize that the set of commitments

will be far more fine-grained than the average non-dentist’s set of expectations. We

can represent commitment domains generally as follows:

TrustRelationship ∗ |B = {B′s commitments to A with respect to the trust

relationship}

I believe this account of trust domains is compatible with domains as they are

described in most accounts of three-place trust. It is, for example, compatible with

Jones’ stating that we trust others to follow social norms, because our individual

expectations are often shaped by the society and culture to which we belong. Indeed,

this shared understanding is important for accurately perceiving one another’s trust

domains. However, the expectations that bound trust domains also arise from a

variety of sources beyond shared norms, including our knowledge, our personalities,

prior experiences, and the like (Potter, 2002; Scheman, 2020). Additionally, these

expectations may be distorted due to prejudice or bias, leading us to distrust when

we ought to trust and vice versa (Medina, 2020). In practice, then, I think it is

actually often quite difficult to pick up on what others expect of us and even when

we do, we may find their expectations inappropriate. When this happens, trust is

broken. In the following section I will elaborate on how trust-breaking occurs.

3.2 Types of Trust-Breaking

A trust relationship involves a truster forming some set of expectations of another, a

trustee who attempts to understand these expectations and who commits to a set of

actions in response. A trustee breaks a truster’s trust when their actions or attitudes

violate the expectations in the trust domain. There are three different ways that this

can occur: 1) they may inaccurately perceive the trust domain, 2) they may accurately
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perceive the trust domain, but commit to actions that are outside its limits, or 3) they

may accurately perceive the trust domain, commit to fulfilling those expectations, but

violate a hidden expectation. I will use an example from Annette Baier’s (1986) paper

to demonstrate the differences between these types of trust-breaking. In the example,

a babysitter is entrusted with the care of a child. The babysitter thinks the nursery

would be improved with a coat of purple paint and sets to work accordingly. In taking

on this task, Baier says that the babysitter has not acted in a trustworthy manner.

However, it isn’t immediately clear what has gone wrong in this trust relationship or

why we should consider the babysitter untrustworthy. I am proposing that there are

three distinct ways in which the babysitter might have violated the parents’ trust.

Unlike Baier, however, I argue that in each type of trust-breaking, it is not obvious

that the babysitter is at fault for the broken trust.

3.2.1 Direct Misunderstanding Mismatch

Firstly, it is possible that the babysitter simply did not accurately perceive what the

parents expected of him. Perhaps he misheard their instructions. Or, perhaps every

previous babysitting gig involved repainting nurseries and so he assumed this one did

as well. Either way, the trust domain differed from the perceived domain:

Childcare|Parents = {feed child, change diapers, put child down for nap,

age appropriate play}

Babysitter(Childcare|Parents) = {feed child, change diapers, put child down

for nap, age appropriate play, upgrade

bedroom}

In this case, the babysitter simply misunderstood what expectations were included

in the trust domain. That is, there is a mismatch between the perceived domain and
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the trust domain. I call this first kind of trust-breaking a direct misunderstanding

mismatch. When these mismatches occur, trust is broken as trustees act on their

misperceptions of what is entrusted.

Broken trust from a direct misunderstanding mismatch may be the fault of either

the trustee or truster. We might attribute fault to the trustee when they commit

to doing something that they actually don’t know how to do and thus fail to meet

the trust. If someone commits to babysitting, but they don’t actually know anything

about children, then it is unlikely that they will accurately perceive what the parents

expect of them. Even in cases where the trustee is familiar with the entrusted task,

they may still be at fault if they fail to take the appropriate measures to listen

to and understand the particular truster’s expectations. If the parents left written

instructions asking the babysitter not to paint the nursery, but the babysitter failed

to read the instructions because he felt confident that he already knew what was

expected, then the parents would have good reason to blame the babysitter for their

broken trust.

More problematically, epistemic injustice can cause direct misunderstanding mis-

matches. Trustees can demonstrate what Miranda Fricker terms “testimonial injus-

tice” when they do not assign an appropriate level of credibility to the words of the

truster (Fricker, 2007). This may happen if they wrongly make assumptions about

the trust domain based on unfair biases or stereotypes, rather than on what the

truster has actually said to them.

Alternatively, direct misunderstanding mismatches may be the fault of the truster,

rather than the trustee. We might blame the truster for broken trust due to a direct

misunderstanding when they fail to communicate their expectations clearly. Suppose

the babysitter thinks he is supposed to arrive at 7:30pm, but the parents expect him

to arrive at 5:00pm. If the parents never communicated the expected arrival time to

the babysitter, the babysitter can hardly be blamed for arriving late.
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However, it is not always obvious who is to blame when a direct misunderstanding

mismatch occurs. The trustee may argue that the limits of the trust domain were

not communicated clearly. Likewise, the truster may argue that the trustee failed to

take appropriate measures to listen and understand what was communicated about

the limits of the trust domain.

3.2.2 Direct Conflict Mismatch

Secondly, it is possible in the babysitting case that the perceived domain is identical to

the trust domain, but the commitment domain is incompatible with the trust domain.

Suppose that the babysitter recognizes that the parents do not expect or want him to

renovate the bedroom, but he decides to paint the nursery anyway because he thinks

that it is in everyone’s best interest to do so:

Childcare|Parents = {feed child, change diapers, put child down for nap,

age appropriate play}

Babysitter(Childcare|Parents) = {feed child, change diapers, put child down

for nap, age appropriate play}

Childcare ∗ |Babysitter = {feed child, change diapers, put child down for nap,

age appropriate play, upgrade bedroom}

I call this kind of problem a direct conflict mismatch because trust is broken due

to a direct conflict between the expectations in the trust domain and the trustee’s

commitments. Direct conflict mismatches are, I believe, the most commonly discussed

type of broken trust. The standard case of broken trust is one in which the trustee

accepts another’s trust, but does not follow through. That is, the trustee fails to

commit to doing what is necessary to meet the expectations of the truster. However,
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not all cases of direct conflict mismatches are due to a moral failing on the part of the

trustee. In some direct conflict mismatches, the trustee may refuse to meet trusters’

expectations because they believe those expectations are misplaced. For example,

the babysitter may think that while the parents don’t expect a purple nursery, they

should expect it.

Here again, trustees can break trust unfairly when they presume to know better

than the truster. Yet sometimes trustees have legitimate reasons to commit to actions

that do not align with the expectations in the trust domain. Trust can, for example,

be exploitative. If an employer entrusts an employee with a task over and beyond

what they are paid to do, the employee has good reason not to commit to doing

it. Trust can also be genuinely misguided. Suppose a patient has chronic pain and

trusts their doctor to make it stop. If this is not medically possible, however, the

doctor should not commit to meeting that expectation, but should commit to some

alternative course of action.

3.2.3 Indirect Misunderstanding Mismatch

Direct conflicts are not the only source of mismatches between the commitment do-

main and the trust domain. Recall that commitment domains can be, and often are

rightly, finer-grained than the expectations that bound trust domains. Suppose that

the parents entrust the babysitter with the general well-being of their child. The

babysitter takes this task very seriously. Having read that purple rooms help foster a

child’s cognitive development and noting that the child’s room is plain white, he sets

about to remedy the situation with a few coats of purple paint. After all, the parents

have entrusted this child’s well-being to him and surely fostering a child’s cognitive

development is part of promoting general well-being.
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In this case, the following has occured:

Childcare|Parents ={feed child, change diapers, put child down for nap,

promote general well − being}

Babysitter(Childcare|Parents) = {feed child, change diapers, put child down

for nap, promote general well − being}

Childcare ∗ |Babysitter = {feed child, change diapers, put child down for

nap, {age appropriate play, bedroom upgrades}}

It is less clear how trust was broken in this example. The babysitter did, after

all, understand that they were being entrusted with promoting the child’s general

well-being and did, indeed, promote the child’s well-being (assuming that purple

nurseries do promote cognitive development). However, the babysitter’s commitments

with respect to promoting the child’s general well-being were still incompatible, but

incompatible with what? The commitments were compatible with every expectation

in the trust domain. Thus, the mismatch is not between the commitment domain

and the trust domain. Instead it is between the commitment domain and some other

expectation that was not previously apparent. Indeed, the parents had probably never

even considered whether their trust domain should include or exclude renovations.

Yet, once faced with a purple bedroom, it was clear to them that this was a violation

of an expectation implicit in the trust domain but perhaps not recognized by either

party. I call these hidden expectations because neither party is aware of them when

the trust relationship begins. Thus, despite doing his best to be trustworthy, the

babysitter still broke the parent’s trust because he violated a hidden expectation.

When a commitment domain contains more fine-grained expectations than the trust

domain, trusters can find themselves faced with unexpected responses their trust.
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In this case, the response was incompatible with hidden expectations. I call such

problems indirect misunderstanding mismatches.

However, not all unexpected behavior is incompatible with hidden expectations.

If the babysitter washes all the dirty dishes, this may not have been expected, but

the parent’s may find it acceptable as it does not violate any hidden expectations.

The actions may actually set a precedent for expectations of future babysitters. Baier

argues that

“When we are trusted, we are relied upon to realize what it is for whose

care we have some discretionary responsibility, and normal people can

pick up the cues that indicate the limits of what is entrusted.” (Baier,

1986, 236)

This is similar to Jones’ statement that competency includes an “understanding of

the norms for interaction”. If Baier and Jones are correct, normal people should

recognize that washing the dishes, while not explicitly within the trust domain, is

not incompatible with its boundaries or with any hidden expectations, while re-

decorating the nursery is obviously incompatible. However, picking up these cues is

not nearly as simple as Baier and Jones seem to assume.

It is difficult, when trusted, to know exactly where the boundaries of the trust

domain lie or what expectations may be hidden therein. Trusters cannot account

for all possible scenarios that the people they trust may face and thus cannot make

explicit all the relevant expectations. It is quite reasonable, for example, for par-

ents to have relatively general expectations of babysitters, like “promote my child’s

well-being”. This provides the requisite leeway for babysitters to handle unexpected

situations. Trustees thus need to exercise discretion when determining how to carry

out such coarse-grained expectations. This leaves trusters vulnerable to trustees’ dis-

cretionary powers (Baier, 1986; Mackenzie et al., 2014). Conversely, trustees cannot

account for all possible expectations, hidden or not, that might be placed on them.
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This puts the trusted person in an awkward position. They are trusted with respect

to a certain trust domain, but may not have a clear idea where the boundaries of

that domain lie or what commitments may violate a hidden expectation, leading to

a direct or indirect misunderstanding mismatch. One person may appreciate having

their dishes washed. Another may find it offensively patronizing to have someone else

clean up their mess without being asked to do so.

If a trustee wishes to be found trustworthy, it is important that they navigate well

the boundaries of others’ trust domains when exercising their discretionary powers.

That is, it is important that they try to align their commitment domain with others’

trust domains, unless inappropriate to do so. Similarly, trusters who do not wish to

be disappointed must fix the boundaries of their trust such that trustees can align

their commitment domain accordingly. Both tasks, however, are challenging. Thus,

when trust is broken, it may not be obvious who is at fault or what must change

in order to restore broken trust. The process of keeping trust and restoring broken

trust requires that both parties negotiate the boundaries of their respective domains

in order to avoid future mismatches. There are three features of domains that take

center stage in these negotiations: the scope of a domain, the ordering of a domain,

and the rigidity of a domain. I will focus here on trust domains, rather than perceived

domains or commitment domains. However, perceived and commitment domains also

have these features.

3.3 Features of Domains

3.3.1 Domain Scope

Domains of trust vary in scope. As expectations move from general to specific, the

trust domain narrows as more fine grained expectations are added. For example, I
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might go to the hairdresser and ask them to cut my hair so that it is shorter:

Hairdresser|A = {cut hair shorter}

This is a fairly wide trust domain. It is wide in the sense that there are a wide range

of actions that a hairdresser can do that will be compatible with the trust domain.

They could cut my hair into a bob, give me a pixie cut or shave my hair off completely.

Any of these actions would do.

There are two different ways that a domain can narrow. One way is that an

expectation can become more fine-grained. This is where the idea of nested sets

becomes important. Suppose that I do want shorter hair, but I bring in a picture

expecting to leave looking exactly like that picture. The resulting domain might look

like the following:

Hairdresser|A = {{trim hair into bob, add highlights, add lowlights, ...}}

In this case, the domain narrows because the expectation “cut hair shorter” has been

made more fine-grained and thus the set of actions compatible with the domain is

more narrow. Domains can also narrow by adding additional expectations to the

domain. Suppose, for example, that I trust hairdressers to not only cut my hair

shorter, but to provide a certain kind of experience while doing so:

Hairdresser|A = {{cut hair shorter}, {provide advice on haircare},

{provide positive conversation}...}

In this case, the additional expectations unrelated to the actual haircut restrict the

range of compatible actions.

Other things being equal, trust is more easily broken when the domain of trust

is narrow because there are fewer compatible courses of action. Whenever we trust

another, we risk the chance that they will violate our trust. However, we are not

only vulnerable to the actions of those we trust, we are also vulnerable to our own
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expectations. If someone’s expectations are too specific, i.e. their trust domain is too

narrow, it may be impossible to satisfy them. When this happens, individuals find

themselves continuously disappointed in others and eventually isolated as successive

trustees fail to act as expected. Even the best hairstylist may be unable to meet

my expectations if the hairstyle I desire is not suited to my hair type. Thus, trust

domains ought not be so narrow that it becomes impossible for others to act within

their boundaries.2

Yet, trust domains ought not be so wide that all actions are acceptable. When

someone has very few expectations or very coarse-grained expectations, trustees may

easily take advantage of them. If I don’t have precise expectations regarding some

domain, I am vulnerable to other people meeting those expectations in ways that

I may not understand or approve of (Jones, 2015). In such cases, my expectations

have been met and yet I have still been harmed. For example, someone seeking help

for chronic pain may simply expect a doctor to help ease their discomfort. However,

an unscrupulous physician might prescribe them a highly addictive painkiller, thus

meeting the patient’s expectations of decreased pain, but, in doing so, also risking

their long-term well-being.

In many cases, as a person gains familiarity with a given type of trust relationship,

the more balanced their associated trust domain becomes. With respect to medical

contexts, Wendy Rogers (2014) notes

“...most patients have little understanding of the etiology, pathophysiol-

ogy, or prognosis of the illnesses from which they suffer, nor do they know

which treatments to consider. If patients had this information, they would

remain vulnerable to the vicissitudes of embodied existence but would be

2Catherine Elgin describes an analogous phenomenon regarding knowledge. She argues that
a belief is “shaky" if a belief’s truth conducers and its relation to them must be almost precisely
as they are for the belief to be justified (Elgin, 2008). Any small perturbation undermines such
beliefs. Similarly, narrow trust domains require such precise courses of action that the trust is easily
undermined if a trustee deviates even slightly.
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less vulnerable overall as they would, to a greater or lesser extent, be able

to look after their own health interests.” (Rogers, 2014, pg.72)

If the patient in the previous example had no medical training, they were doubly

vulnerable. Without a clear understanding of what is medically possible, the patient

is vulnerable to setting expectations that no doctor is able to meet. Additionally,

without a clear understanding of what is medically appropriate, the patient is vul-

nerable to others meeting their expectations in harmful ways. However, if the patient

gains familiarity with their medical condition and associated treatment options, the

patient is in a better position to determine the appropriate boundaries of the trust

domain through negotiating between what is desired and what is possible.

Even with familiarity, however, individuals can disagree about the proper scope

of trust. Suppose Ann and Dylan are managers working for the same company. Ann

has a wide trust domain regarding the employees, expecting employees to get work

done, but trusting them to use their discretion in how and when that work happens.

Dylan has a relatively narrow trust domain, expecting employees to follow company

rules, procedures and norms. In a disciplinary meeting regarding an employee’s re-

peated late arrival to work, Dylan deems the employee untrustworthy. Ann, however

disagrees and argues that the problem does not lie with the employee, but with the

Dylan’s unreasonable expectations. Dylan, however, responds that it is irresponsible

not to expect employees to arrive on time. In this situation, Ann and Dylan are

faced with whether or not to renegotiate the boundaries of their respective domains

of trust regarding employees. Whether and how they renegotiate these boundaries

determines how they view the trustworthiness of the tardy employee. If Ann realizes

that her trust domain is too wide, she may conclude that the employee demonstrated

untrustworthiness through taking advantage of her. Alternatively, Dylan may realize

his trust domain is too narrow and conclude that the employee is worthy of trust

after all.
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3.3.2 Domain Ordering

Trust domains are not just sets of expected behaviors or attitudes. These sets are or-

dered according to importance. Some types of trust relationship, such as that between

a dentist and patient, have obviously important expected behaviors which cannot be

reasonably removed from the domain. If A’s dentist cannot perform routine dental

procedures, then it would be reasonable for A to end the trust relationship. When

trust relationships involve professional standards, norms and systems of accountabil-

ity, as in the case of dentistry, trustees are provided with guidance on what they

ought to expect. Trustees can also simply expect their dentist to hold the legally

required certifications and thus offload the work of determining what is important

onto the relevant governing bodies.

Other domains, however, may not have an obvious ordering of expected behaviors.

Individuals’ trust domains with respect to friendship, for example, often vary widely.

A might place greater importance on community ties than on honesty. Thus, B might

be dishonest, but if he is deeply embedded in A’s community, she may be willing to

renegotiate her trust domain to exclude honesty rather than end the trust relationship

altogether. If someone else, C, places a very high value on honesty, they may end the

friendship even if B is part of their inner circle.

Sometimes, the importance of a given expectation isn’t clear until that expectation

is made salient. The parents in the babysitting case, for example, had not considered

whether refraining from redecorating was an important characteristic of babysitters

until faced with a babysitter who did not refrain from redecorating. In college, I

played a game called “Deal Breaker”. In the game, players were asked whether they

would break up with their significant other if that other had some unpleasant fea-

ture. Most of the time, the unpleasant feature was funny, but harmless. For example,

would you break up with your partner if they walked everywhere backwards? Would

you break up with your partner if they preceded every sentence with a nasally giggle?
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In retrospect, the game was weird. However, it points to an important phenomenon.

When thinking about what to expect in a partner, I am guessing that most people

wouldn’t think about whether to include walking backwards or constant nasally gig-

gles. However, after these are brought to our attention, would we be willing to include

these features in our expectations? Answers to these questions reveal how important

the presence or absence of these features are to the domain of “partner”. This is part

of the process by which “hidden expectations” become revealed.

Deal breakers, then, are expected behaviors or attitudes that we would be willing

to end the trust relationship over rather than alter our domain of trust to accommo-

date them. Regarding dentistry, the inability to diagnose or treat dental problems is

a deal breaker for me. When people order their expectations differently, they may

have different deal breakers for the same domain. For example, the inability of a hair-

dresser to provide pleasant conversation while cutting my hair is not a deal breaker

for me, but it might be for someone else. Similarly, dishonesty may be a dealbreaker

with respect to friendship for one person, but not another.

We can disagree, however, over whether a particular expectation should be a

deal breaker with respect to a certain kind of trust relationship. Should we trust a

dishonest friend? Should we trust dentists who cannot treat dental problems? Should

we trust a grumpy hairdresser? Disagreement regarding deal breakers complicates the

process of assessing the trustworthiness of another and attempting to be trustworthy.

When trust is broken, it may be due to the presence of unfair or morally problematic

deal breakers in the trust domain. An employer, for example, should not have as a

deal breaker the expectation that their employees will be readily available twenty-

four hours a day. This is an exploitative expectation and thus it is unfair to count

employees who fail to meet it as untrustworthy. However, other times when trust is

broken, it is because the trustee failed to meet a morally important expectation that

ought to be a deal breaker. The expectation of not being physically harmed in an
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intimate relationship, for example, should be a deal breaker. The abusive partner

should be viewed as untrustworthy.

When it is unclear whether a given expectation should be a deal breaker, trustees

may dispute accusations of untrustworthiness. In the example of the lying friend, B

may argue that his dishonesty wasn’t that big a deal and C has trusted poorly in

holding honesty in such high regard. The issue here is not whether B is capable of

being a trustworthy friend, but whether being a trustworthy friend should require

honesty. If it does, then B is counted untrustworthy, otherwise he is not.

3.3.3 Domain Rigidity

In navigating the boundaries of trust domains, then, trusters and trustees must ne-

gotiate about the relative importance of different expectations. If they can reach

agreement, then they can alter the boundaries of their trust domain, or commitment

domain, accordingly. The willingness to alter a domain, however, is a further variable

in negotiations. I call the ease with which domain boundaries change “rigidity”. 3

The scope of a domain has to do with the existing boundaries of a trust domain,

while rigidity has to do with how easily those boundaries can change. It is worth

noting that the scope, the presence of deal breakers and rigidity are not independent

features. Rather, they are conceptually linked to one another. In particular, the pres-

ence of deal breakers is tied to the rigidity of a domain. To the extent that a domain

has deal breakers, that domain is rigid. If a domain does not have any deal breakers,

then it cannot be rigid because there are no boundaries to be rigid. Additionally,

domains with no deal breakers cannot be narrow in scope. Trust domains narrow in

scope as more deal breakers are added.

3I am not using the term “rigidity" in the Kripkean sense of rigid designators.
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Suppose someone’s trust domain regarding hairdressers looks like the following:

Hairdresser|A = {{cut hair shorter}, {provide advice on haircare},

{provide positive conversation}...}

However, they recently went to a hairdresser who gave them the best haircut they’ve

ever received, but were rather grouchy while giving it. If A is willing to remove the

expectation of positive conversation, then hairdressing is a flexible domain. However,

let’s imagine that after their haircut, A heads to the dentist because of a toothache

with the following trust domain:

Dentistry|A ={{diagnosing dental problems}, {administering anesthesia,

drilling out rotten areas, filling area with appropriate

substance}, {general goodwill}}

The dentist, however, is a terrible dentist. Indeed, the dentist doesn’t know anything

about teeth. If A is unwilling to remove the expectation of diagnosing or treating

dental problems, then the domain is a rigid domain.

Negotiations regarding rigidity focus on how willing we ought to be to change

our expectations. This is, as noted, related to negotiations regarding deal breakers,

but is slightly different. Negotiations about deal breakers often focus on particular

expectations. Negotiations about rigidity often focus on domains more generally. For

example, if someone is willing to continue seeing the inept dentist despite their failure

to provide adequate care, we might encourage them to develop a more rigid domain of

trust with respect to dentistry. We might argue that they have set their standards too

low, without necessarily spelling out what expectations, specifically, should be added

as deal breakers. Similarly, if a domain is too rigid, we may argue that the truster

should be more flexible without specifying which deal breakers are unreasonable.
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3.4 Faultless and Blameless Trust-Breaking

I have outlined several ways in which trust-breaking occurs and have argued that it

is not always immediately obvious who is at fault when it happens. Is it, however,

possible for trust to break without either the trustee or truster being at fault? I

believe that there are such cases of faultless trust-breaking.

There are at least three ways in which we might understand fault. One way we

might understand fault is in a causal sense. If we understand it so, then someone or

something is at fault insofar as they causally contribute to an event. This is not the

sense that I am interested in exploring. There are at least two other ways in which

we might understand fault. One way is that neither person has done anything wrong.

Another is that someone has done something wrong, but is not culpable for their

actions. When trust-breaking occurs despite neither person having done anything

wrong, I call this an instance of faultless trust-breaking:

A faultlessly breaks trust with B if and only if, neither A nor B

has done wrong in trusting or meeting trust.

When trust-breaking occurs and someone has done wrong, but is not culpable for

their actions, I call this an instance of blameless trust-breaking:

A blamelessly breaks trust with B, if and only if, either A or B

has done wrong in trusting or meeting trust, but is not culpable.

Let’s suppose that someone invites two friends for dinner. One of the guests is

a practicing Jew and the other a vegan, both of whom do not eat pork because it

violates their respective religious and moral commitments. The host, however, is

totally unaware of this and prepares a soup that contains pork and does not realize

his mistake until halfway through the meal. The guests are horrified and the host

feels terrible. This situation raises several pertinent questions. The first question is
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whether anyone in this situation has done anything wrong. Was the host wrong for

serving pork? Are the guests wrong for being upset about what was served to them?

Or is it possible that neither party has done anything wrong?

The second question is whether anyone in this situation is blameworthy. Let

us suppose that the host was wrong for serving pork, but should he be blamed for

his wrongdoing? He certainly didn’t intend to do wrong in serving pork. However,

we might argue that he should known. Those who believe that eating any meat is

immoral might argue that the host should know this. Alternatively, someone might

argue that the host should have asked in advance whether their guests had any dietary

restrictions. Indeed, asking about dietary restrictions has become expected over the

last couple decades and we might hold the host responsible for failing to act upon this

expectation. Conversely, we might argue that the guests have done wrong because

they should have notified the host in advance of their dietary restrictions. Should

they be blamed for their actions? Or perhaps both parties are to blame for the

unfortunate event? Or neither?

As Miranda Fricker states in her 2007 book on epistemic injustice, “The line

between what we should and should not blame people for, what we may and may not

properly expect of them (and of ourselves), is surely fuzzy, and especially so across

historical distance.” (Fricker, 2007, p. 103). Her discussion of culpability in the

context of epistemic injustice provides helpful insights into the possibility of faultless

trust-breaking due to non-culpable wrongdoing. I will briefly outline her argument for

how someone might wrong another without being culpable and what the appropriate

response to such cases might be.

3.4.1 Blameless trust-breaking

Fricker argues that someone might do something wrong, but fail to be culpable be-

cause they are not in a position to know better. She uses an example from the
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screenplay The Talented Mr Ripley – Based on Patricia Highsmith’s Novel, in which

a man, Herbert Greenleaf, fails to grant a woman, Marge Sherwood, the credibility

she is due because of his prejudice toward women. Fricker argues that Greenleaf

wrongs Marge, but isn’t culpable for his actions because in the historical setting,

1950’s Venice, women are viewed as unreliable and prone to hysteria. This histor-

ical context has trained Greenleaf’s sensibilities to view women as less credible on

a “spontaneous, unreflective level”. Fricker argues that Greenleaf is the subject of a

particular kind of moral bad luck:

“More precisely, his case exemplifies a compound of circumstantial and

constitutive bad luck, for it is specifically historical circumstance that has

constituted him as someone who is unable to have a reason to doubt his

lack of trust in Marge.” (Fricker, 2007, p. 103)

Thus, while Greenleaf’s treatment of Marge is morally wrong due to the way it un-

dermines her sense of self, Fricker argues that he is not culpable for this wrong. We

might, then, consider such cases blameless, insofar as blame is inappropriate.

While blame is inappropriate, she does argue that we are justified in feeling dis-

appointment in cases such as Greenleaf’s:

“In short, we want to complain that he could have done better, where this

registers not just an epistemic disappointment but also an ethical one. We

may well feel, then, a certain resentment of disappointment – an attitude

which is closely related to the resentment of blame, but falls short of it.

The resentment of disappointment is still focused on the individual, but

the individual conceived in a historically situated manner.” (Fricker, 2007,

p. 104)

If people are able to do wrong without being culpable for it in the way that

Fricker describes, then it is possible for someone to wrongly break another’s trust
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and not be culpably blameworthy for it. That is, they may blamelessly break trust.

Additionally, Fricker’s discussion of the concept of “resentment of disappointment”

highlights a limitation in previous discussions of broken trust. Often, trust has been

identified by the reaction that people have when that trust is broken. People are

said to trust when the breaking of that trust results in feelings of betrayal, not mere

disappointment. In such accounts, trust, by definition, involves feelings of betrayal

when trust is broken. For example, Annette Baier states that “We all depend on

one anothers’ psychology in countless ways, but this is not yet to trust them. The

trusting can be betrayed, or at least let down, and not just disappointed.” (Baier,

1986, p. 235). Richard Holton makes the connection between trusting and betrayal

explicit: “I think that the difference between trust and reliance is that trust involves

something like a participant stance towards the person you are trusting. When you

trust someone to do something, you rely on them to do it, and you regard that reliance

in a certain way: you have a readiness to feel betrayal should it be disappointed...”

(Holton, 1994, p. 67).

However, if Fricker is right, then there is room for trust to be broken, but for

disappointment to be the right response, rather than betrayal. Had the two guests

entrusted the task of providing dinner to the host, and the host failed to provide

them with an appropriate meal, betrayal doesn’t seem the correct response. Betrayal

indicates that the trustee is culpable for their actions. However, the guests would be

justified in feeling like their host should have known better; that he should have been

sensitive to his moral obligations toward animals or to his moral obligations toward

others’ religious commitments.

This discussion of Fricker’s work highlights two key points about trust-breaking.

The first is that someone can break another’s trust, but not be worthy of blame for

that trust-breaking. The second is that when this occurs, the response need not be

one of betrayal, but may instead consist of the resentment of disappointment.
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I take it as relatively uncontroversial that blameless trust-breaking, as I have

described it, occurs with some regularity. Many of the examples in this chapter

may be described as blameless trust-breaking. The infamous babysitter, for one,

might be considered blameless in the cases where he simply misunderstood what was

expected. Faultless trust-breaking, however, is not so obviously possible. Faultless

trust-breaking, recall, is trust-breaking in which no one is culpable for wrongdoing

because no wrongdoing has been done. In order for trust-breaking to be faultless in

this stronger sense, we must commit to the idea that a trustee can act in a way that is

incompatible with the expectations in a given trust domain, but the trustee’s actions

and the truster’s expectations are both appropriate. The issue, then, is whether it

is possible for a truster to place their trust well and for a trustee to meet that trust

appropriately, but for the resulting trust relationship to end in broken trust. In the

next section, I will draw upon the existing literature regarding faultless disagreement

to argue that trust-breaking in the more robust sense of faultless trust-breaking is

possible.

3.4.2 Faultless trust-breaking

The question of whether it is possible to faultlessly break trust is related to the

question of whether it is possible to faultlessly disagree (Kölbel, 2004). In this section

I argue that faultless trust breaking involves faultlessly disagreeing about whether a

set of commitments is compatible with a set of expectations. I begin with an overview

of the argument for the existence of faultless disagreements. I then describe in what

sense trust-breaking can be faultless. Finally, I outline what this means for a theory

of trustworthiness.
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Max Kölbel defines a faultless disagreement as

“...a situation where there is a thinker A, a thinker B, and proposition

(content of judgement) p, such that:

(a) A believes (judges) that p and B believes (judges) that not-p

(b) Neither A nor B has made a mistake (is at fault).”

“Making a mistake”, in this context, involves believing something that is not

true. If one person believes p and another believes not-p, how is it possible for

someone to not have made a mistake? Accepting the view that disagreements can

be faultless requires rejecting realism in favor of a version of relativism. Kölbel’s

relativism is constrained to those propositions whose truth can only be evaluated

relative to a person’s perspective, such as propositions about matters of taste. It

does not, however, allow that faultless disagreement is possible in non-discretionary,

objective areas. He distinguishes this relativism from indexical relativism, where

the content of the proposition is relative to the speaker. For example, in indexical

relativism, the content of the utterance “I am late” depends on the speaker. In

Kölbel’s relativism, it is not the content, but the truth-value of the content that is

relative.

While not all disagreements can be faultless, disagreements regarding beliefs con-

taining discretionary contents may be. Kölbel argues that “there are a priori con-

straints that tie a belief to certain features of its possessor. If these features then

differ from thinker to thinker, then the content better be of the discretionary sort” (p.

69). Thus, beliefs about the quality of taste, for example, are tied to an individual’s

particular constitution, including their physical features (their physiological mecha-

nisms responsible for taste) and perhaps their cultural features (which foods they are

familiar with). When individuals assess the truth of such propositions, they do so

relative to their perspective. Thus, speaker A can assert that sauerkraut is delicious,

speaker B can assert that sauerkraut is disgusting, and neither has made a mistake.
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This is because from speaker A’s perspective, it is true that sauerkraut is delicious,

while from speaker B’s perspective the opposite is true. Kölbel’s relativism is thus

restricted to things that can reasonably differ in truth value across perspectives.

In viewing trust-breaking as involving faultless disagreement, it must be possible

for the appropriateness of a set of commitments in meeting a set of expectations to

differ across perspectives. That is, it must be possible for truster A to hold a cer-

tain set of expectations and for trustee B to make a certain set of commitments in

response and for the expectations and commitments to be compatible when viewed

from one perspective, but incompatible when viewed from the other perspective. I

define faultless trust-breaking as:

A situation where there is a truster A, a trustee B, a trust domain x, and

a commitment domain y, such that:

(a) A trusts B with respect to trust domain x,

(b) B meets x with commitment domain y,

(c) x and y are compatible from B’s perspective, but incompatible from

A’s perspective,

(d) neither A nor B has made a mistake in forming the respective trust

and commitment domains.

There are several important dissimilarities between faultless disagreement and

faultless trust-breaking. First, what is meant by “making a mistake” is different. In

faultless disagreement, “making a mistake” involves believing something that is not

trust. In faultless trust-breaking, however, “making a mistake" involves expecting

something that is not appropriate (if the truster) or committing to doing something

that is not appropriate (if the trustee). Making a mistake in a trust relationship might

involve holding untrue beliefs, but not necessarily. Someone might trust, for example,

that another is competent to perform some action (when they are not). Alternatively,
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someone might believe themselves competent to meet another’s trust (when they are

not). However, making a mistake need not involve believing something false. For

example, I expect my friends to help me feel accepted in their presence. While I

can frame this as a belief (I believe that trustworthy friends will accept me), doing

so glosses over the affective elements of this expectation. It is not so much that I

believe that my friends accept me, as that I feel accepted when I am in their presence.

Making a mistake, then, might involve feeling something inappropriate to the trust

domain. For example, this could involve receiving verbal abuse as an expression of

love, rather than as abuse.

Like Kölbel, I am not arguing that just any case of trust-breaking can be faultless.

The quack dentist, who knows nothing about teeth, but commits to performing a risky

dental procedure on a naive patient is blameworthy for his failing, regardless of how

competent he believes himself. Instead, faultless trust-breaking is possible in cases

where the appropriateness of a commitment in response to an expectation can vary

across perspectives. This variance may be due to individual preference, as Kölbel,

describes. Suppose I trust a friend to bring a tasty dessert to the potluck I am hosting.

I have good reasons to believe that my friend is a capable cook and willing to do what

I’ve trusted them to do. My friend, however, has recently become convinced that

cooking with sugar is immoral for health and environmental reasons. She has purged

sugar from her diet and has gotten used to a sugar-free diet. She brings a sugar-free

dessert that she truly finds tasty. Everyone else, however, finds it disgusting. In this

case, I believe that no mistakes have been made. I had a reasonable domain of trust

that my friend committed to meeting, and, from her perspective, actually did meet.

She provided a tasty dessert as she was trusted to do, when the state of affairs is

evaluated from her perspective. When evaluated from my perspective, however, she

failed to provide a tasty dessert.
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The appropriateness of a commitment in meeting an expectation can vary not only

across individuals, but also across cultures. For example, in some Nordic cultures,

parents let their children nap outside in the cold of winter. This cultural practice,

however, is seen as inappropriate in my own American culture. Suppose an American

parent trusts their Nordic friend to watch their infant on a cold winter afternoon.

The friend bundles the baby up and puts them outdoors for a nap. When the parents

learn of this, they are outraged because the commitment to care for the child by leav-

ing them outside is inappropriate, when evaluated from their American perspective.

From their friend’s perspective, however, this action was compatible with what was

expected.

In both cases, what has happened is that the trustee’s commitments violated a

hidden expectation in the trust domain. Doing so, however, is not a mistake. The

commitments made appropriately fulfill the known expectations when evaluated from

a given perspective. Once hidden expectations are revealed, however, it might be

mistake to continue trusting without first renegotiating the domain of trust. I should

not continue to trust my sugar-free friend to make tasty desserts if she is not willing to

make desserts that I will find tasty. Similarly, I should not commit to babysitting if I

am unwilling to engage in culturally appropriate care. Faultless trust-breaking, then,

is limited to cases where expectations remain hidden. Once these expectations are

revealed, if trust is extended without renegotiations and then subsequently broken,

then someone involved has done something wrong. In some cases, renegotiation may

not end in future trust relationships. If my friend is unwilling to make desserts that

I will find tasty and has good reasons for doing so, and I have good reasons to not

accept what she is willing to make, then I shouldn’t trust her in the future with

bringing dessert to my potlucks.

93



3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have argued that trust breaking is not always due to negligence,

incompetence or ill will. Instead, I believe that trust breaking can, and often does,

occur despite the genuine efforts of both parties. This can be an especially painful

and confusing experience for both the truster and trustee because it isn’t always

immediately apparent who, if anyone, is to be blamed for the broken trust. Sometimes

it may not be important to know who is to blame. Instead, it may be more important

to figure out how to avoid future trust breaking. Identifying the type of trust-breaking

that occurs and assessing the associated domains can help clarify who is at fault,

if appropriate to determine fault, as well as facilitate negotiations for future trust

relationships.

If the trust-breaking was a direct misunderstanding mismatch, we can ask whether

trusters communicated their expectations clearly and whether trustees took the ap-

propriate measures to listen well. Did the truster give reasonable guidance as to what

they were entrusting? Did trustees seek to understand what was being entrusted to

them or did they jump to unjustified conclusions?

If the trust-breaking was a direct conflict mismatch, we must look carefully at the

trust domain. In particular, did the trust domain have an appropriate scope and were

the deal breakers reasonable? Were the boundaries of their trust domain so narrow

that it was impossible for the trustee to act within them? Were the boundaries so wide

that the truster was naively susceptible to exploitation? Should they have thought

more carefully or done more research about what they ought to expect? Did they

place too high a value on something that shouldn’t be considered that important?

Conversely, trustees must ask themselves whether they should have put forth more

effort to care for what was entrusted. Could they have done what was entrusted to

them? If they could not because the domain was too narrow, did they do their best

to communicate their reservations about this clearly and alert the truster as to what
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they were willing to commit to? Did they appropriately signal the limits of their

commitments?

Finally, if the trust-breaking was an indirect misunderstanding mismatch, we may

ask whether there were hidden expectations that trusters should have made explicit.

Did they do the work of self-searching to know in advance what they expected? Did

they communicate this effort clearly to the trustee? Should trustees have known

about these hidden expectations even though they weren’t made explicit? Should

they have asked more questions about the truster’s expectations before accepting the

trust? In the absence of this greater knowledge of the truster, were their actions

reasonable and appropriate?

These questions can help both parties assess whether the broken trust is, in part

or in whole, their own fault and thus whether the truster is justified in counting

the trustee untrustworthy. Sometimes, however, even after carefully evaluating what

happened, who is at fault may still be unclear and both parties left wondering what,

if anything, they should have done differently. Sometimes the resulting confusion

is enough to end trust relationships entirely. Other times, negotiating about the

domains may repair the relationship enough for the truster to trust the trustee again

in the future.
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Chapter 4

Trustworthy AI

Introduction

At this point, I’ll recount the argument made thus far. Ultimately, I aim to provide an

account of trustworthiness such that it is applicable to AI. In Chapter One, I argued

that people can, indeed, trust AI in important ways, despite the common portrayal of

trust as relegated to the interpersonal domain. I argued that even on more stringent

accounts of trust where trust depends on viewing the trustee as a person, trusters

may come to trust AI through misperception or the exercise of imagination. On less

stringent accounts, such as Nguyen’s account of trust as an unquestioning attitude,

trusting AI does not require people to misperceive or imagine the world as other than

it is. Instead, it simply involves holding an unquestioning attitude about whether the

AI will meet expectations. However, when those expectations include features like

goodwill, intentionality, etc., then the interpersonal and unquestioning accounts have

similar consequences. This highlights the importance of the trust domain - the kinds

of expectations included have important implications for whether a truster needs to

misperceive reality in order to extend trust.

While one might concede that people do trust AI, it does not follow that AI is

always worthy of this trust. As an aside, while I speak of AI as being “trustworthy”

or “not trustworthy”, this is really a simplification. Just as trust comes in degrees and

is sensitive to context, trustworthiness also has these characteristics. Thus, it is more

accurate to talk about the extent to which a given application of AI is worthy of trust
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(with respect to a particular domain, trustee, and environmental context). However,

for the sake of simplicity, when I am speaking generally about the trustworthiness of

AI, I will typically refer to it as either trustworthy or not.

In Chapter Two, I distinguished two kinds of trustworthiness, but primarily fo-

cused on how these forms of trustworthiness manifest in human-to-human relation-

ships. In this chapter, I argue that these forms of trustworthiness can be sensibly

applied in human-to-AI relationships, in contrast to the view that trust and trust-

worthiness are fundamentally interpersonal concepts. I believe that the question we

should be asking is not whether it is sensible to consider AI trustworthy, but when

and under what conditions should we count it naively or robustly trustworthy? In

this chapter, I discuss what it would mean for AI to be both naively trustworthy and

robustly trustworthy. In section one, I describe the conditions under which AI counts

as naively trustworthy. Additionally, I highlight several ways in which the process of

assessing the naive trustworthiness of AI differs from that of humans.

4.1 Naively Trustworthy Technology

Suppose someone acquires a companion robot. In order for that robot to be naively

trustworthy, it must be likely to meet that truster’s expectations regarding compan-

ionship. However, AI cannot fulfill the expectations that are typically associated with

companionship, such as reciprocal understanding or mutual goodwill. Currently, AI

does not have the capacity for understanding our human experiences or reciprocating

emotions (and potentially never will in the relevant sense). While we might feel or

act as though AI has such capacities, they are not actually meeting our expectations.

Thus, it seems obvious that the companion robot is naively untrustworthy because it

cannot actually do what is entrusted.

However, this conclusion is not as obvious as it may seem at first. We could, after

all, renegotiate the boundaries of our trust domain to accommodate the capabilities
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of the companion robot. We cannot renegotiate trust domains with AI as we do

with humans—through ongoing communication and compromise—because AI isn’t

responsive in this way. It simply will do what it was designed to do. Any negotiations

about the aims of the AI and the values we wish it to express would have to happen

with the people who developed or deployed the AI, rather than the AI itself. Thus,

when we think about the commitment domain of an AI, that domain consists of

the potential abilities of the AI. For example, consider an AI system that is trained

to classify animals in photographs. When deployed to do this, its outputs can be

considered as the set of its commitments. Given an input photograph, it “commits" to

mapping this to its output. Speaking of commitments in this context is unfortunately

anthropomorphic given that commitments generally imply intentionality, however, in

this context, a commitment is just what the system will do given a task.

While we can’t renegotiate the commitment domain as we do in human-human

trust relationships, we can engage in a one-sided process of negotiation with the AI

itself through reflecting on the expectations within our trust domain and altering

them to align with how the AI works. For example, if we alter our expectations of

companionship so that it excludes any expectations that require personhood, emo-

tions, sentience, etc., then we could count the robot naively trustworthy. There are

several ways we might do this. First, we could reimagine companionship entirely,

arguing that it isn’t an interpersonal relation. For example, we could exchange the

expectation associated with companionship that companions are agents that we can

talk with for the expectation that companions are things we can talk at. And we could

likewise exchange all person-dependent expectations for expectations that machines

can meet.

However, a worry here is that the domain thus called “companionship” is so

divorced from existing conceptions of companionship that it doesn’t merit the same

label. There is a related worry in the literature on conceptual engineering. Conceptual
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engineering aims to improve our existing concepts for various scientific or social aims.

This method has recently become common in feminist philosophical literature, where

targets of conceptual engineering include “woman”, “gender”, etc., and the aim is

to rectify existing harms related to how people have understood gender (Haslanger,

2000). For example, we might re-engineer the concept “women” so as to include

transwomen, who have not counted as women in historical conceptions of womanhood.

An objection to this project, however, is that in re-engineering concepts, we are simply

changing the subject (Strawson, 1963; Prinzing, 2018). Similarly, the worry here is

that in swapping out the typical expectations in the domain of companionship for AI-

compatible expectations, then the domain ceases to be the domain of companionship.

The force of this objection is minimized, however, if we recall that trust domains are

determined by the truster. An individual’s trust domain does not have to align with

social norms or shared understandings of the domain’s boundaries. Trusters can have

idiosyncratic trust domains that may make no sense to those around them. In such

cases, however, trusters are likely to find their trust continually disappointed due to

ongoing miscommunication. Thus, it is quite possible for trusters to rework their

trust domains regarding companionship so as to find a robot a suitable companion.

Secondly, instead of reworking the domain of companionship entirely, we could

simply argue that the illusion of companionship is good enough. On this approach,

as long as the human truster perceives or imagines that the AI meets their existing

expectations of companionship, then this is sufficient. The expectations regarding

companionship stay largely the same, with the exception that instead of expecting

actual goodwill, trusters expect to feel as though the AI has goodwill. Thus, what

matters for trustworthy companionship is not having actual reciprocal understanding

or goodwill, but the ability to act as though one does. As long as we feel like the AI

cares, then we can count it as naively trustworthy.
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For naive trustworthiness, both approaches are sufficient. We can easily count

AI agents as trustworthy companions simply by renegotiating the domain of trust,

either through drastically altering our expectations or by settling for the illusion that

existing expectations are being met. Yet, not all cases of trust in AI require such

responses. Whether imagination, misperception, or re-engineering is required in order

to find an agent naively trustworthy depends on the contents of the trust domain.

When people trust AI with respect to things that are within its actual capabilities,

then these responses are not needed. Thus, people can trust AI to sort information,

make calculations and predictions, generate models, and perform certain motor tasks

without using any imagination or altering their expectations. Trusting an AI to pre-

dict which environments will be suitable for certain chemical reactions, for example,

does not require these responses. I do not, however, want to give the impression that

it is straightforward to distinguish which trust domains require trusters to imagine

or misperceive technology or re-engineer their trust domains. This task requires un-

derstanding what capacities are needed to meet the expectations in a given existing

trust domain and whether the AI in question has those capacities.

Even if we assume that trust necessarily requires features of persons, it does

not straightforwardly follow that AI must be untrustworthy. Some philosophers and

computer scientists, for example, are optimistic that eventually AI will be able to

do everything that people can do, including feeling emotions, exercising moral judge-

ment, and perceiving sensations such as pain and pleasure (Asada, 2019; Bronfman

et al., 2021; Shevlin, 2018). However, there is considerable debate over just what it

is that people do when they feel emotions, exercise moral judgement, etc. Thus, it is

unclear what conditions must be met for AI to count as having these capabilities. In

the case of exercising moral judgement, for example, some philosophers think that AI

must be conscious (Himma, 2009) or have a sense of self (Parthemore and Whitby,

2013). Others deny that sentience is needed, and instead argue that the AI must be
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autonomous in certain respects (Sullins, 2006). Of course, these disagreements can

also extend to the conditions of consciousness, selfhood, or autonomy. This means

that how people conceptualize moral judgement, or other characteristics of persons,

will influence whether they take imagination or misperception as necessary in order

to count the AI naively trustworthy.

Naive trustworthiness, recall, has to do with only trust situational vulnerabilities.

When a truster trusts someone, they become vulnerable to the trustee not following

through. The key question, here, is will the trustee do what the truster expects them

to do? In the context of AI, does the AI do what it was trusted to do? In order to

answer this question, we need to know a) what it was trusted to do, and b) how to

determine whether or not those expectations are being met.

The first issue, knowing what an AI was trusted to do, is deeply dependent on

the particular aims of individual developers or users. These aims are as diverse as

the people who develop and use AI. Some aims are admirable, others less so. I may

develop an AI that helps me hack into banks so that I can steal their money. I

could also develop an AI that identifies which children are at risk of falling behind

academically, so that they can receive additional support. The issue of understanding

what an AI was trusted to do simply depends on the truster’s trust domain. These

domains can be sensible, weird, morally corrupt, admirable, etc. In this, trusting AI

is not really different from trusting other people.

Someone might object that what matters for trustworthy technology is not what

the end users trust the AI to do, but whether the AI does what it was designed to.

If this is the case, then we need only pay heed to whether the AI does what the

engineers who made it wanted it to do. However, recall that naive trustworthiness

has to do with whether the trustee fulfills the expectations in the trust domain, which

differs from person to person. What matters, then, for naive trustworthiness is the

individual truster’s trust domain. It does not matter whether the truster is the person
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who designed the AI or an end user who may trust it to do something that it was never

intended to do. In the latter case, it is just more likely to be found untrustworthy.

While trusting AI is often similar to trusting humans, there is at least one in-

teresting and important difference. The ability to assess the naive trustworthiness

of a human frequently requires different skills or strategies than assessing the naive

trustworthiness of an AI. While the conditions for trustworthiness remain the same

(meeting the expectations in the trust domain), there are interesting issues related

to our ability to assess the success of an AI that do not arise in human-human trust

relationships, or at least do not arise for the same reasons. In the following, I explore

one issue that has recently gained a lot of well-deserved attention: the opacity of AI

decision-making.

Sometimes, when we trust, we trust not only that an agent will do something, but

that we will be able to understand whether, why and how they’ve done it. That is, we

want to be able to validate whether the AI has met expectations, to understand why

they’ve acted as they have, and to discover things through how they’ve done what

they’ve done (Watson and Floridi, 2019). Explanation is a vital tool for understand-

ing, validating and discovering that we can take advantage of in human-human trust

relationships that is often unavailable in human-AI trust relationships. For example,

in trusting a doctor, a patient may want an explanation for the proposed treatment

plan prior to adopting it. The explanation helps to confirm that the commitment do-

main is compatible with the trust domain. In other words, sometimes trust domains

include the expectation that the trustee will be able to tell us why they committed

to their chosen course of action.

In cases where an explanation is included in the trust domain and a human agent

refuses to provide one, this is often indicative that the agent has not actually done

what we expected. While they may have legitimate reasons not to explain their

actions, it is often still suspicious and we are justifiably inclined to count these people
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as untrustworthy. However, AI doesn’t fail to offer explanations for suspicious reasons.

Many forms of AI are just too computationally complex for people to make sense of

the process by which they produce an output, even though those outputs may meet

our other expectations. Thus, it isn’t clearly justifiable to count AI as untrustworthy

when it fails to provide an explanation. Indeed, despite being unexplainable, AI is

often incredibly useful. We must be careful, then, not to refuse to trust AI simply

because it does not offer an explanation for what it does. While the inability to

offer an explanation alone does not necessarily constitute a reason to count an AI

as untrustworthy, there are at least three situations in which we are justified in

including an explanation in our trust domain and thus justified in counting an AI

untrustworthy when it cannot provide one. We have reason to seek an explanation

when a) we aren’t certain what to expect, b) when the trustee meets the expectations

in our trust domain in an unexpected way, or c) when we want to ensure that the

trustee meets the expectations in the right way. Unfortunately, many cases where AI

is especially useful are often also cases in which an explanation should be expected.

Thus, there are many cases where we have good reason not to count AI as even

naively trustworthy.

It is important here to distinguish between several different types of AI because

not all types of AI have this explainability problem. In some cases, we can look at

an algorithm and see exactly what it has done and why. When a system has hard

coded rules, for example, it is easy to see why it performs a given action because it

was explicitly coded to do so. Many natural language processing systems still rely

on programmers explicitly coding machine responses to inputs. These systems rely

on programmers developing databases of possible inputs, that is, thinking of what

people might possibly say to the system or identifying relevant key words and then

assigning those inputs to the appropriate outputs, or responses.
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JosephWeizenbaum’s chatbot ELIZA is an early example of such a system (Weizen-

baum, 1966). ELIZA, which famously mimicked a Rogerian psychotherapist, worked

by identifying key words in the human participant’s text and then transforming that

text according to a rule associated with the keyword. While computationally very

simple, ELIZA had surprisingly human-like responses. Weizenbaum relates the fol-

lowing typical conversation, where ELIZA’s contributions are capitalized:

Men are all alike.

IN WHAT WAY?

They’re always bugging us about something or other.

CAN YOU THINK OF A SPECIFIC EXAMPLE?

Well, my boyfriend made me come here.

YOUR BOYFRIEND MADE YOU COME HERE

He says I’m depressed much of the time.

I AM SORRY TO HEAR YOU ARE DEPRESSED

It’s true. I am unhappy

DO YOU THINK COMING HERE WILL HELP YOU NOT TO BE

UNHAPPY

I need some help that much seems certain.

...(Weizenbaum, 1966, p. 37)

Despite these human-like interactions, ELIZA was fairly limited in its capacity.

Its ability to engage in conversation was limited to the amount of detail included in

the script, which included both the keywords and their associated rules. ELIZA’s

behavior was entirely explainable. One only had to look at the script of keywords

and rules to know why ELIZA produced a given output.
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Indeed, Weizenbaum himself notes the following:

“It is said that to explain is to explain away. This maxim is nowhere so

well fulfilled as in the area of computer programming, especially in what

is called heuristic programming and artificial intelligence. For in those

realms machines are made to behave in wondrous ways, often sufficient to

dazzle even the most experienced observer. But once a particular program

is unmasked, once its inner workings are explained in language sufficiently

plain to induce understanding, its magic crumbles away; it stands revealed

as a mere collection of procedures, each quite comprehensible.” (Weizen-

baum, 1966, p. 36)

While ELIZA relied on preprogrammed rules, newer forms of AI employ statistical

techniques to learn rules. These often have seemingly magical results. Contrast

ELIZA with GPT-3, OPENAI’s language model that, like ELIZA, produces human-

like text. Given a short prompt, GPT-3 generates a response. These responses

are often surprisingly human-like. Floridi and Chiriatti (2020) provide the following

example of GPT-3 in action. They provided the machine with the first sentence of

Jane Austen’s unfinished novel Sanditon:

“A gentleman and a lady travelling from Tunbridge towards that part

of the Sussex coast which lies between Hastings and Eastbourne, being

induced by business to quit the high road and attempt a very rough lane,

were overturned in toiling up its long ascent, half rock, half sand.”

GPT-3 continued the text as follows:

“The gentleman was very little hurt; but the lady had two of her ribs

broken, and sustained some other injuries, from which she did not recover

for several months. She never saw her husband again. He was seized with
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fever on the third day after the accident, and died in less than a week.

This was in the summer of 1812. In the following February the lady gave

birth to a daughter, who reached her fifth month in all the vigour of

health.” (Floridi and Chiriatti, 2020)

Like ELIZA, however, once unmasked, the program is far less magical than it

may seem. GPT-3 uses statistical learning and an enormous amount of data scraped

from the internet, including encyclopedic sources like Wikipedia, to predict what text

should follow from the prompt. GPT-3 is very good at reproducing the patterns it

detects in the training data. This, of course, has some downsides. For example,

Floridi and Chiriatti demonstrate that GPT-3 produces racist text, is poor at math-

ematics, and does not cope well with prompts that require semantic understanding.

For example, when they prompted GPT-3 with the simple mathematical equation

“solve for x:x+4 =10”, it correctly answered “6”. However, when they changed the

equation to “solve for x: x + 40000 = 100000”, it answered “50000” (Floridi and

Chiriatti, 2020).

Unlike ELIZA’s rule-based method, however, the statistical methods GPT-3 uti-

lizes admit far less comprehensibility for human observers. While at a high level

the procedures are comprehensible (we know it is generating new text based on its

training data) the actual computations performed during text production are not.

GPT-3 uses unsupervised deep learning techniques to search for patterns in the data.

In order to make sense of why this poses a problem for explainability, I will briefly

describe what deep learning entails.

Deep learning is just one form of a broader class of machine learning algorithms,

all of which, to varying degrees, pose a challenge to human understanding and ex-

planation. Whereas previous iterations of statistical analyses required humans to

identify which features of some phenomenon were relevant to the research question,

machine learning extracts such features from the data by itself. In language process-
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ing, for example, relevant features might include how common a word is, where in a

sentence it is likely to occur, and what words are likely to occur nearby. Deep learning

is called “deep" because the raw data passes through multiple layers of nodes. At

each layer, the data is transformed into a higher-level, more abstract representation

of the original data according to the features that it identifies. As more data is passed

through the layers during training, the system learns which features matter and is

fine-tuned to use those features to identify relevant patterns in the data.

When the training data used is labeled, the learning process is called “supervised”,

when the training data isn’t labeled it is called “unsupervised”. Supervised learning

is often used for categorization tasks, such as categorizing a set of images as cats or

dogs. In learning to distinguish dogs from cats, the system is fed a set of images

labeled as cats or dogs and predicts what the image contains. The prediction is then

compared to the assigned label and if the prediction is wrong, then the machine

reconfigures itself accordingly. In unsupervised learning, however, there are no labels

to compare the predictions to. Unsupervised machine learning is thus most frequently

used to cluster data according to similarities it discovers in the data. GPT-3 is an

unsupervised machine learning system. So, given a prompt like the above examples,

GPT-3 will produce new text based on the features that it has learned from previous

training.

However, it is difficult for humans to tell what features such algorithms extract

and why those features are relevant. The transformations that occur between layers

are computationally complex in such a way that it isn’t easy for humans to make

sense of what is happening. Machine learning is often referred to as a “black box”

because the mappings from input to output are opaque to observers. It is difficult

to assess the naive trustworthiness of such “black box” technologies, especially in the

following contexts.
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4.1.1 Contexts requiring validation

In some contexts, when people use AI, it is challenging to determine whether the

AI is meeting the expectations in the trust domain or not. This can happen when

people don’t know exactly what to expect and/or when there isn’t an easy way to

check whether or not the agent has done what they’ve trusted it to do. In such cases,

it is possible that the AI is naively trustworthy in that it is actually meeting our

expectations. However, there are some cases where the trust domain includes the

expectation that we can validate whether it has met our other expectations. Often,

the ability to validate whether expectations have been met is tied up with the trustee’s

ability to explain what it has done and why.

For example, projects at the Large Hadron Collider (LHC) generate hundreds of

millions of collisions per second, but physicists are only interested in those collisions

that are interesting. Such interesting events include those that gave proof to the

existence of the Higgs Boson or those which might provide evidence of new physics

beyond the Standard Model. It is simply not possible for humans to manually sort

through the hundreds of millions of data points that the LHC generates and this

is where AI has immense potential to help. Currently, researchers are interested in

using machine learning to identify interesting data points which can then be turned

into a catalogue of anomalous data points which can form the basis for new hypothe-

ses (Ngadiuba and Pierini, 2021). However, in trusting algorithms to identify which

events are interesting and which are not, there is a risk that potentially interesting

data will be thrown out (Castelvecchi, 2015; Creel, 2020). Validation that the algo-

rithm is identifying all and only interesting events is thus something that physicists

have good reason to include in their trust domain.
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4.1.2 Contexts requiring discovery

When an AI produces an unexpected output, we often want to know why it produced

that output. Whereas the babysitter who unexpectedly painted the nursery purple

was able to explain why they did it (to improve the child’s well-being) an algorithm

cannot do this.

Returning to the LHC example, in addition to the difficulty in verifying that the

algorithm is detecting what it is supposed to detect, there is an additional risk that

when the algorithm correctly identifies an interesting event, it won’t be clear why that

event is interesting (Roxlo and Reece, 2018). That is, it isn’t clear what features in

the data the machine based its decision on. However, understanding why the event

is interesting is one of primary aims of physicists. What is needed in this case is

an explanation that ties the algorithm’s output to the physicists’ expectation that

the algorithm will assist in furthering their understanding of how the world works.

In order to meet that expectation, these algorithms need to be transparent (Creel,

2020).

4.1.3 Contexts requiring generalizability

The lack of transparency also makes it difficult to determine whether the technology

is really doing what we expect it to do, even when it produces the correct results. For

example, in image recognition, a common worry is that the machine is correctly cat-

egorizing images, but for spurious reasons and thus its ability to correctly categorize

novel images is diminished. Suppose the machine is designed to identify whether or

not there is a dog in the picture. However, in the training data, all of the images of

dogs have grass in the background. While it may correctly identify all the images of

dogs, thus doing what it was designed to do, it may not actually be basing its decision

on the presence of dogs, but on the grass background. This may not seem particularly

problematic. After all, if the machine is producing results that meet expectations,
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then it shouldn’t matter whether their “thought process” mirrors our own. Unfortu-

nately, however, if the reasons for the AI’s decisions are inconsistent with what we

expect the reasons to be, then it’s functioning may break down in unexpected ways.

If the machine is entrusted with the task of identifying dog images in a different data

set, it may fail to do so accurately if there are images of dogs inside or images of

grass with no dogs. While we can ask a person about their decision making process,

we cannot query a machine in the same way. This makes it more difficult to know

whether trust expectations are met and thus whether the agent is trustworthy.

A noteworthy problem to highlight here is that of adversarial attacks. Adversarial

attacks involve altering an input so that it changes the output in ways that are un-

desirable. Essentially, such attacks amount to gaming the system. While adversarial

attacks can be maliciously deployed to disrupt a system, developers also use them to

locate and correct bugs in the program or to test the robustness of their technology.

They are frequently used in image recognition, where altering the value of even one

pixel in an image can sometimes change the output in surprising ways. For exam-

ple, in one study, after one pixel in each image was altered the model misclassified

a teapot as a joystick, a hamster as a nipple, and a baby bassinet as a paper towel

(Su et al., 2019). Adversarial attacks are not limited to data based attacks, but can

be deployed in physical, real-time settings. For example, objects can be added to

the visual field which surprisingly alter how a visual recognition system classifies an

object. Adversarial patches are stickers that can be added to a scene which will influ-

ence the model’s classification. One such patch caused an AI system to classify every

image that contained it as a toaster (Brown et al., 2017). Other researchers printed

a 3D turtle that is consistently classified as a rifle, even when the angle of the turtle

is altered (Athalye et al., 2018).

The ability of adversarial examples to disrupt an AI’s functioning poses an im-

portant problem for trustworthiness. An AI’s ability to withstand such adversarial
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attacks, that is, its robustness, is a key requirement for naive trustworthiness. Indeed,

the EU’s High Level Expert Group on Trustworthy AI lists robustness as one of the

central features of trustworthy AI (High Level Expert Group on Artificial Intelligence,

2019). We should not count an AI trustworthy if it is systematically susceptible to

failing to meet the expectations in the trust domain. Note that robustness is evalu-

ated relative to the trust domain. Thus, to count as trustworthy, it need not resist

all adversarial attacks - only those it might encounter in the setting in which it is

deployed. Thus, if an AI system is deployed in a relatively controlled setting, the

bar for naive trustworthiness is considerably lower than if it is deployed in a range of

real-world settings. For example, a self-driving car deployed in a lab environment or

other controlled setting, such as a warehouse, meets the standard for naive trustwor-

thiness more easily than one deployed in the real-world, where it must be capable of

reliably generalizing its training in real-time in a wide range of settings.

4.1.4 Explainable AI

We are not entirely without help here. While we cannot ask a machine learning system

why it makes the decisions that it does, there are a growing range of tools available

to make machine learning more transparent or “explainable”. There are a variety of

post-hoc methods of interpretation, that is, methods that aim at explaining model

behavior after the model has been trained. Some methods specific to interpreting

neural networks include learned features, saliency maps, concept detection, adversar-

ial examples, counterfactual explanations and influential instances (Molnar, 2019).

Researchers have a range of goals in creating more explainable AI (XAI), including

understanding causality, model transferability, model informativeness, fairness, and

privacy awareness (Arrieta et al., 2020). When assessing the naive trustworthiness

of a system, the best method of interpretation will depend on the potential truster’s

goals.
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For example, if someone wants to better understand which features causally con-

tribute to an algorithm’s output, they may employ counterfactual tools to better

understand how influential each feature is to the output. Suppose someone wants to

understand why a hiring algorithm ranks candidates as it does. They could identify

what changes to the input features (such as the wording of their resume, level of

education, experience, etc.) change the output. Put as a counterfactual: how would

the output change if the candidate had more experience? What if they had less ed-

ucation? Or if they’d changed the wording on their resume slightly? The thought is

that if they can identify the feature that needs the least amount of change to alter the

output, they can get a sense of how important that feature is to the model’s decision.

So if altering the candidate’s level of education, leads to a significant change in the

model output, then we know that education importantly contributes to the model

output.

Counterfactual explanations don’t require “looking into” the black box at all.

They simply require looking at the inputs and outputs. Thus, if a potential truster’s

goal requires understanding what is going on inside the system, counterfactual ex-

planations are of limited value. There are, however, increasingly more ways to try to

understand what is happening within the model itself. Learned features is one such

technique that is primarily used for understanding visual recognition systems (Mol-

nar, 2019). Using this method, researchers can choose a particular neuron, channel

within a network layer, or an entire network layer to focus on. After the model is

trained, they hold everything else fixed but maximize the activation of the part of the

network they are interested in. They then can iteratively send an image of random

noise through the network, altering the image each time until the image maximally

activates the desired unit. The resulting image reflects that unit’s contribution to

the model. It may be a pattern, texture or object. While this method can help

us understand what is going on within a model, often the resulting images do not
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contain a humanly recognizable concept and thus are of limited value. Additionally,

in most neural network models, there are simply too many units to look at and thus

this method is of limited practical value (Molnar, 2019).

Computer scientists are actively working on refining these and other techniques

with the aim of improving explainability. As these methods improve, some worries

related to the naive trustworthiness of such “black box” systems may diminish as

we gain the ability to tell whether the system is actually doing what we expect

it to do. Furthermore, as noted previously, there are many forms of AI that do

not involve machine learning, but are rule based or utilize interpretable statistical

methods. Such interpretable methods include models like linear regression, logistic

regression and decision trees. These systems do not pose the same problems for naive

trustworthiness because it is easier to understand whether they are meeting a truster’s

expectations.

4.1.5 Naively Trustworthy within a Context

Let us suppose, however, that explainability is, in principle, not possible in some

situations. Given what I’ve said above, it might seem as though black-box AI systems

are necessarily untrustworthy because we cannot easily understand why they do what

they do. However, someone might object that as long as the machine produces the

right outputs in the contexts that the truster needs it to, then it should not matter

whether it does so for the right reasons. I am inclined to agree with this objection.

In some cases, we might count the agent naively trustworthy just so long as it acts

as expected.

It is worth noting that if we don’t understand the reasoning behind the agents

actions, then we don’t have a good idea of what might cause it to do something

unexpected. However in situations where knowing why an algorithm produces the

result that it does is central to the trust domain, as in the case of the physicists at
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the LHC, then to the extent that that algorithm remains opaque, we should not count

it naively trustworthy.

However, there are lots of contexts where it may not be particularly important

to know why an AI does what it does. Suppose, for example, that someone designs

an algorithm that will regulate the temperature in their home while also minimizing

the amount of energy expended. As long as the house remains a comfortable temper-

ature for its inhabitants and also minimizes their energy bill, then its residents can

reasonably count it naively trustworthy, even if they don’t know the exact features

that contribute to the algorithm’s decisions.

To summarize thus far, whether an AI should be counted naively trustworthy

depends on the extent to which an explanation is included in the trust domain, the

extent to which such an explanation is available, and, of course, the actual functioning

of the AI. However, even if we determine that an AI system is naively trustworthy,

that does not guarantee that it we should trust it. This would require that the system

is also robustly trustworthy. We shall now turn to the question of how to think about

the robust trustworthiness of AI systems.

4.2 Robustly Trustworthy Technology

In order to determine whether AI agents are robustly trustworthy, we need to not

only know whether the agents meet our expectations, but whether in meeting those

expectations they meet the needs or mitigate the harms relevant to the domain of

trust. In other words, in establishing whether an AI is robustly trustworthy, we

must look beyond the actual capacities of artificial agents, to see whether and how

engaging with those agents meets human needs or affects humans in harmful ways.

Mark Coeckelbergh advocates for such a shift in thinking:

“Instead of a philosophy of mind concerning what robots really are or

really (can) think, let us turn to a philosophy of interaction and take
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seriously the ethical significance of appearance. It is a turn from the

‘inside’ (what is ‘in the mind’ of robots) to the ‘outside’ (what robots

do to us). Let us ask: What is the ethical implication of living with

personal robots, that is, of interacting with them in a personal, social,

and emotional context? How do we perceive them, and what do they do

to us as social and emotional beings?” (Coeckelbergh, 2009, p. 219)

Let’s return to the example of a companion robot. In the previous section, I ar-

gued that it is possible to find such a bot naively trustworthy through altering our

expectations to accommodate its limited abilities. A full account of what we should

expect of a trustworthy companion is beyond the scope of this chapter. However, I

will briefly sketch out several reasons why I believe that in rendering the bot naively

trustworthy through altering our expectations of companionship, the agent becomes

robustly untrustworthy. Primarily, in order to accommodate the agent’s actual abil-

ities we must adopt a view of companionship which, on most philosophical accounts

of friendship, is incredibly impoverished and fails to meet the relevant social needs

associated with companionship.

For example, one way to conceptualize the harm that this impoverished view of

companionship represents is through the lens of virtue ethics. Charles Ess summarizes

the view as follows:

“Most briefly, virtue ethics argues that we require certain virtues (habits,

practices, or excellence) in order to pursue and attain a good life, a life

of flourishing – where friendship is the primary example of a human rela-

tionship that requires and fosters such virtues. ...acquiring these virtues

is difficult – and so require practice, and so require relationships that

thus push us to take up and practice what we might otherwise cheerfully

avoid.” (Ess, 2016, p. 66).
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While Ess is primarily concerned with the morality of sexual relationships with

robots, the worry he relates extends to companion robots as well. A companion

that does exactly what we expect of it without reciprocating the complex emotions

and behaviors that accompany the process of virtue acquisition, may make it more

difficult to develop the kinds of virtues that make for a good life. If this is true, then

we should not trust artificial agents in this way because it will inhibit our ability to

have a virtuous, flourishing life.

Alternatively, we might approach the issue from the perspective of care ethics,

which takes the caring relation as fundamental to the development of the ethical self.

In order to care, a person must become engrossed in the other, that is, they must

try to apprehend the other’s reality. Additionally, this engrossment must lead them

to act on behalf of the other. According to Nel Noddings, an agent is caring when it

“is sufficiently engrossed in the other to listen to him and to take pleasure or pain in

what he recounts. Whatever she does for the cared-for is embedded in a relationship

that reveals itself as engrossment and in an attitude that warms and comforts the

cared-for” (Noddings, 1984, p. 19). While we might take Noddings’ account of caring

as evidence that a companion bot cannot care for us, the more important point, I

think, is that we cannot rightly care for them. We cannot apprehend the reality

of the other because there is no other. Nor does our attempt at caring warm or

comfort the cared-for because the companion bot cannot feel anything. In choosing

companionship with a robot, then, we cease to care, and in doing so, undermine our

ethical selves. Shannon Vallor explores this consequence in the context of carebots:

“...how many of us be seduced by the possibility opened up by carebots of not caring,

at least not in the intimate, direct relations that presuppose engrossment in the reality

of the suffering or vulnerable other? And how can we protect ourselves against such

a seduction unless we attend more carefully to the ways in which engagement in

caring practices is critical for our own well-being, and not just that of those who need
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us?” (Vallor, 2011, p.262). Adapting our view of companionship to accommodate

the abilities of robots enables us to avoid the difficulties and risks of genuine caring.

However, according to care ethics, this ultimately harms us as we cease to engage in

the activity that undergirds our sense of self.

As social beings, we are inherently vulnerable to loneliness, but seeking deep

relationships with other people is risky. The previous chapters explored the many

different ways in which trust between people can be broken. It may be tempting, then,

to turn to companion robots that are designed to adapt to one’s expectations in order

to avoid the risk of trust-breaking. However, virtue ethics and care ethics both offer

reasons to suggest that it is harmful to attempt to meet one’s social needs without

actually engaging in social behavior. Robustly trustworthy companions are those

whose relationships propel us to live more virtuous, caring lives. In this, AI fails us.

While someone may find it naively trustworthy through altering their expectations of

companionship, doing so reinforces the loneliness or other social need that motivated

the trust in the first place.

Should we then assume that all AI is robustly untrustworthy because it requires us

to adopt impoverished versions of interpersonal relationships? I do not think so. The

core assumption undergirding the worry that AI is necessarily robustly untrustworthy

is that all trust in AI involves harmfully renegotiating our trust domains or harmfully

imagining or misperceiving the abilities of an AI. There are three reasons to reject

this assumption. First, as in the case of naive trustworthiness, not all trust in AI

requires us to change our trust domains or believe anything untrue. When we trust

AI with things within its abilities and when it is able to meet the relevant needs or

mitigate the relevant harms, then we can count it robustly trustworthy. Secondly,

changing the expectations within our trust domain to accommodate the abilities of

an AI is not always harmful. Indeed, changing our expectations is often necessary

for making beneficial changes. Thirdly, and perhaps most controversially, believing
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something untrue about the AI is not always harmful. I will consider each of these

reasons in greater detail.

4.2.1 AI Acting Within Its Abilities Isn’t Always Harmful

As noted in the previous section, there are many things that we can trust to AI

that it is capable of doing without our changing to accommodate their limitations.

The interesting question is whether in meeting our expectations, it also meets the

relevant needs or mitigates the relevant harms associated with the domain of trust.

Recall that for robust trustworthiness, the trustee’s actions must not reinforce existing

pathogenic vulnerabilities or create new ones, but, where possible, mitigate them. AI

that is used for nefarious ends, then, is not robustly trustworthy, even if it meets the

truster’s expectations. An AI used by a greedy hacker to steal money, for example,

is not robustly trustworthy because the trust is motivated by greed and AI’s actions

reinforce that greed.

However, AI can also be trusted to address and mitigate pathogenic vulnerabili-

ties. For example, there is a growing body of research and collaborative efforts aimed

at using AI to address pressing social needs. These efforts fall under the umbrella of

“AI for Social Good” (AI4SG), defined as:

“AI4SG =def. the design, development, and deployment of AI systems in

ways that (i) prevent, mitigate or resolve problems adversely affecting hu-

man life and/or wellbeing of the natural world, and/or (ii) enable socially

preferable and/or environmentally sustainable developments.” (Floridi

et al., 2020)

For example, there is a non-profit organisation “AI for Good” which seeks to

develop collaborations that address problems in a number of different spheres, in-

cluding education, healthcare, climate, inequality, poverty, and others (AI for Good,

2022). From predicting the spread of dengue fever over time (Carvajal et al., 2018),
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to identifying students at risk of falling behind in school (Lakkaraju et al., 2015), to

understanding and combating climate change (Cowls et al., 2021) people are utiliz-

ing AI to mitigate pathogenic vulnerabilities. To the extent that AI is successful in

addressing these issues, it can be counted robustly trustworthy. Of course, as I will

discuss later, there are a lot of obstacles that inhibit AI from successfully resolving

these problems.

4.2.2 AI Accommodation Isn’t Always Harmful

There are a growing number of tasks that humans have historically undertaken that

are now done through AI-enabled automation. Rather than viewing this automation

revolution as the result of human-like AI slowly taking over our responsibilities, it is

better viewed as the result of de-coupling problems from the need for intelligence to

solve them. That is, instead of creating machines that can do things like us, we are

adapting the problem space to accommodate the abilities of AI. On this view, AI is a

“growing resource of interactive, autonomous, and often self-learning ... agency, that

can deal with tasks that would otherwise require human intelligence and intervention

to be performed successfully.” (Floridi, 2019, p. 2). Understood as such, “AI achieves

its problem-solving goals by detaching the ability to perform a task successfully from

any need to be intelligent in doing so.” (Floridi, 2019, p. 9).

Altering our expectations of how certain tasks should be done or what certain

roles require to accommodate the abilities of AI has the potential to free people up

from boring, repetitive or dangerous tasks, thus allowing people to engage in more

meaningful activities (Smids et al., 2020). For example, rather than sending a human

in to diffuse a bomb, robots can be sent instead, thus shielding humans from harm.

Robots in warehouses can do manual labor tasks that are both boring and physically

taxing for humans, thus allowing humans to do more intellectually stimulating tasks

that do not wear the body down. Changing our expectations to accommodate AI in
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settings like these, at least on the face of it, seems beneficial, rather than harmful.

After all, humans are vulnerable to boredom, fatigue, and pain and trusting AI

with tasks that exacerbate these vulnerabilities can mitigate the harm that humans

experience.

4.2.3 AI Illusions Aren’t Always Harmful

Let us suppose that someone does misperceive or imagine AI as having properties that

it does not actually have. Is this necessarily harmful? Is it always harmful to believe

something false or act as though things are not what they are? Consider the following

example. In the film Cast Away, the character played by Tom Hanks is stranded alone

on a desert island. In his loneliness, his only “companion” is a volleyball that he

names “Winston”. He treats Winston as though it is a person, talking to it, arguing

with it, and eventually grieving its loss. While there is clearly something wrong

about this because the volleyball is not a person, Winston’s “friendship” provides

the character with the will to survive. Perhaps in some cases, then, trusting AI

while knowing that it isn’t actually meeting one’s trust may actually benefit the

truster, despite acting in discordance with one’s beliefs. That said, the range of cases

where this holds is undoubtedly quite narrow. Hanks’ character was in incredibly

unusual circumstances: entirely alone without the option for human companionship.

Hopefully it is not controversial to assume that in most contexts, deriving the will to

survive from companionship with a volleyball signals the presence of some underlying

pathogenic vulnerability. Similarly, in most contexts, preferring the “companionship”

of an AI is also a likely signal of some underlying pathogenic vulnerability.

4.2.4 Obstacles to Robustly Trustworthy AI

At this point, it is hopefully apparent that it is at least theoretically possible for AI

to count as robustly trustworthy. That is, there are situations in which an AI can
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genuinely meet the need or mitigate the harm relevant to the trust domain. However,

for each of the above scenarios—AI working within existing expectations, adapting

our expectations to accommodate AI’s limitations, and accepting the illusion that

AI meets existing expectations—there are situations where AI fails to be robustly

trustworthy.

Firstly, when we trust AI to solve a problem that is within its capabilities, but

have a hidden expectation that it will also solve some deeper problem, our trust can

reinforce that deeper problem. In other words, AI can successfully function as a band-

aid. However, putting a band-aid on a broken bone and saying the problem has been

fixed does not solve the problem and, indeed, makes it significantly worse. AI can be

naively trustworthy with respect to some surface level issue, but consequently it may

cover up the deeper, more complex problem that generated the initial problem.

For example, humans are unfortunately prone to making biased decisions that

negatively affect other people and exacerbate inequalities. In an effort to address

this bias, people have turned to AI because the assumption is that machines don’t

see race, gender, disability status, etc., and therefore their decisions will be neutral.

Unfortunately, as has been seen in a wide range of cases from prison recidivism risk

scoring (Larson et al., 2016) to hiring decisions (Dastin, 2018), AI mirrors the biases

of human decision-makers. In the case of Amazon’s hiring algorithm, it consistently

ranked women lower then men because the algorithm was trained on data drawn

from the previous ten years. Over those ten years, more men than women were hired

and the machine thus learned that men were preferable to women. However, the

reasons why more men than women were hired during that time-frame are rooted in

a variety of historically and socially complex issues that are unrelated to women’s

actual potential (Hicks, 2021). In turning to AI to address the problem of identifying

good job candidates, with the underlying expectation that it would solve the problem

of human bias and without addressing the background conditions that led to fewer
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women being hired in the first place, it actually reinforced the gender discrimination

that it was expected to solve.

Secondly, when we adapt our trust domains to accommodate the abilities of AI,

we may disrupt existing social systems in harmful ways. This is notable when the

disruption displaces workers or undermines people’s dignity. For example, while au-

tomation has the potential to make workers’ lives easier, safer, more interesting, and

more fulfilling, it also has the potential to do the opposite. Smids et al (2020) recount

how metro drivers in Paris felt they had been deprived of meaningful work after their

jobs were partly outsourced to self-driving metros. Even though they were offered

alternative employment as managers, they were not able to directly respond to emer-

gencies and felt less connected to the lives of passengers. Thus, even though they

technically received a promotion into a managerial position, they felt that their jobs

had become less meaningful (Smids et al., 2020).

Finally, when people accept the illusion that AI is doing things that it cannot

or has features that it actually lacks, their lives may become increasingly divorced

from the shared social world, leaving them isolated and lonely. Believing true things

is presumably prima facie a good thing for humans. Therefore, except in the kind

of exceptional circumstances that Tom Hanks’ character found himself in, believing

things to be what they are not is not wise. Additionally, it is important for social

functioning that members of a given society have some shared vision of reality. As

discussed in chapter three, in order to maintain trust, the parties must have some

shared understanding of the trust domain, which, in part, depends on agreement

about the world and agreement about social norms. If these are dispensed with in an

effort to integrate AI into one’s life, this has the wider consequence of undermining

trust in other humans and trust in society as a whole.
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4.3 Disagreement and Trust-Breaking

Just as in the case of human-human trust relationships, there is a lot of room for trust-

breaking in human-AI trust relationships. The source of the broken trust may lie at

the individual, societal or cultural level because individuals, societies and cultures

vary in the needs and vulnerabilities that precede trust. Thus, a given AI application

may meet the needs of one individual, but reinforce the pathogenic vulnerabilities of

another. Similarly, it may meet the needs of one society or culture, but harm another.

Additionally, similarly to human-human trust relationships, it is not always clear

which party is at fault for the broken trust: the human or the AI. Disagreements

about fault, of course, are not taken up by the AI technologies, which cannot justify

or defend their actions, but by people. The disagreement may only manifest in the

truster, as confusion over whether they should have acted differently, or it may be a

public disagreement involving the developers of the technology, those who deployed

the technology, relevant legal systems, users, and society writ large. These disagree-

ments encompass decisions about whether the AI meets the needs relevant to the trust

domain and whether introducing a change in a trust domain to accommodate the AI

is harmful or not. Does it meet the human truster’s needs? Does it actually mitigate

the harm that it was intended to mitigate? Are the disruptions that accommodating

an AI requires ultimately good for humans, perhaps despite short-term harms?

The answers to these questions are not always obvious and require not only indi-

vidual decisions about AI use, but decisions on a societal and cultural scale. Indeed,

it is important that the decisions about how to integrate AI into society are made

with input from those whom the decisions will affect. Without such input, AI, like

humans, risks blamelessly or faultlessly breaking trust with users due to its design

failing to reflect the interests and values of those who are affected by its use.
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In the following, I explore how trust-breaking occurs at both the individual and

cultural levels and discuss difficulties in determining fault, and therefore, trustwor-

thiness.

4.3.1 Individual-Level Trust-Breaking

On the individual level, the vulnerabilities that motivate trust in a given AI appli-

cation are many and vary in the degree to which they are pathogenic. Consider the

weight loss app, Noom and its target user population. Noom “uses science and per-

sonalization to help you lose weight and keep it off for good. [They]’ll help you better

understand your relationship with food, how to be more mindful of your habits, and

give you the knowledge and support you need for long-lasting change.” (Noom, 2022).

Noom combines AI and human support systems to encourage users to lose weight.

Users are assigned human coaches and support groups, who offer support via chat.

While humans offer coaching to users, AI is used to connect users to coaches, exist-

ing support groups, and relevant educational articles. It is also used to calculate a

person’s personalized “calorie budget”, that is, how many calories a user can take in

and still meet their weight loss goals within their desired time-frame.

Noom pitches itself as a way to change behavior through utilizing psychological

research, rather than as a traditional diet. Noom does not rule out any foods. Rather,

it labels foods as “red”, “yellow”, or “green”, based on calorie density. Higher calorie

foods are labeled as “red”, to indicate users should limit these foods, while low calorie

foods are labeled “green”, to indicate users can eat more of these. Users then log

everything that they eat, noting its color and adapting their eating habits to stay

within their AI-generated calorie budget. Users weigh in daily to track their weight

loss over time. If users forget to weigh in, the app sends a reminder to step on the

scale. The app purportedly helps people develop a healthy relationship with food

and some company sponsored research suggests that it may be useful in preventing
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diabetes through weight loss interventions (Toro-Ramos et al., 2020). Unfortunately,

there are also numerous anecdotal reports of individuals whose use of Noom triggered

the onset or relapse of an eating disorder, although there are no robust studies that

confirm this occurs on a widespread scale (Greenway, 2021; Sole-Smith, 2021).

An individual newly diagnosed with diabetes may really benefit from the rec-

ommendations and support that the app offers. However, the individual seeking to

improve their health by losing some weight who ends up with an eating disorder may

feel that their trust has been broken. Does this mean that the app is robustly un-

trustworthy? What exactly has happened in such cases and which party, if any, is at

fault for the broken trust?

Let’s begin by analyzing how the trust was broken through comparing users’ trust

domains and the app’s commitment domain. Let’s suppose there are two users, A

and B, who both trust Noom with respect to the domain of weight loss help. Both

expect that the app will help them lose a certain number of pounds, will provide

personalized diet advice, access to a supportive community, and information about

nutrition. Both also expect that the app will assist them in becoming healthier. How-

ever, their expectations surrounding health differ. “Health”, for A, means managing

their diabetes, an expectation that is fairly fine-grained. As such, they have a goal to

lose a specific number of pounds, as recommended by their primary care physician.

For B, however, their expectation of improved health remains course-grained; they

just want to be healthier and believe losing weight is the way to meet this goal.

Weight Loss Help|A ={lose x lbs, personalized calorie plan , supportive

community, nutrition education, manage diabetes}
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Weight Loss Help|B ={lose weight, personalized calorie plan, supportive

community, nutrition education, improve health}

Weight Loss Help ∗ |Noom ={provide personalized calorie plan, supportive

community, nutrition education, provide

accountability via push notifications, improve

user health}

Given that the trust and commitment domains align in both cases, there shouldn’t

be any issues with trust-breaking. However, there is an important problem in B’s trust

relationship with the app. Recall that course-grained trust domains can indicate the

presence of hidden expectations; expectations that trusters may not have thought of

before or may not be consciously aware of. Let’s suppose that in B’s case, these hidden

expectations include the expectation that improving health will improve self-image.

They expect that in losing weight, they will become more healthy, and subsequently

they will also become more confident, more in control, more beautiful and more

like-able. These hidden expectations reflect complex social and historical narratives

about weight, health, beauty, and human value; narratives that are often harmful

and difficult to escape, especially for women (Manne, 2022).

The app, in this case, provides a “band-aid solution” to the complex problem that

B is dealing with. While the app successfully assists B in losing weight, it avoids

dealing with the harmful narratives that motivated the trust in the first place. Ad-

dressing the surface level issue (weight), in B’s case, reinforces a pathogenic preceding

vulnerability (poor self-image) and generates a new pathogenic vulnerability (an eat-

ing disorder). B’s trust in the app is thus broken due to an indirect misunderstanding
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mismatch: Noom fails to meet B’s hidden expectation that their self-image will im-

prove as a result of the trust relationship. In fact, the app’s recommended daily

weigh-ins make B more self-conscious. Additionally, the emphasis on losing weight

via maintaining a calorie deficit leads B to develop harmful, obsessive behaviors re-

garding their food.

Which party, if any, is at fault for this broken trust? If someone is at fault, are

they blameworthy? For this to be a case of faultless broken trust, it must meet the

following conditions:

(a) the truster must trust the trustee with respect to some domain,

(b) the trustee must meet that trust domain with a set of commitments,

(c) the trust and commitment domains are compatible from the trustee’s

perspective, but incompatible from the truster’s perspective

(d) neither the truster nor trustee has made a mistake in forming their

respective trust and commitment domains.

In this case, conditions (a) and (b) are obviously met. From the app’s perspective,

the commitment domain is compatible with the trust domain - at least the trust

domain as it is prior to the hidden expectations coming to light, so condition (c) is

met. However, in this case, it seems quite clear that mistakes have been made in this

trust relationship and this is, consequently, not a case of faultless broken trust. B

has clearly made a mistake because they’ve expected something from the app that it

cannot offer: improved self-image. If the fault is B’s alone, then they can renegotiate

the trust domain to reflect the app’s actual commitments: to help users lose weight.

This renegotiation, of course, is more easily said than done as it requires that B

challenge narratives about weight and beauty, health, confidence, etc. Theoretically,

however, we can imagine that B overcomes these harmful narratives. Interestingly,

however, in doing this, the need for B to trust the app dissolves entirely: it becomes
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apparent that they didn’t actually need to lose weight in order to improve their health

or self-image. There is no need for a band-aid if the broken bone is healed.

Unfortunately, given that the app’s profitability depends on users continuing their

monthly subscriptions, the app is designed in such a way as to reinforce the harm-

ful narrative that weight loss is, prima facie, beneficial for health and well-being.

For example, the app builds in several assumptions that health professionals have

questioned in recent years, including the assumption that BMI is a reliable indicator

of health status, that weight loss is best achieved by limiting the intake of calorie

dense foods (regardless of nutrient content), and that daily weigh-ins are a beneficial

form of accountability. For potential users like B, who are pathogenically vulnera-

ble to developing eating disorders due to existing beliefs and behavioral tendencies,

and whose health is not actually compromised by their weight, the app is robustly

untrustworthy.

For users like A, however, who do not hold harmful narratives about their weight

and whose health would actually benefit from weight loss, Noom meets a legitimate

need and can count as robustly trustworthy. It should be noted, however, that harmful

narratives about weight and health are pervasive in American culture, influencing not

only ideals of beauty in popular culture, but also health policy and access to quality

healthcare (Hunger et al., 2016; Major et al., 2018). Thus, individuals who are not

affected by these narratives or who will remain resistant to forming them, given the

app’s design, are likely to be few and far between. People are, after all, vulnerable to

viewing themselves in an unjustifiably negative light, and to the extent that trusting

the app generates or reinforces such views, it should be counted untrustworthy.

This discussion has hopefully highlighted how individual differences in the vulner-

abilities that precede trust relationship render trustees as more or less trustworthy.

Someone might object at this point that, in this case, it is not AI alone whose trust-

worthiness is at issue, but the app environment as a whole - including the coaches,
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support groups, articles, design choices and user-interface. However, the AI’s rec-

ommendations for users’ personalized calorie budget and recommended educational

articles play an important role in how users engage with the app and thus how those

users are made more or less vulnerable. If we focus more narrowly on what exactly

users trust the AI to do (provide a personalized calorie budget that enables weight

loss), rather than the app as a whole, the result is the same: for some it will be

trustworthy and for others not. That is, for some, it will mitigate the pathogenic

vulnerability that motivated the trust, but for others, it will exacerbate it.

4.3.2 Cultural-Level Trust-Breaking

In an increasingly globalized world, it is not unusual for an AI application designed

and developed in one culture to be deployed in another. Unfortunately, this can

have negative consequences when an AI does not account for cultural differences in

expectations or the ways that people of different cultures are differently vulnerable.

Trust-breaking can occur, for example, when the commitments that fulfill a set of

expectations in one culture differ from the commitments that fulfill that same set of

expectations in a different culture. An AI application designed from the perspective

of the first culture may faultlessly break trust with users from the second culture.

In Chapter One, I discussed the problem of privacy. What is expected of “privacy

preserving tech” differs across cultures, with important differences in how privacy is

understood in relation to autonomy. We are now in a position to make sense of why

this is a problem for cross-cultural trust and trustworthiness. For example, suppose

a company based in India designs an AI-enabled app that will be deployed in both

the US and in India.
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They know that both American and Indian users expect that their privacy will

be preserved while using the app:

App|Indian Users ={{preserve privacy}, etc.}

App|American Users ={{preserve privacy}, etc.}

However, the Indian developers fail to account for how privacy is understood

differently in the US. Subhajit Basu describes some of these differences as follows:

“For example, while it is not common practice in the UK for general

practitioners (GPs) to discuss patient information of the wife with her

husband, such discussion is quite common in India, where GPs regularly

discuss such issues with the husband or other members of the family.

Does this reduced control necessarily imply reduced privacy? On the

contrary, this practice conforms to a consistent set of rules as developed

within the Indian society that the level of privacy should not interfere with

an individual’s ability to feel emotionally safe and secure through social

linkage. I believe it also means that ‘being private’ in traditional Indian

concept includes sharing with ‘family’ and within the ‘familial space’ and

evidence suggests that the desire to demarcate one’s life from others in

the family is nearly non-existent but it is separate from the outside world

as the privacy ‘of the family’ is greatly valued.” (Basu, 2012, p.19).

Basu argues that in countries like the US and UK, privacy is generally understood

as applying at the level of the individual, rather than the group, because privacy is

valued due to the role that it plays in promoting autonomy and individuality. In India,

however, individuals are understood as interconnected with others such that privacy
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is not valued at the level of the individual, but at the level of groups - such as families.

Supposing that this is correct, let’s say that the developers prioritize privacy at the

level of families through facilitating information sharing between family members,

but encrypting data shared between groups. For the developers then, “preserving

privacy” results in the following commitment domain:

App ∗ |Developers ={{make data shareable between group members,

encrypt data shared between groups}, etc.}

These commitments meet user expectations in one context (India), but fail to

meet user expectations in a different context (US). In this case, all the conditions for

faultless trust-breaking are met. The American users trust the app to preserve their

privacy, the app commits to preserve privacy, the commitment domain and the trust

domain are compatible when evaluated relative to the Indian perspective of privacy,

but incompatible when evaluated relative to the American context. Yet, assuming

that privacy concepts vary across cultures, neither party has made a mistake.

Once the trust has been broken, however, users must renegotiate their domains

in order to accommodate the app if they wish to count the app trustworthy. In

doing so, they must alter their expectations regarding privacy. In order to do this,

however, they must shift their values accordingly—making autonomy subject to in-

terconnectivity. Does this alteration render the app robustly untrustworthy for the

user? Whether there is a right way to think about privacy specifically is a matter be-

yond the scope of this paper, so I will not address that here. Instead, I will focus more

generally on how adapting to a different culture’s norms in order to accommodate an

AI technology might be understood as harmful: through a form of “othering”.

Halycon M. Lawrence argues that voice recognition technologies perpetrate this

harm on users when the technology is not trained on the voices and dialects of those

for whom the technology is deployed.
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Lawrence argues that:

“If you possess a foreign accent or speak in a dialect, speech technologies

practice a form of “othering" that is biased and disciplinary, demanding

a form of postcolonial assimilation to standard accents that “silences" the

speaker’s sociohistorical reality.

Because these technologies have not been fundamentally designed to pro-

cess non-standard and foreign-accented speech, speakers often have to

make adjustments to their speech—that is, change their accents—to re-

duce recognition errors. The result is the sustained marginalization and

deligitimization of nonstandard and foreign-accented speakers of the En-

glish language.” (Lawrence, 2021, p. 181)

According to Lawrence, then, deploying a technology that requires users to adapt

aspects of the culture where the technology was developed can amount to a form of

colonialism. At the very least, widespread deployment of technologies across cultures

can increase cultural homogenization through encouraging users to adapt to the cul-

ture of the technology’s origin. The extent to which such homogenization is harmful

is unclear. Assuming that there is value in diversity, the trustworthiness of a given

AI technology may extend only to those cultures whose values are expressed by the

technology. For members of cultures whose unique cultural identities are vulnerable

to disappearing and who wish to preserve their cultural identities, AI technologies

that do not represent their cultural values should not be counted trustworthy. This

is not, however, due to some inherent flaw in the technology, but due to an inherent

limitation. AI cannot reflect everyone’s cultural values or ways of life because these

values are often in conflict. It is not inappropriate for an AI to optimize for privacy

at the level of the family or to recognize the voices of native English speakers. It may

be inappropriate, however, to deploy that technology in a diverse cultural context or

across cultures with the expectation that users can adapt to the technology without
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consequence. Whether an AI technology should be trusted, then, may depend on

particular cultural contexts.

4.4 Conclusion

In this dissertation, I set out to argue that individual end users can reasonably count

AI as worthy of trust. I first argued that people can (and probably do) trust AI in a

variety of ways. Even on more demanding accounts of trust that require that agents be

sentient or have intentional attitudes, people may come to trust AI through imagining

or misperceiving it as possessing properties that it lacks. On less demanding accounts,

such as Nguyen’s account of trust as an unquestioning attitude, people can trust AI

with things that fall within the AI’s abilities or through adapting their domains of

trust to accommodate its limitations. Whether trust is appropriate, however, depends

on the trustworthiness of the AI.

Next, I distinguished two different kinds of trustworthiness, naive and robust

trustworthiness, and demonstrated that AI can meet the requirements for both. In

particular, AI can be robustly trustworthy in scenarios where it is deployed to meet

legitimate needs and the ability to meet those needs falls within the range of its

abilities. It can also be robustly trustworthy when we alter our expectations to ac-

commodate its abilities and this accommodation is not harmful, as in some cases of

automating dangerous or boring tasks. Finally, it can be robustly trustworthy even

when people imagine or misperceive it as doing something it is not actually doing,

although instances of this are likely few and far between. Assessing the trustworthi-

ness of an AI application, then, requires careful attention both to abilities of the AI

and to the domain of trust and how that domain changes over time.

I then argued that the domain specificity of trust creates room for disagreements

regarding the trustworthiness of an agent. In the case of robustly trustworthy AI,

people may disagree about whether AI is being deployed as a “band-aid” to cover
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deeper problems, about whether adapting to AI’s abilities and limitations causes

trusters harm, and whether believing false things about the AI isolates or otherwise

harms users. These conflicts reflect underlying disagreements about which needs are

legitimate and what counts as harmful. I have characterized these as disagreements

about which vulnerabilities are pathogenic (and should be eliminated) and which must

be lived with, and also as disagreements about the best way to eliminate or manage

vulnerabilities. Given these disagreements, it is likely that people will disagree about

whether a particular AI application is trustworthy or who is at fault when trust is

broken.

Finally, I argued that the trustworthiness of an AI should be determined relative

to individual users and/or users’ cultures. Determining whether an AI is trustwor-

thy requires dialogue between users, developers and the broader society whose lives

are also impacted by the deployment of new technologies. This dialogue must be

sensitive to changes in the individual and the society to which they belong. The in-

clusion of user perspectives in development is important, especially in cross-cultural

deployment, because users are differently vulnerable, especially so across cultures.

For example, a society where weight does not carry the same social meaning as it

does in many so-called Western cultures is not similarly vulnerable to the harms that

a weight-loss app poses. Trustworthiness is thus sensitive to context, and as context

changes, so too must our practices of extending trust.
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